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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION
In 2010 the City of Reading, together with several partners, initiated DOWNTOWN 2020 as a coordinated effort to
establish a unified vision for improving the quality of life in Greater Reading. This initiative is broad-reaching in its scope.
Ultimately it seeks revitalization of the City’s commercial core in order to create an environment that encourages economic
development and more attractive places for residents to live. This revitalization will rely upon improved infrastructure and
reinvestment incentives and strategies that heighten interest in living, working and playing in downtown Reading.
DOWNTOWN 2020 GOALS AND OBJECTIVES
The DOWNTOWN 2020 Master Plan focuses upon the physical conditions of public space within the downtown, with
a particular focus given to Penn Square and the Penn Street Corridor, and seeks to build upon previous plans and
development initiatives already underway. Specific goals and objectives of this master plan, as they relate to the broader
goals and objectives of the City’s initiative, are as follows:
Improve Physical Infrastructure
•

•
•

•
•

Build upon Penn Corridor Development Plan
recommendations. This plan, completed in 2005
by Sasaski Associates, outlines a vision for
revitalization of the broader corridor extending over
two-miles between City Park in Reading through the
downtown area, across the Penn Street Bridge to
Penn Avenue, and extending through West Reading
and Wyomissing. Many of the objectives of this plan,
particularly within Wyomissing and West Reading,
have already been realized.
Develop recommendations to strengthen the
physical identity of downtown Reading’s individual
commercial and historic districts.
Focus on the revitalization of Penn Square as the
commercial center of the downtown and as a high Figure 1-1. View of existing streetscape along the 400 block
priority destination for both local residents and of Penn Street.
visitors.
Develop recommendations that will encourage pedestrian activity in the downtown, with particular focus on
improving the safety of pedestrian crossings at key intersections.
Develop design guidelines that will encourage a uniform aesthetic of the downtown’s streetscapes, to include
sidewalks and curbs, pedestrian lighting, street trees, wayfinding and informational signs, and street furnishings.

Improve the Reality and Perception of Public Safety
•

Develop design recommendations that will increase the reality and perception of safety within the downtown,
particularly after dark, and on key pedestrian streets that connect Penn Square with other key nodes and
landmarks.

Develop Incentives that Encourage Reinvestment in Existing Properties
•
•
•
•

Develop recommendations that will increase the value of existing and historic properties within the downtown, with
a particular emphasis on Penn Square.
Propose locations for more on-street parking within the commercial core.
Design streetscape development standards that will increase the livability of residential districts and the attractiveness
of commercial properties to new investment.
Celebrate the history of downtown Reading as a means to promote heritage tourism.
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Develop Strategies for Living, Working, and Playing
•
•
•

Increase and diversify the mix of uses along the Penn Corridor, particularly within Penn Square.
Create public spaces within which pedestrians will feel comfortable (safe, clean, and green).
Through design, accommodate and encourage outdoor activities along the corridor (sidewalk cafes, outdoor
markets, and special events).

PROJECT SCOPE AND STUDY AREA
In 2010. Barry Isett & Associates, Inc. (BIA) was commissioned by the City of Reading to prepare the DOWNTOWN
2020 Master Plan. This study is being overseen and coordinated by the DOWNTOWN 2020 Design Committee, which
is chaired by Mr. Lee Olsen, AIA. Funding for this study was made available through the American Recovery and
Reinvestment Act of 2009, which is being administered by the City of Reading’s Public Works Department. Members of
the Design Committee include:
•
•
•
•
•

Charles Jones, Director of Public Works, City of Reading
Glenn Knoblauch, Executive Director, Berks County Planning Commission
Andrew Miller, City Planner, City of Reading
Lee Olsen, Principal, Olsen Design Group
Kyle Zeiber, Manager, Reading Streets Department

It should be noted that chairman of the City of Reading’s Main Street Program Committee, Mr. Sam Loth, has also
attended Design Committee meetings on a regular basis.
The scope of work for this study included inventory and assessment of existing vehicular and pedestrian conditions
throughout the downtown to analyze how proposed streetscape improvements may impact the surrounding road network;
visioning—through design committee, key stakeholder, and public meetings; development of concept alternatives;
and the development of a draft and final master plan. A “Design Guidelines Manual,” which serves as a stand-alone
document, was also developed to provide details, material
specifications, and standards for future streetscape
improvements.
As a separate but related project, BIA also prepared final
construction plans and specifications for improvements to
the 500 block of Franklin Street. This construction will
serve as the “as-built” condition of the improvements
proposed in the Design Guidelines Manual for the
downtown’s residential streets.
DOWNTOWN PLANNING CONTEXT

Figure 1-2. The study area for the plan is bounded on the
east by City Park, on the west by the Schuylkill River, on
the north by Walnut Street, and on the south by Chestnut
Street.

Downtown Reading is the commercial, cultural, and
government center of Berks County. Founded in 1748
by the sons of William Penn, it boasts a rich tapestry of
historic buildings and open spaces woven together by an
urban street grid that extends between the Schuylkill River to the west and City Park (historically known as Penn’s
Common) to the east. Linked to the rest of the world by a sophisticated network of highways and rail lines, it lies less
than 90 minutes travel time from Philadelphia and less than three hours from New York City and Baltimore. With over
80,000 City residents and over 300,000 additional residents within the larger metropolitan area, downtown Reading has
all the basic ingredients needed to rehabilitate its commercial core and attract the economic investment that it desires.
Much has already been done towards this end, and it is important to note that this DOWNTOWN 2020 Master Plan has
been prepared within the broader context of other recent and ongoing planning studies and development initiatives that
indicate a tremendous amount of interest and investment in Reading’s rebirth.
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Major Recent Development Projects
Major development projects over the last decade have included significant cultural, educational, commercial, entertainment,
and transportation initiatives within the City of Reading. The most significant are summarized below:
Sovereign Performing Arts Center: The Sovereign
Performing Arts Center serves as a venue for symphonic,
opera, ballet, popular music, and theatrical performances.
Located on North 6th Street, the center, which previously
served as the Rajah Theater, was renovated in 2000 by
the Berks County Convention Center Authority at the cost
of $7 million. Today it serves as the home of the Reading
Symphony Orchestra.
Sovereign Center: The Sovereign Center is a 7,083seat multi-purpose arena built in 2001 at the cost of $32
million. The arena, which is located along Penn Street
between 7th and 8th Streets, sits on the former site of
the Astor Theatre. Closed in 1975, the theatre sat vacant
until it was torn down in 1998 to make room for the arena.
The Sovereign Center is owned by the Berks County Figure 1-3. The Sovereign Center, which occupies the 700
block of Penn Street, is a major multi-purpose arena that
Convention Center Authority.
draws thousands of visitors from all surrounding counties.
Goggleworks Center for the Arts: Opened in September 2005 at the cost of $13.5 million, the Goggleworks Center for
the Arts occupies a rehabilitated eyeglass factory at the corner of Washington and Second Streets. It has become a new
cultural center, offering independent films, galleries, and artist studios and workshops.
Sovereign Plaza: Completed in 2005 at the cost of $17.9
million, the Sovereign Plaza serves as the commercial
office complex of Sovereign Bank. Located at the corner
of 5th and Penn Streets, it contains 104,000 square feet
of office space and associated parking and is estimated
to house more than 500 employees.
Schmidt Training and Technology Center: Constructed
in 2006 by the Reading Area Community College (RACC) at
a cost of $10 million, the Schmidt Training and Technology
Center (TTC) provides classroom space for training in
advanced manufacturing skills, information technology,
market knowledge, executive senior leadership, business
performance, and workforce readiness. It is located
behind the Miller Center along Front Street.
Miller Center for the Arts: The Miller Center for the Arts,
located at the corner of 2nd and Penn Streets on the
campus of Reading Area Community College, is a 509seat theatre housing theatrical events. It was constructed
in 2007 for a cost of $16 million.
IMAX Theater and Parking Garage: In 2008, the IMAX
Multiplex Theater opened on the corner of 2nd and
Figure 1-4. Goggleworks Center for the Arts, located along Washington Streets. Constructed for a cost of $8 million,
the 200 block of Washington Street, is a regional cultural this theater features one IMAX screen and ten regular
center.
Barry Isett & Associates, Inc. • August 2011 • Page 

City of Reading • Downtown 2020 • Master Plan (DRAFT)

screens. A 434-space parking garage was constructed
directly across 2nd Street, on the southeast corner. It
includes retail and restaurant space on the ground floor.
Goggleworks Apartments: The Goggleworks Apartments
is a six-story building currently under construction on the
northwest corner of 2nd and Washington Streets. Initiated
by Our City Reading, Inc., It is estimated to cost $13
million. When complete, it will house 59 units that will be
operated by the Reading Housing Authority.
Doubletree Hotel and Parking Garage: Constructed in
2011 by the Reading Parking Authority for a cost of $14
million, the seven-level, 929-space garage is intended to
Figure 1-5. The Miller Center, view looking south from serve the needs of Sovereign Center visitors, as well as
those who will be staying in the adjacent Doubletree Hotel,
Second Street.
which will be located across from the Sovereign Center on
Penn Street. The hotel is expected to begin construction
next year and cost approximately $65 million.
BARTA Transportation Center: Constructed by the Berks Area Regional Transportation Authority in 2002 at a cost
of $12 million, the BARTA Transportation Center (BTC) serves as a central transfer point for most bus routes and has
a passenger waiting area with an automated bus arrival and departure system. Situated on the 700 block between
Cherry and Franklin Streets, the terminal also houses a parking garage for monthly permit parking, a community police
station, and retail space along Cherry Street. The building
is designed for future second story office construction.
Franklin Street Station: Located at the corner of 7th
and Franklin streets. This historic train station served as
a Reading Railroad station until 1981 when passenger
service ended in the city. BARTA acquired the station
in 2005. Currently undergoing renovation, this historic
building will be rehabilitated as a BARTA bus terminal,
serving both regional and local routes. Some interior
space will be dedicated to the Reading Railroad Museum
to display and interpret historic artifacts. While still in the
feasibility planning stage, this station may also serve as
stop along an extended commuter rail line linking the City
to Philadelphia.
Recent and Ongoing Plans

Figure 1-6. The historic Franklin Street Station will soon be
rehabilitated as a BARTA terminal.

Act 47 Financial Recovery Plan: Despite the tremendous amount of capital investment in the downtown over
the last decade, the City of Reading is in a severe financial crisis. A few years ago the Mayor of Reading asked the
Commonwealth of Pennsylvania’s Secretary of the Department of Community and Economic Development to designate
the City as financially distressed under Act 47. In November 2009 the Secretary approved the distress determination,
saying the City’s “pattern of operating deficits is unsustainable and if left unabated will force the city to significantly
reduce or eliminate fundamental services that may adversely affect the health, safety, welfare, and quality of life of the
citizens.” As a result, in December 2009 the Secretary appointed a coordinator led by Public Financial Management, Inc.
to develop a financial Recovery Plan to bring the City back to fiscal health. Filed in the spring of 2011, the Act 47 Financial
Recovery Plan outlines several changes that are needed to foster economic development and growth in the City. These
include recommendations to bring short- and long-term revenues into balance, improve the efficiency and effectiveness
of its public services, and establish sustainable operating budgets. Among these, and relevant to this Master Plan, is the
recommendation that the City develop a local economic development partnership and comprehensive strategy that will
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coordinate future development activities (as many of the recent development projects listed above were not directed or
coordinated by the City but rather by outside groups such as Our City Reading [OCR]). It is intended that this Master Plan
will serve as a blueprint for this group as it looks to identify and prioritize specific projects that will increase the City’s tax
base by attracting and retaining residents and businesses within the City limits
Penn Corridor Development Plan: The Penn Corridor Development Plan was commissioned by the Berks County
Economic Partnership in 2005. This plan, conducted by Sasaki Architects and the Brookings Institution, developed urban
design/development recommendations and marketing strategies to position the Penn Street Corridor as the main street
of downtown Greater Reading (to include Reading, West Reading, and Wyomissing). It stemmed from the 2004 Initiative
for a Competitive Greater Reading (ICGR), which recommended that the Penn Corridor be branded as a hospitality,
entertainment, and tourism corridor. This master plan builds upon its recommendations.
Riverplace Master Plan: The Riverplace Master Plan stemmed from a 2003 initiative to champion and coordinate
revitalization efforts along the Schuylkill River in Berks County. In 2004 the RiverPlace Development Corporation, a newly
formed non-profit corporation, together with the Schuylkill River Greenway Association (who is primarily responsible
for managing the Schuylkill River State and National Heritage Area) commissioned a master plan to create a vision
for riverfront redevelopment. Conducted by Sasaki Associates in 2006 and funded in part by a grant provided by the
Pennsylvania Department of Conservation and Natural Resources, the National Park Service, and the County of Berks,
this plan addresses the riverfront area between the Schuylkill Avenue Bridge (on the north) and Heritage Park (on the
south), extending approximately one-half mile inland on both sides of the Schuylkill River. Its recommendations include
a variety of new civic and private development initiatives within this area, including greenway trail extensions, open
space and park development, and streetscape improvements. The RiverPlace Development Corporation, whose board
is comprised of local government, business and civic representatives, continues to coordinate plans for the riverfront and
communicate these plans to the community at large.
Ride to Prosperity: Ride to Prosperity is an initiative of eight leading Berks County economic development and workforce
organizations who have come together to brainstorm and develop pathways to prosperity that can be put into place over
the next five years. Members include: The Berks County Industrial Development Authority, the Berks County Planning
Commission, the Berks County Workforce Investment Board, the Berks Economic Partnership, the City of Reading, the
Greater Berks Development Fund, the Greater Reading Chamber of Commerce and Industry, and the Greater Reading
Convention and Visitors Bureau. Initiatives are underway in the areas of Entrepreneurship and Innovation, Workforce/
Talent Development, Clusters, Sites & Infrastructure, and Quality of Place. Of particular relevance to this Master Plan is
the Quality of Place pathway, a hard to define term that identifies a place as special, memorable, and comfortable. The
Penn Corridor projects are viewed as supporting this initiative.
Reading Area Community College (RACC) Master Plan: The Reading Area Community College completed a Master
Plan for campus expansion in 2006 that is envisioned to accommodate needed changes through the year 2016.
Highlights of the plan recommend several major improvements and acquisitions, including the Fleetwood property and
the Competition Tire property (south of Franklin Street), which has already been done. Based upon recent discussions
with RACC administrative staff, other plan recommendations of relevance include:

Figure 1-7. Concept diagram for the Penn Corridor through downtown Reading. Source: Sasaki Associates, 2006.
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•
•
•

Converting the Chestnut Street Extension to extend Front Street and closing off Franklin Street to thru-traffic
between Front and 2nd Streets.
Demolishing Berks Hall and replacing it with an updated academic building.
Extending and strengthening the central pedestrian spine that runs north-south through the center of the campus
and providing traffic calming along Front Street, such as a boulevard and raised pedestrian crossings.

BARTA Transportation Development Plan Update: BARTA is the principal provider of public transportation services
in the City of Reading and Berks County. With an estimated ridership of 12,000 riders per day, hundreds of bus stops
, and over 20 transit routes, BARTA plays a major role in influencing pedestrian travel throughout the downtown. Work
is currently underway on BARTA’s Transportation Development Plan Update, which will analyze the BARTA system
and determine its future service. Plan highlights and relevant recommendations will be added to this summary as they
become available.
Related Initiatives/Programs
There are several organizations and special programs that currently play a major role in shaping Reading’s downtown
or have the potential to shape the future of the downtown. A summary of those most relevant to this study are provided
below:
Our City Reading: Our City Reading (OCR), led by Albert Boscov, is a 501c non-profit corporation that has been
responsible for many of the major new development projects within the downtown, including the Goggleworks Center,
the IMAX Theater, the Sovereign Plaza, the future Doubletree Hotel and Goggleworks Apartments, and many other
residential housing rehabilitation projects throughout the City. The organization’s mission is to spur revitalization of the
City and enhance the quality of life, create pride and stability through home ownership to Reading’s first time home
buyers, and bring new high quality job opportunities to the area.
Reading Main Street Program: The Reading Main
Street Program was authorized by an ordinance of City
Council in 2010 in order to maximize the efficiency of
existing City resources and create realistic momentum for
DOWNTOWN 2020 project completion. It is essentially
a reorganization of the Downtown 2020 Executive
Committee, and will oversee implementation of the
Downtown 2020 Master Plan (is this correct?). It consists
of a Program and Marketing Committee, an Economic
Restructuring Committee, and a Design Committee. The
Main Street Program is a comprehensive, communitybased approach to revitalizing downtowns and central
business districts, which has been applied across the
United States since the early 1980s. The West Reading
Main Street Program, which was initiated in 1999 to
implement the recommendations of the Penn Corridor
Master Plan, has been very successful.
Downtown Improvement District: The Reading
Downtown Improvement District Authority (DID) was
established in 1995 in response to employees’ and
business owners’ repeated requests for a cleaner, safer
downtown Reading. Reading DID currently provides Figure 1-8. West Reading’s Main Street Program has been
ambassador, escort, cleaning, and marketing services to very successful in revitalizing the western end of the Penn
property owners, businesses, employees, residents, and Corridor.
visitors in downtown Reading.
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Ricktown Arts District: Initiated by the City of Reading, the Ricktown Arts District represents a targeted reinvestment
and revitalization strategy focusing on an 11-square-block area north of the Goggleworks Center. It includes the area
from North Front Street to North Fourth Street and Washington Street to Buttonwood Street. Envisioned to leverage
existing arts and entertainment assets in the area, several residents within the district have expressed opposition to the
designation. The planning process is still underway, and final recommendations will be added to this summary as they
become available.
Penn Corridor Trolley: The Penn Corridor Trolley proposal, which includes the development of a trolley line that will run a
3.9-mile loop between downtown Reading, West Reading, and Wyomissing (using the Reading Area Community College
pedestrian bridge to cross the Schuylkill River) was put forth by the Penn Corridor Development Plan several years ago.
Since then, a trolley feasibility study was sponsored by the Greater Reading Chamber of Commerce and Industry. The
results of this study estimate the trolley infrastructure to cost approximately $40.5 million and about $500,000 per year to
operate. Public support of this proposal has been mixed, and a rubber-tired trolley (that would operate similar to a bus)
has been put forth as lower-cost alternative. Support for this alternative has also been mixed, although it has received
strong support from BARTA.
Schuylkill River National Heritage Area: A National Heritage Area is a place designated by the United States Congress
where natural, cultural, historic and recreational resources combine to form a cohesive, nationally distinctive landscape.
The Schuylkill River received this designation from Congress in 2000. The Schuylkill River watershed was also designated
a Pennsylvania Heritage Area by the Department of Conservation and Natural Resources in 1995. National and State
Heritage Areas work to revitalize and restore the region through natural and cultural resource preservation, education,
recreation, community revitalization, and heritage tourism. The City of Reading is included within the boundaries of both
the State and the National Heritage Areas, and as such is eligible for the many state and federal grants available to
communities interested in coordinating marketing, heritage tourism promotions, and historic resource protection.
Walk Bike Berks: Walk
Bike Berks is a non-profit
organization whose mission is
to make walking and bicycling
practical, convenient, and safe
for all citizens and visitors of
Berks County. They advocate
an intermodal transportation
system and regional planning
that includes bicycle and
pedestrian transportation.

Figure 1-9. When complete, the Schuylkill River Trail will link Philadelphia to Pottsville
(130 miles) and several other existing and proposed trails throughout the metropolitan
area. Reading (at RACC) is envisioned to serve as a major trailhead along the corridor.
Source: Berks County Planning Commission.
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CHAPTER TWO: UNDERSTANDING THE PAST
Officially established in 1748 by the sons of William Penn and made the county seat in 1750, Reading was named in
honor of their father’s birthplace, Reading, England. The county was given the name of Berks for its English equivalent,
Berkshire. Laid out on a grid that extended from the Schuylkill River on the west to Mount Penn on the east, the town
was modeled after William Penn’s plan for Philadelphia and included a large square in the center of Reading that was
intended to accommodate civic gatherings and events.
PENN SQUARE MARKETPLACE (1766-1881)
In 1766, a charter was granted to hold semi-weekly markets in the downtown. As a result, a market house was erected
in East Penn Square. It was an open air building about 120 feet long, 13 to 20 feet wide. Consisting of a double row
of square brick pillars, it was covered by a double-pitched shingle roof and contained 32 stalls. A similar building was
erected in West Penn Square in 1799, which contained 38 stalls. In 1846 the market buildings were rebuilt as larger
structures with iron columns and paved extensions at either end to accommodate more commercial activity (Montgomery
193).
As the City continued to grow, it was determined that more market houses were needed. In 1871, the Penn Square
market houses were sold and removed, and several new private indoor market houses were constructed in other parts of
the City. The largest, known as the Farmers’ Market House, was located at 9th and Penn. It encompassed four buildings
and accommodated as many as 414 stalls. By 1895, Reading had eight private market houses.
As time passed, the crossroads of the City became a hub of government, commerce, and transportation. In addition
to the county courthouse (ca. 1793), banks, stores, and hotels were erected around the square. The first streetcars
were introduced in 1873, when an Act was passed incorporating the “Penn Street Passenger Railway Company,” which
constructed and operated a Penn Street line from Front Street to 19th Street. Initially the cars were drawn by horses. In
1893, electricity was substituted for horsepower. Throughout the early 20th century, street car lines were extended in all
directions, further promoting the growth and development of the City’s first suburbs.
Penn Square continued to serve as the commercial center of the City of Reading and its surrounding communities well
into the mid-20th century. Large department stores began to appear on Penn Street in the 1870s. Among others, these
included Pomeroy’s, Lord & Gage, C.K. Whitner, and Woolworth’s. Historic photos attest to the hustle and bustle that
characterized the downtown.

Figure 2-1. A pair of historic open-air markets occupied Penn Square from 1766-1881. Source: Berks County Historical
Society. At left: Historic map of Reading, 1860.
 Montgomery, Morton L. Historical and Biographical Annals of Berks County Pennsylvania. Volume I. Chicago: J.H. Beers & Co.
1909, 193. Available online: http://www.archive.org/stream/cu31924097286300/cu31924097286300_djvu.txt
 “Did you Go to Market?” Reading Eagle. Nov. 24, 1895, 6. Available online: http://news.google.com/newspapers?id=mggrAAAAI
BAJ&sjid=n5kFAAAAIBAJ&pg=4368,1218582&dq=history+of+penn+square+reading&hl=en
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Figure 2-2. Penn Street, ca. early 1950s.

Figure 2-3. Penn Square Rotary, ca. early 1950s.

After the addition of automobiles and buses to the mix in the early 1900s, Penn Street became highly congested. In 1934
a traffic circle was installed in the center of Penn Square to control traffic. Outlined at first with painted lines and later with
poles and chains, the circle was designed to slow converging traffic and permit safer left turns. However, maintaining it
proved a daunting job as motorists routinely crossed right through these impermanent barriers. The poles and chains
were removed and replaced several times over the next two decades until 1954, when concrete pillars were installed to
prevent motorists from driving through the circle. These remained in place until 1973 when construction began on the
Penn Square Pedestrian Mall.
City Decline and Urban Renewal (1950 - 1975)
Following WWII, cities throughout the country began to lose population as many of those who could afford to do so
moved to the suburbs. Business and industry also migrated out of the city to places where it was cheaper and easier
to operate, and which were more accessible to the automobile. Inner-city crime began to spike. Those who could not
afford to move out of the city burdened the government welfare and social programs that were put in place to provide
assistance. As a result the once prosperous downtowns, including Reading’s, fell into a state of disrepair.
Other national trends were also working against the city’s commercial core. Title One of the Housing Act of 1949 kickstarted the “urban renewal” program that would reshape American cities. The Act provided federal funding to cities to
cover the cost of acquiring areas of cities perceived to be “slums.” Those sites were then given to private developers to
construct new housing. City governments also used these federal funds to raze older buildings and entire city blocks to
construct public housing, highways, parking garages, and government buildings. Within Reading, large areas of dense
development in the downtown area were cleared and replaced with new structures or surface parking. An aerial photo
from 1971 shows those sections of the City that were razed at that time as well as those undergoing various stages of
redevelopment (see Figure 2-4). As documented in the City’s Comprehensive Plan (2000), these urban renewal projects
included:
•

Walnut Street Project in the 1950s, which eliminated dense residential development in the block bounded by
Walnut, Poplar, Washington, and Reed Streets, and let to the development of the expansion of the Central YMCA,
the Walnut Street Pavilion of St. Joseph Hospital, and a major off-street parking garage.

•

Court and Cherry Street Projects in the 1960’s, which involved the widening of Court and Cherry Streets to provide
service access to the rear of Penn Street properties. This project also resulted in the development of Washington
Towers, Plaza Madrid, the WEEU Building, the Chiarelli Plaza Parking Garage, the Fourth and Cherry Streets
Garage, off-street parking in the 600 block of Cherry Street, the South Penn Garage, Franklin Plaza, and the
Rhodes and Eisenhower residential high-rises.

•

The Riverfront Urban Renewal Project, which started in 1968, led to redevelopment of the area surrounding Second
Barry Isett & Associates, Inc. • August 2011 • Page 16
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Figure 2-4. 1971 aerial photo of the downtown area. Red overlay denotes vacant lots.
Street, the Penn Street Bridge, and the Schuylkill River where there was a mix of industry, railroad, and highdensity residential uses in deteriorated condition. The redevelopment effort was further “assisted” in June 1972
by Hurricane Agnes, which brought the most serious flooding the City had ever experienced. The low-lying areas
along Riverfront Drive were destroyed, clearing the way for the Reading Area Community College campus and the
industrial development that now occupy these lands.
Penn Square Pedestrian Mall (1975 - 1990)
The Penn Square Pedestrian Mall was originally a component of yet another, much larger urban renewal plan. Sasaki
Associates’ Downtown East Urban Renewal Plan of 1971 proposed an enclosed shopping mall in downtown Reading
to compete with shopping malls being built in the suburbs. Penn Mall, which was to span the 600 to 800 blocks of
Penn Street, was to encompass a monolithic, cross-shaped nine-story building straddling Seventh and Penn Streets
that included both a parking garage and a train station. A large pedestrian space in Penn Square was planned as a
landscaped entrance to the enclosed downtown mall. After several delays, the Penn Mall project stalled for good due
in part to high interest rates and a slumping economy. When it became apparent that the economics of the downtown
shopping mall could not work the project developer withdrew the proposal.
Around the same time, state redevelopment funds became available and the Penn Square Pedestrian Mall was built
independent of its larger attraction. Most of the merchants on the square were in favor of the proposal at the time as it
was seen as a way to create a visible social center for the downtown and curb the number of young people cruising up
and down Penn Street in their cars.
Despite a proposal put forth by the Chamber of Commerce, which was designed by Elmer H. Adams & Associates and
included a simple landscaped boulevard with two lanes of traffic in each direction, the pedestrian mall was eventually
constructed in a modern design featuring fountains, angular steps, planting islands, and geometric paving patterns within
the 400 block of Penn Street. The 500 block of Penn Street was dedicated to surface parking. A narrow, one-way street
along the north edge of the pedestrian mall remained open to traffic, but shifting traffic to the north side made it difficult
for motorists to see what stores were located on the south side. It also took away on-street parking from the front of these
retail establishments and created large areas devoid of customers that were frequented by “vagrants.”
At that time, Reading was following a national trend as several cities throughout the country were closing their Main Streets
to automobile traffic in order to create shady pedestrian areas—an ambitious and hopeful effort to attract people



City of Reading. Comprehensive Plan 2000, 12.
Reading Eagle, January 17, 1990.
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Figure 2-5. Penn Square Pedestrian Mall, early 1990s.
back to city centers who had fled to the suburbs following WWII. While this trend was met with mixed results in other
cities, Reading considered its pedestrian mall to be a failure.
BARTA Plan (1991-Present)
Realizing that the Penn Square Pedestrian Mall was not helping attract business back to the downtown core, the City
created the Penn Square Redesign Evaluation Committee in 1990 to explore the best options for re-opening the 500
block of Penn Square.
“As we enter a new decade, perhaps the time has come to reconsider the configuration of Penn
Square….To capitalize on the steady progress of downtown, we must consider the redesign of
Penn Square to accommodate the residents, merchants, pedestrians, and through vehicular traffic.”
(Mayor James Haggerty, quoted in the Reading Eagle, Jan 17, 1990).
The committee worked with Wallace Roberts Todd, Landscape Architects for a year to develop the most appropriate
design for Penn Square. When the City was unable to allocate funds for the approved concept, a new design for the
Square, to include a Downtown Transportation Center, was proposed by BARTA.
The City endorsed the new proposal and construction was completed in 1993. Funding for the plan, officially known as
the Penn Square Transportation and Development Project, was primarily provided by federal transportation dollars. The
design included eight pull-in parking areas for bus loading/unloading, 48 diagonal automobile parking spaces, a variable
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Figure 2-6. Penn Square Transportation and Development Plan.
width median, geometric sidewalk paving patterns, paved
crosswalks, street trees, and raised planters.
By the time the street was reopened, however, the
big department stores and many of the smaller retail
establishments had already left. Bus traffic resulted
in drawing little new investment to the downtown core.
Today most of the bus parking spaces and oversized
shelters are underutilized as the focus of bus transit has
shifted to the BARTA Transportation Center, which was
built in 2002.

Figure 2-7. Existing phone kiosk, Penn Square.

Figure 2-8. One of eight bus shelters located within Penn
Square.
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CHAPTER THREE : ANALYZING THE PRESENT
It is not a coincidence that every downtown with a vibrant commercial or civic center is also pedestrian friendly. The more
pedestrian friendly a street, the more people will be inclined to get out of their cars, walk along it, patronize its stores and
businesses, talk and mingle with other people, and want to come back to do it again. In Suburban Nation: The Rise of
Sprawl and Decline of the American Dream, author Jeff Speck makes the following claim:
“Community cannot form in the absence of communal space, without places for people to get
together to talk. Just as it is difficult to imagine the concept of family independent of the home, it
is near-impossible to imagine community independent of the town square or the local pub….In the
absence of walkable public places—streets, squares, and parks, the public realm—people of diverse
ages, races, and beliefs are unlikely to meet and talk (p. 60).
The purpose of this analysis is to understand where existing streetscapes can be improved in order to effectively link the
most meaningful destinations, of which there are several. Some serve as important civic or community destinations to
the local/inner-city population, whereas others serve as major cultural attractions and destinations to out-of-town visitors
(see Figure 3-1). Some of course serve as both. The most notable are listed below, and those primarily supporting the
“tourism and hospitality” industry sector are noted with an asterisk:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Abraham Lincoln Wyndham Hotel*
BARTA Transportation Center
Berks County Courthouse
Central PA African American Museum*
City Park
Doubletree Hotel (under construction)*
Genesius Theater*
Goggleworks*
Hispano Center
IMAX Theatre*
Miller Center*

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

RACC
Schuylkill River Greenway*
Sovereign Center*
Reading City Hall
Reading Civic Theater*
Reading Library
Reading Post Office
Reading Station (under renovation)*
Sovereign Center for the Performing Arts*
YMCA

Figure 3-1. Major destinations within the downtown core. Dark purple asterisks serve as major cultural attractions and
destinations to out-of-town visitors, whereas light purple asterisks serve as important civic and community destinations.
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WALKABILITY CRITERIA
Speck (2009) also cites four pre-requisites that are needed for successful street life: mixed uses, safe streets, comfortable
streets, and interesting streets. By applying Speck’s methodology to gauge the pedestrian friendliness of streets within
Reading’s downtown, it becomes clear which streets are more pedestrian friendly than others. The following criteria were
used to rank the existing walkability, or pedestrian-friendliness, of all the streets within the study area. Particular focus
was given to those streets that serve as connectors between the major destinations identified above.
Mixed Uses
The more uses along a city block, the more reasons people have to walk along it. Streets with many uses (i.e. housing,
office/commercial space, retail shops, restaurants, schools, and parking or transit) provide greater conveniences to
pedestrians. For example, if a person who works in an office building located down the street from a bank, drug store,
and/or a grocery store, they are more likely to walk to those places during their lunch hour or on their way home in the
evening to make their purchases or run errands because it will take less time than driving to these separate destinations
elsewhere.
Perception of Safety/Sense of Enclosure
Feeling that a street is safe enough to walk along is perhaps more important that any actual statistics relating to crime or
physical injury when it comes to encouraging pedestrian activity. Perception of safety is most influenced by:
•
•
•
•
•

The speed at which vehicles are travelling and the volume of traffic (the more cars and the faster the speed,
the less safe a pedestrian will feel).
The presence of a physical buffer from the traffic (such as parked cars or a planting strip with street trees,
bollards, etc.).
Two way streets. Typically drivers will travel faster on one-way streets than on two-way streets. Pedestrians
also may be unaware of which direction vehicles are travelling and accidently step out from the curb while
looking for cars in the wrong direction.
Crosswalks. The presence of pedestrian crosswalks, crossing signals, and bump-outs makes pedestrians
feel safer because they know that they are given the right of way. Bump-outs decrease the distance that a
pedestrian must cross and increase safety.
“Eyes on the street” is a difficult criterion to quantify, but it pertains to how much other activity is present either
on the street or within the buildings that align the street. The more people can see other people, the safer they
will feel. People feel less safe when buildings are vacant or closed, window shades are drawn, and windows
are dark.

Figure 3-2 (left). One way traffic traveling at high speed, no buffer, lack of enclosure, and no “eyes on the street” make
2nd Street an unfriendly pedestrian corridor. Figure 3-3 (right). The opposite is true along the 900 block of Washington
Street, where on-street parking, retail storefronts with residential apartments above, and a greater sense of enclosure
create a comfortable pedestrian corridor.
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Figure 3-4 (left). Vacant lots and blank walls along 3rd Street create an unfriendly pedestrian environment. Figure 3-5
(right). Retail storefronts with large windows and a continuous building line along this segment of the 300 Block of Penn
Street create more visual interent for the pedestrian.
•

Night lighting: If there is adequate lighting to illuminate sidewalks at night, people will feel safer; conversely, the
more dark a street, the less likely someone will be walk along it.

Comfortable Scale and Continuous Building Line
As explained by Speck, pedestrians feel most comfortable when they are enclosed by firm street edges. He suggests that
the ideal street space has a height-to width ratio of 1:1, and that any ratio greater than 1:6 fails to provide people with
an adequate sense of enclosure, creating an environment which people want to flee (2009, 8). Streets with a continuous
building line and street trees make pedestrians feel more comfortable than a street with vacant lots, surface parking lots,
and buildings with distant setbacks surrounded by open space.
Visual/Human Interest
Speck states that even if a walk is useful, safe, and comfortable, people will not choose to go on foot unless it is also at
least moderately entertaining. Nothing interests people more than other people. The more human activity and the greater
chance people will be able to see other people (even if it is through a store or restaurant window—glimpsing a “slice of
life”), the more interesting they will find it. Likewise, the more physically interesting, whether through architectural detail,
color, signage, street lights, street trees, benches, etc., the better. Conversely, the more repetitive a street (because of
blank walls, lack of entrances, lack of people), the less inclined people will be to walk along it, as no one willingly travels
from “sameness to sameness.” (2009, 9).

Figure 3-6 (left). The width of Penn Square provides little sense of enclosure. Figure 3-7 (right). The West Reading
streetscape is full of architectural detail, vibrant signs, and transparent windows that provide a “slice of life.”
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RESULTS
See Figure 3-8 for the results of the walkability analysis. Streets that have a mix of uses and are perceived to be safe,
interesting, and comfortable were given a good walkability ranking (green). Streets that have few uses, are generally
perceived to be unsafe, lack a continuous building edge or sense of enclosure, and have low visual and human interest
were assigned a poor walkability ranking (red). Streets that had a mix of both good and bad qualities were given a
moderate ranking (yellow). A more detailed discussion of those streets determined to be “high priority pedestrian
connectors” can be found in the Conceptual Approach and Alternatives section of this study.

Figure 3-8. Results of the Walkability Analysis.
EXISTING CONDITIONS TRAFFIC ANALYSIS
The City of Reading downtown core intersects SR Business Routes 422 and 222, as well as Route 183 and Route 61; all
major north, south, east, and west routes. The roadway network has been changed over the years to efficiently move traffic
through the downtown core. A system of one-way streets, elimination of on-street parking, and widened intersections
effectively move traffic through and out of the City, although in some cases to the detriment of the pedestrian.
In support of this Master Plan, BIA conducted a traffic and pedestrian study to understand the pedestrian and vehicular
traffic volumes and turning movements at key intersections, the functionality of the existing street network, and also
future or anticipated traffic volume.
The study area for this traffic/pedestrian investigation consists of the following core intersections:
•
•
•
•

Second Street (S.R. 2006) and Washington Street (S.R. 2010) - Signalized
Second Street (S.R. 2006) and Penn Street - Signalized
Second Street (S.R. 2006) and Franklin Street (S.R. 2008) - Unsignalized
Fifth Street (S.R. 2005) and Penn Street – Signalized
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Sixth St.

S.R. 2005

Route 19

Route 18
Penn St.

One-way

Route 1 & 20

One-way

S.R. 0183

Fifth St.

Fourth St.

Third St.
S.R. 2010

S.R. 0183

Not to Scale

One-way

Washington St.

S.R. 0183

Route 15

Route 12

One-way

Cherry St.

One-way
One-way

Franklin St.

Sixth St.

S.R. 2005

Fourth St.

S.R. 2008

Third St.

S.R. 2006

Fifth St.

S.R. 2006

Routes 14, 16 & 21

Second St.

The Berks Area Regional Transportation Authority
(BARTA) serves the City of Reading with bus
service. The BARTA Transportation Center
(BTC) opened at Cherry Street and 8th Street in
March of 2002. This serves as a central transfer
point for all 22 bus routes (except #6) and has a
passenger waiting area with an automated bus
arrival and departure system, along with many
other passenger amenities. BARTA operates
a fleet of 57 buses serving 21 routes, mostly
originating at the BARTA Transportation Center.
As mentioned above, future plans for BARTA
include the restoration of the Franklin StreetS
tation.

Second St.

Bus Service

As can be seen in Figure 3-9, many of the BARTA
buses travel through the study area intersections. Figure 3-9. Diagram showing BARTA bus routes through Penn
Penn Street is one of the main bus routes in the Square.
City. it is worth noting that transit and walking are
inextricably intertwined. It is not possible to have a large scale transit service in a non-walking city because people want
to arrive at and depart from transit as pedestrians.
Second Street (S.R. 2006)
Second Street is classified an “Other Principal Arterial Highway” and is also designated Business Route 422 through the
City of Reading. Second Street (S.R. 2006) is a stateroad. It is a one-way street southbound and provides two through
lanes. The posted speed limit is 25 MPH within the study area. Second Street (S.R. 2006) carries an Average Daily
Traffic (ADT) volume of approximately 9,000 vehicles.
The complex intersection of Second Street (S.R. 2006) and Washington Street (S.R. 2010) is signalized with pre-timed
settings for vehicular movements and actuation for pedestrian movements. This intersection is coordinated with adjacent
intersections and is part of the CBD closed loop system network. Washington Street (S.R. 2010) has dual left-turn lanes
westbound and dual right-turn lanes eastbound. Sidewalks with pedestrian curb ramps are provided at all four corners
of the intersection along with crosswalks and pedestrian refuge islands on Washington Street (S.R. 2010). Pedestrian
signal indications with count-down timers are provided for all four crossings.

Figure 3-10. Panorama of the intersection at Washington and Second Streets. Wide crossing distances, high traffic
volume and speed, lack of a buffer, “eyes on the street”, and little visual interest combine to create the perception of an
unsafe and uninviting pedestrian environment.
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Figure 3-11. Intersection of Penn and Second Streets,
looking east.

Figure 3-12. Intersection of Penn and Second Streets,
looking south.

The intersection of Second Street (S.R. 2006) and Penn Street is signalized with pre-timed settings for vehicular
and pedestrian movements. This intersection is coordinated with adjacent intersections via spread spectrum radio
communication. Dual right-turn lanes are provided for
southbound Second Street (S.R. 2006) as well as a leftturn lane. A left-turn lane is provided for westbound Penn
Street and a channelized right-turn lane is provided for the
eastbound approach. There are pedestrian refuge islands
on Second Street (S.R. 2006). There are no pedestrian
signal indications at this intersection. Crosswalks and
pedestrian curb ramps are provided at three of the four
crossings (none for the west leg of the intersection). No
pedestrian crossing signs are posted at the west leg of the
intersection.
The intersection of Second Street (S.R. 2006) and Franklin
Street (S.R. 2006) is unsignalized. Stop signs are posted
for the eastbound approach of Franklin Street and the
northbound approach of Second Street.
Fifth Street (S.R. 2005)

Figure 3-13. Intersection of Franklin and Second Streets,
looking north.

Fifth Street is classified an “Other Principal Arterial
Highway” and is designated Business Route 222 through
the City of Reading. Fifth Street (S.R. 2005) is a state
road. It is a two-way street and provides two through
lanes. The posted speed limit is 25 MPH within the study
area. Fifth Street (S.R. 2005) carries an ADT volume of
approximately 9,400 vehicles.
Penn Street
Figure 3-14. Fifth Street looking north from Penn Square.
Penn Street is a local roadway within the City of Reading.
It is a two-way street and provides one through lane in each
direction. The posted speed limit is 25 MPH within the study area. The intersection of Fifth Street (S.R. 2005) and Penn
Street is signalized with pre-timed settings for vehicular and pedestrian movements. This intersection is coordinated with
adjacent intersections via spread spectrum radio communication. Left-turn lanes are provided for the eastbound and
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Figure 3-15. Penn Street, looking west.

Figure 3-16. Penn Street, looking east.

westbound approaches of Penn Street and are delineated with a concrete median. There are pedestrian signal indications
(walk/don’t walk indications) at this intersection, as well as a pre-timed exclusive pedestrian phase. Crosswalks and
pedestrian curb ramps are provided at all four crossings. Bus pull-outs are also provided along Penn Street. Existing
Traffic Signal Permit Plans for this and all other signalized study intersections are located in Appendix A.
Traffic Counts
Barry Isett & Associates (BIA) performed weekday peak period (7 – 9 AM and 4 – 6 PM) manual turning movement traffic
counts and pedestrian counts at each of the above-mentioned intersections on the 16th and 17th of March 2010. The
counts are tabulated and summarized in Appendix B (Figure 3 illustrates the AM Peak Hour traffic volumes and Figure 4
illustrates the PM Peak Hour traffic volumes).
Capacity analyses were conducted at each intersection within the study area to determine if there are congested
intersections. SYNCHRO 7 software was utilized to analyze the capacity and level-of-service of each intersection within
the study area under each of the studied conditions.
Level-of-Service (LOS)
According to the Highway Capacity Manual (2000 edition), level of service is defined as a qualitative measure describing
operational conditions within a traffic stream, based on service measures, such as speed and travel time, freedom to
maneuver, traffic interruptions, comfort, and convenience. Six LOS are defined for each type of facility that has analysis
procedures available. Letters designate each level, ranging from A to F, with LOS A representing the best operating
conditions and LOS F the worst. Each level of service represents a range of operating conditions and the driver’s
perception of those conditions.
For signalized intersections, the average control delay per vehicle is estimated for each lane group and aggregated for
each approach and for the intersection as a whole. LOS is directly related to the control delay value. The criteria are
listed in Table 1 below:
Table 1 – Level of Service Criteria for
Signalized Intersections
Level of Service
A
B
C
D
E
F

Control Delay per Vehicle (sec/veh)
< 10
> 10 – 20
> 20 – 35
> 35 – 55
> 55 – 80
> 80

Barry Isett & Associates, Inc. • August 2011 • Page 27

City of Reading • Downtown 2020 • Master Plan (DRAFT)

Level of Service for a Two-way Stop Control (TWSC) intersection is determined by the computed or measured control
delay and is defined for each minor movement. LOS is not defined for the intersection as a whole. The criteria are listed
in Table 2 below:
Table 2 - Level of Service Criteria for
Two-Way Stopped-Controlled Intersections
Level of Service
A
B
C
D
E
F

Average Control Delay (sec/veh)
0 – 10
> 10 – 15
> 15 – 25
> 25 – 35
> 35 – 50
> 50

Figure 3-17 illustrates the Levels of Service for existing AM Peak Hour conditions and Figure 3-18 illustrates the Levels
of Service for existing PM Peak Hour conditions. Refer to Appendix C for a comprehensive level of service analysis by
approach under each of the studied conditions, and for queues by approach for each of the studies conditions.
In general, the Penn Street traffic analyzed for this study functions at a LOS of D or above during peak AM and PM traffic
flow. The only exception to this is westbound traffic from Penn Street to the Penn Street Bridge, which has an LOS of F
during the peak afternoon traffic period.

Sixth St.

S.R. 2005

Fifth St.

D

C

C
B

C
C

One-way

One-way

S.R. 2006

C
B

Penn St.

C

D
C
A

B

C

C C

One-way

Franklin St.
S.R. 2006

F
B

S.R. 2008
C

A
C

B

S.R. 2005

Fifth St.

Fourth St.

Third St.

E A

Second St.

C

Sixth St.

B

One-way

S.R. 2010

S.R. 0183

C C

One-way

Washington St.

S.R. 0183

D

F
F

Not to Scale

C

S.R. 0183

D

Fourth St.

Third St.

Second St.

East and southbound traffic at the Second and Washington Street intersection, which has been expressed as a concern
by many, functions at a LOS of C and B respectively during peak morning and afternoon traffic. This is also the case for
southbound Washington Street traffic and eastbound turns onto Franklin Street. However, traffic turning from Second
Street onto the Penn Street Bridge in the peak afternoon traffic (and vice versa) has a LOS of E and F respectively.

2010 Existing Levels of Service
AM Peak Hour

Figure 3-17. 2010 Existing Levels of Service (AM Peak Hour).
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2010 Existing Levels of Service
AM Peak Hour

Figure 3-18. 2010 Existing Levels of Service (PM Peak Hour).
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CHAPTER FOUR: ENVISIONING THE FUTURE
The visioning process is the means by which the public and stakeholders provide input into the planning study. For this
master plan, input has been gathered via a public meeting, project progress meetings with the study committee, and key
person interviews conducted by the planning team. A summary of the ideas, concerns, and recommendations resulting
from the various meetings is provided below.
PUBLIC MEETING
In August 2010 a public meeting was held at the Reading
Eagle to introduce the DOWNTOWN 2020 master plan
project goals, present preliminary findings of the downtown
walkability analysis, summarize project opportunities and
constraints, and solicit input from meeting participants.
Over 35 people were in attendance, including the mayor,
design committee, council members, local business owners,
developers, and residents. Comments were as follows:
•
•
•
•

•
•
•
•
•
•

Pavements throughout the downtown are inconsistent;
different materials and conditions make some areas
unsafe for elderly and handicapped.
Better regulation of signage is needed.
Streets that allow on-street parking are the streets with
successful retail. Streets lacking on-street parking have
little retail and business vacancies.
It is expensive to renovate older buildings (costs for
renovation are often higher than for new construction).
County tax assessments are based upon rehabilitation
costs, which make it financially unattractive to
developers to rehabilitate older buildings. The City’s
new Local Economic Revitalization Tax Assistance
(LERTA) Program, which allows a pro-rated 10 year tax
break on the assessed valuation of the improvements
involving the repair, construction, or reconstruction
of real property within the city boundaries, should
help. However, more could be done to encourage
rehabilitation of historic buildings. Other cities, such as
New York City, offered 40 year full tax abatement and it Figures 4-1 and 4-2. Mayor Tom McMahon and other
attendees add comments during the public meeting.
was very successful.
Source: BCTV.
Reading has too many parking garages with no uses on
ground floor or other uses above. Other cities with successful downtowns require new retail on first floor and other
uses above so that the garage doesn’t turn the block into a dead zone.
More welcoming signage/gateways are needed to let people and visitors know they have entered the city.
People want to park right where they intend to go. More pedestrian friendly streetscapes are needed to encourage
people to walk from parking garages to their destination.
Urban redevelopment and redesign principles are pretty basic; the city just needs the will and determination to focus
on the 400 and 500 blocks of Penn Street above all else and not be distracted by other initiatives. There are plenty
of case-study examples where cities have managed to do this successfully.
Existing ordinances within the downtown disallow street vendors. This prohibits even the farmers market from being
able to move off of the Redevelopment Authority Parking property and closer to the downtown, particularly Penn
Square where the vendors would do well.
The city needs to revisit codes that don’t make sense. Start from scratch and have them rewritten to incentivize
downtown rehabilitation and street life.
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STUDY COMMITTEE
With a few exceptions, the study committee met monthly with the design team to review progress on the master plan
and provide feedback. Based upon comments received, the committee viewed the following broad objectives as key to
successful master plan development (specific comments addressing plan recommendations have been integrated into
the discussion of concept alternatives and the final master plan).
•
•
•
•

Penn Square needs to be recognizable as the city’s commercial center. A new image is needed to encourage and
portray economic vitality. Penn Square should serve as a destination and give people a reason to walk to it after
events, or arrive a few hours early. More green space is welcomed.
Washington and Franklin Streets function very well as arterial collectors that efficiently bring people into Reading
and allow them to leave quickly. Care must be taken to ensure that this efficiency is not reduced.
Traffic flow on Penn Street should continue unimpeded, especially through Penn Square.
Image of Penn corridor is that is not safe and not clean—the city needs to change that image.

KEY PERSON INTERVIEWS
The BIA design team also conducted several one-onone and small group interviews to gain an in-depth
understanding of the issues that are relevant to different
stakeholders and the interests that they represent.
Interviews were conducted with representatives of the
following groups (as with the study committee, specific
comments addressing plan recommendations have been
integrated into the discussion of concept alternatives and
the final master plan).
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

City of Reading Planning Department
City of Reading, Historic Preservation Office
RiverPlace Development Corporation
McDougall Burkey Associates
Greater Reading Chamber of Commerce & Industry
Latino Chamber of Commerce
Downtown Reading Farmer’s Market
Downtown Improvement District Authority
BARTA
Berks County Planning Department
RACC
Schuylkill River National Heritage Area

Figure 4-3. Thanks to the Penn Square Overlay District,
much of it’s historic architecture remains.

SUMMARY OF CHALLENGES AND OPPORTUNITIES
Downtown Reading has many wonderful attributes that
provide a strong foundation for any revitalization initiative.
Key among them is the unique sense of place and historical
significance that no other community can duplicate. Even
though significant rehabilitation is required, the historic
architecture in Penn Square still retains a great deal of
integrity. These buildings are ripe for adaptive reuse and
should be viewed as jewels within the downtown. Likewise,
the downtown boasts three historic districts that are listed
on the National Register of Historic Places, including the Figure 4-4. Conservation Easement Plaque mounted to
Callowhill Historic District, the Prince Historic District, and the (need official name?) Building.
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the Penn’s Common Historic District. All three have the potential to attract
new residential investment, increase property values, and promote heritage
tourism.
The downtown is also surrounded by high density neighborhoods that are
within walking distance, and a highly efficient bus transportation system
with an extensive transit network that allows easy access to the downtown.
Proximity to major thoroughfares, such as US 222 and 422, is also close and
easily accessible. The amount of parking available and under construction
within the downtown is large and should easily accommodate any new infill
that takes place within the commercial core.
The high concentration of quality cultural attractions, programs, and special
events draws visitors from the surrounding six county area. Likewise, RACC
is an important educational institution that attracts thousands of students to
the downtown on a weekly basis. The Schuylkill River flows adjacent to the
downtown, and a strong vision
Figure 4-5. The downtown has many
has already been crafted for
dense residential neighborhoods within a
redeveloping this recreational
ten minute walk of Penn Square.
asset. The entire 128-mile river
corridor is also designated as a
National Heritage Area (one of only 49 in the country), and can offer support
and assistance to the City as a partner for future heritage tourism initiatives.
The Schuylkill River Trail already connects the City to Wyomissing and
Pottstown, and can serve as a major destination to trail riders with enhanced
promotion, informational signage, and infrastructure. Framing the downtown
on the east side is City Park, which provides much needed green space
within the city.
In order to attract investment back to the downtown and capitalize on the
many attributes and opportunities discussed above, the City of Reading
needs to overcome several key factors that inhibit revitalization. Many of
these are physical conditions that have evolved over several decades as
the downtown adapted to changing economic conditions and transportation
infrastructure. Some stem from existing ordinances, building codes, and tax
policy.

Figure 4-6. Schuylkill River Trail near
RACC.

While Penn Square is occupied by several retail stores and shops, they collectively do not serve as a shopping or dining
destination, especially during nights and weekends. Many storefronts are also vacant, as are most of the upper floors of
the buildings that frame the square. Most of the buildings,
while architecturally interesting and rich with historic
details, are suffering from years of neglect and are in
major need of renovation. Oversized bus shelters, which
were installed in 1993 during BARTA’s redevelopment of
Penn Square as the city’s major bus transfer terminal,
have outlived their usefulness. Their dominating presence
and deteriorating condition further add to Penn Square’s
identity crisis.
Although much progress has been made in recent years
towards attracting top-quality cultural and performance
Figure 4-7. Many of Penn Square’s architectural gems suffer
centers, such as the Sovereign Center, Goggleworks, the
from years of neglect, and many of the retail storefronts and
IMAX theater, the Miller Center, etc., there is no cluster of
upper floors are vacant.
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existing shops and restaurants that give the people attending these events a reason to make the extra effort needed to
walk from these venues into or through Penn Square. Lacking are restaurants, bars, and retail shops that can draw people
downtown before and after events, typically nights and weekends. Also lacking is any concentration of residential use
within Penn Square, which could be accommodated within the vacant upper floors of many of the buildings. Residential
use also adds activity to the street during these night and weekend hours, and by virtue of doing so, adds eyes to the
street that increases the perception of safety.
Likewise, there are pedestrian dead zones found along
the primary streets that link these venues together. As
discussed in the walkability analysis, several buildings
have blank walls, dark tinted windows, or uninteresting
facades. There are also areas where gaps in the
street façade, due to vacant mid-block lots, discourage
pedestrian movement through the district.
Loitering on Penn Square has also discouraged
pedestrian activity as people often feel unsafe. With extrawide sidewalks, numerous bus shelters, and large raised
planters, there is plenty of empty space to be claimed by
loiterers. The sheer scale of Penn Square, 160 feet wide
from building line to building line, also lacks the intimacy
that makes pedestrians feel comfortable.

Figure 4-8. Existing width of Penn Square measures 160
feet from building edge to building edge. This large empty
space makes pedestrians feel exposed and uncomfortable
while crossing the street.

While many parking garages can be found nearby, the
lack of on-street parking and poor signage directing
people to the public parking garages gives people the perception that the downtown lacks adequate parking. Generally
speaking, ground floor retail cannot succeed without sufficient on-street and easily accessible parking. Lack of easily
identifiable and consistent wayfinding and informational signage makes it difficult for visitors entering the city for events
to know what other attractions are in the area and how to get to them once they do park their car.
As mentioned often by people involved in real estate development, the cost to rehabilitate historic structures generally
exceeds the cost of new construction. These higher costs are associated with major renovation work that is necessary to
make older buildings compliant with today’s fire and safety codes, such as adding sprinklers and making public buildings
handicap-accessible. In addition, county property taxes are
assessed on the value of the building rehabilitation rather
than the purchase price, thereby increasing costs. These
factors, coupled together with the Penn Square Overlay
District regulations that require adherence to the Secretary
of the Interior’s Standards for Historic Preservation, have
made it difficult for real estate investors to profit on the
rehabilitation of Penn Square buildings.
Despite the fact that RACC enrolls almost 5,000 students
per year and is located within the downtown, there is little
pedestrian traffic between the campus and the downtown.
Students tend to arrive by car or bus, attend class, and
then leave. These 5,000 students and approximately 300
faculty currently have little reason to frequent the existing
Figure 4-9. RACC’s central pedestrian spine focuses student restaurants and other retail establishments within the
activity inwards. Heavy traffic and unfriendly pedestrian
downtown. The volume and speed of traffic on Second
conditions along 2nd Street create more disincentives for
Street further discourage pedestrian movement towards
student life to interact with the downtown.
the downtown.
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Likewise, there is little to entice people travelling along the Schuylkill River Greenway to go the additional distance
and get off the trail and head into the downtown. Currently, the city of Reading (RACC) is the northern terminus of the
trail from Philadelphia and can serve as a destination. However, there is no offical trailhead in Reading, no authorized
parking for trail users, no trail signage to orient people to attractions, and no dedicated or striped bike lanes within the
downtown. As a result, this final segment of trail is not well used--most trail users turn around in Wyomissing and do
not even cross the river. While some informational material on the Schuylkill River National Heritage Area is available
within RACC’s Yocum Library, trail users have no way of knowing that. This is a missed opportunity to bring visitors to
downtown Reading.
The prosperity and rejuvenation of the West Reading Main Street district has sparked regional interest in the Penn
Corridor, however the Penn Street Bridge spanning the Schuylkill River and US Route 422 is a real physical barrier. Even
if significant improvements were made to entice connectivity, the shear distance prevents pedestrians from comfortably
walking from this destination to Downtown Reading.
The City of Reading, with city and county government offices located on parallel streets north of Penn Street, lacks a
“city center”, a recognizable civic building or landmarke feature that says “you are here”. City Park, located on the east
end of Penn Street is a terrific city park, but disconnected from Penn Square. The Pagoda, a recognizable symbol to
residents and visitors alike, is physically set in the distant mountain range. The redevelopment projects in the downtown
are scattered throughout and as a result create singular destinations with no connection to the center, which minimizes
the importance of Penn Square and the surrounding downtown core.
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CHAPTER FIVE: CONCEPTUAL APPROACH
Above all else, this master plan recognizes that the revitalization of the City’s commercial core depends upon the
rehabilitation of Penn Square, the heart of the city. Currently, Penn Square does not serve as a primary destination to
the local population, or to the thousands of visitors who come to the City to enjoy its cultural events, performances, and
historic sites. While there are many new and wonderful attractions within the downtown, none can provide the most
necessary of all functions that make a city feel like a city—Public Urban Space.
REHABILITATE PENN SQUARE AS READING’S NO. 1 DESTINATION
In order for the Penn Street Corridor to effectively serve as the “Main Street” of Greater Reading, Penn Square must
once again reclaim its role as THE meeting place of the region where people of all ages, ethnicities, and economic
backgrounds come together to mix, mingle, talk, and share in similar experiences. If this goal can be achieved, the motto,
“Meet Me on the Corridor” will have even greater meaning.
For Penn Square to truly function as the City’s primary meeting space, it has to contain a critical mass of properly
balanced uses to attract these diverse groups. The more variety there is, the more people will come and the safer they
will feel. The more people come, the more interesting the experience, and the more unique becomes its identity and
sense of place.
Penn Square must also be accessible, not only in terms of handicap accessibility, but in terms of multi-modal transit.
Cars, buses, bikes, and trolleys (should they eventually be funded) should all be able to easily access the square.
However, pedestrians should always come first as no vibrant public urban space ever concedes the priority of the
pedestrian to other modes of transit.
In order to enable Penn Square’s revitalization, there are several key physical improvements that must take place within
the square, as well as throughout other parts of the city. These are as follows:
IMPROVE HIGH PRIORITY PEDESTRIAN CONNECTIONS
In order for Penn Square to function as the preeminent meeting place, pedestrians need to be able to easily walk to
it from other key destinations, as well as from nearby parking garages and transit stops. These key pedestrian routes
need to contain mixed uses (where possible), and be safe, comfortable, and interesting. These key pedestrian routes
that have been targeted for improvement are listed below. Specific recommendations concerning streetscape and traffic
improvements are discussed in greater detail as part of the master plan summary.
•

Second Street, between Washington and Franklin: These four blocks handle a high volume of traffic entering
and exiting Reading by way of US 422 via the Penn Street Bridge. Based upon the walkability analysis criteria, they
rank low in terms of pedestrian comfort, perception of safety, and eyes on the street. They also lack a sense of
enclosure and an interesting mix of uses, the travel corridor is very wide, there is little to no buffer between the traffic
and pedestrian, and cars move at a high rate of speed. However, because it also serves as a primary pedestrian
link between the Penn Corridor and several key attractions (Goggleworks, the IMAX Theater and Parking Garage,
the Miller Center, RACC, the Schuylkill River, and the Ricktown neighborhood), it is targeted as a high priority
improvement zone.

•

West Penn Street, between 2nd and 4th: These two blocks serves as a major gateway into the City and connect
all the 2nd Street attractions with Penn Square. While they already have some good pedestrian qualities, including
mixed use, some visual interest, a comfortable scale, limited on-street parking, and two-way traffic, it suffers most
from a lack of a continual building line (there are several surface parking lots that create pedestrian dead zones),
and many of the buildings are in need of façade improvements. Additional uses are also needed to draw people up
the street.
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•

7th Street, between Washington and Franklin serves as a pedestrian collector to six public parking garages,
the BARTA Transportation Center, the Franklin Street Station, and the future Doubletree Hotel. Based upon the
walkability analysis criteria, it ranks low in terms of visual interest, diversity of use, and perception of safety due to
lack of “eyes on the street.” There is a lot of sameness along the corridor. However, because it connects so many
parking and public transportation facilities with the Penn Corridor, it too is targeted as a high priority improvement
zone.

•

East Penn Street, between 6th and 8th: These two blocks link Penn Square with the Sovereign Center, the future
Doubletree Hotel, and the Seventh Street corridor. They also serve as a crucial link between Penn Square, City
Park, and the Penn Common’s residential neighborhood and National Register Historic District further to the east,
which is already very pedestrian friendly. Unfortunately the Sovereign Center is a mega-structure that provides little
visual interest to the pedestrian in this crucial 8th block of Penn Street. It has no windows, provides no “eyes on the
street” and has only one use. While its streetscape elements are relatively new and attractive, there is little to keep
pedestrian interest or entice people to walk along its edge. Much will depend on the façade treatment of the future
Doubletree Hotel.

•

5th Street, between Washington and Franklin: The 5th Street Corridor is the primary vehicular and pedestrian
north-south corridor of the City. It links Penn Square with the dense residential neighborhoods to the north and
south, the Callowhill and Prince National Register Historic Districts, and several important community attractions
(the library, post office, and Hispanic Center), as well as the landmark Abraham Lincoln Wyndham Hotel. The quality
of its pedestrian environment is mixed, although mostly good. It has a comfortable pedestrian scale, two-way traffic,
a good mix of uses, a continuous building line, and good visual interest with eyes on the street. One exception to
this is the block immediately to the south, which has no eyes on the street, no buffer from traffic, and no streetscape
amenities except for a colorfully painted mural added to a portion of the Sovereign Plaza’s east façade.

Figure 5-1 Conceptual diagram showing the high priority pedestrian street improvements in blue, which serve to connect
the downtown’s major attractions and public parking areas, as well as other highly walkable streets. Historic districts are
delineated with the blue dashed line.
IMPROVE WAYFINDING AND CREATE VISUAL GATEWAYS
As envisioned in the Penn Corridor Development Plan and marketed via the “Meet Me on the Corridor” program, several
districts within the downtown and Greater Reading area have been branded for their unique resources. Within Reading,
these include River Place, Entertainment Square, Penn Square, Reading Station, and Penn Commons. Some efforts are
already underway to install decorative flags to the light poles within each district. It is recommended that in addition to
these flags, physical markers, to include coordinated and comprehensive wayfinding and information signage, signify the
boundaries of each district along the priority pedestrian and vehicular routes. Four additional districts, RACC, the Prince
and Callowhill Historic Districts, and Government Center, are also offered here for consideration.
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Figure 5-2. Conceptual diagram showing proposed gateway and directional signage locations for various districts and
destinations.
CELEBRATE AND PROMOTE THE CITY’S RICH HERITAGE
Reading has a rich history that, for the most part, is
underappreciated and untold. There are three National
Register Historic Districts located within the downtown
core of the City, hundreds of historic and architecturally
significant buildings, the Central Pennsylvania African
American Museum, the historic Franklin Street Station
(which will include a museum dedicated to the history
of Reading Railroad), and countless stories concerning
the people and places that played a key role in the City’s
evolution. The entire city also falls within the bounds
of the Schuylkill River National Heritage Area. It is
recommended that this heritage be better communicated
and promoted through interpretive signage that can be
coordinated with the gateways and wayfinding signage Figure 5-3. Reading Railroad, Franklin Street Station ca.
1970s. Sourece: www.readingrailroad.com.
mentioned above.
PROVIDE ADDITIONAL ON-STREET PARKING
As mentioned earlier in this narrative, the provision of on-street parking increases retail activity and also serves as a
buffer zone between cars and pedestrians. As retail use on the ground floor drives pedestrian activity, this plan seeks to
add on-street parking to the high priority pedestrian streets (discussed above) wherever possible.
ACCOMMODATE BICYCLES
In order to make the downtown safer and more accessible to bike traffic, this plan recommends dedicated bike lanes
connecting the Schuylkill River Greenway with Penn Square and City Park.
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PENN SQUARE CONCEPTUAL ALTERNATIVES
Given the high priority of Penn Square’s rehabilitation, three alternatives were developed for committee review and
discussion.
Concept A: Marketplace
This concept looks to reinvent Penn Square
as a vibrant and eclectic, local food, and retail
destination, using the center of the Penn
Street right-of-way as the location for two
new indoor market houses. Dating back to the
18th century, market houses occupied Penn
Square for more than 100 years. This concept
seeks to reestablish the historic use of Penn
Square while also “scaling down” the street
width to make the space more comfortable
for pedestrians. Narrowing the sidewalk along
each side also brings pedestrians closer to Figure 5-4. Public markets have been proven to grow local economies
retail frontage. Additional on-street parking and attract people back to city centers. Source: Project for Public
is introduced to support retail activities. The Spaces (www.pps.org).
market houses will create immediate smallbusiness opportunities to vendors interested in selling food, agricultural products, and other locally produced items to
both City residents and out-of-town visitors. Urban plazas at each end are proposed to serve as flexible, outdoor public
gathering spaces for special events.
Public markets are not just places of commerce. Successful markets help grow and connect urban
and rural economies. They encourage development, enhance real estate values and the tax base,
and keep money in the local neighborhood. Public markets also offer low-risk business opportunities
for vendors and feed money back into the rural economy where many vendors grow, raise and
produce their products…. most important is the way markets serve as public gathering places for
people from different ethnic, cultural, and socioeconomic communities. As one of the few places
where people comfortably gather and meet, markets are our neighborhoods’ original civic centers.
(Project for Public Spaces)

Figure 5-5 (left). Reading Terminal, Philadelphia. Source: Project for Public Spaces (www.pps.org). Figure 5-6 (right).
Early concept sketch proposing the Penn Square Marketplace.
As discussed earlier, the high costs associated with rehabilitation of the historic buildings have inhibited real estate
investment and improvements in Penn Square. However, as new market houses attract significant crowds and more
retail space is needed to accommodate them, the risks associated with the higher renovation will costs go down. Food
and retail uses will also increase the number of people occupying the square on nights and weekends, making the space
safer, more interesting, and give out-of-town visitors a place to go before and after events (a need expressed time and
again via public and stakeholder comment). Bus stops and bike lanes along both sides of Penn Street encourage multimodal access.
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Concept B: Grand Boulevard
The Grand Boulevard concept seeks to
introduce green space into the center of Penn
Square. Like the Marketplace concept, traffic
will be divided (as it is now but much wider) to
scale down the width of the streetscape, and
on-street parking would be increased. An alleé
of stately trees (such as sycamores, oaks,
or elm hybrids) is recommended to frame a
wide pedestrian walkway down the center
of the boulevard that would be well-lit with
ornamental lighting, benches, and visually
anchored at either end with gateway markers
Figure 5-7. Early concept sketch proposing a Grand Boulevard for Penn
and statuary.
Square.

Figure 5-8. (left) and 5-9 (right). Commonwealth Avenue in Boston’s Back Bay serves as an excellent example for the
Grand Boulevard concept.

Concept C: Central Plaza

Figure 5-10 (left). Easton’s downtown rotary
and landmark statue illustrate the type of
plaza proposed in Concept C. Figure 5-11
(right). Early concept sketch shaowing the
Central Plaza.

The Central Plaza concept seeks to create a new landmark within the
center of the city and introduce the roundabout as a means to slow
traffic while also making traffic flow more efficient. In this concept, the
roundabout is proposed to be a constructed landscaped feature with a
new statue or fountain occupying its center. In this concept, the center
median is lined with trees, but it does not accommodate a pedestrian
sidewalk. Its width is more narrow (20 feet) to accommodate additional
angled parking. As in Concepts A and B, bus stops and bike lanes along
both sides of Penn Street will encourage multi-modal access.
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DESIGN COMMITTEE and KEY PERSON INTERVIEW EVALUATION OF ALTERNATIVES
Given the opportunity to review the three alternatives, the design committee liked aspects of each and recommended
that the market houses, in addition to the roundabout and smaller tree alleé, be incorporated into the final design. Traffic
flow and pedestrian safety were primary concerns, and questions were raised as to how the market houses would be
managed. The committee was also interested in how construction could be phased over time if adequate funds were not
available to fully implement the plan. Key person interviews also provided valuable insight and feedback on a variety of
issues related to the proposed plan, as well as general concerns related to the city’s overall development.
Committee and key person interview comments and recommendations have been summarized below, by topic.
Traffic and Transportation
Penn Street Bridge functions as the front door to Reading. As there is not a lot of time for drivers to “get oriented”, people
have to make a quick decision. However, it is important not to impede traffic at 2nd and Penn, otherwise it could create
issues with further delays on the Route 422 ramps (during major events, traffic already backs up, which is a concern).
Orientation and signage is critical in this area. Sections of the bridge over Front Street and the river are also deteriorating.
Its rehabilitation is on the local Transportation Improvement Plan and improvements should be made within the next few
years. There are opportunities to coordinate these future improvements with new wayfinding and directional signage.
Consideration should also be given to drawing and directing people to downtown from the Buttonwood Street Bridge.
Trails and Greenways
Dedicated bike lanes through the downtown are good idea. Court Street and Cherry Street, one way streets on either
side of Penn Street, are recommended for bike traffic. They are wide and not as heavily travelled as Franklin, Penn, or
Washington. Berks County Conservancy also has a trail network which should also be evaluated for potential connections.
More needs to be done to attract trail users from the Schuylkill River greenway. Having the greenway trail travel through
the RACC campus is of concern to RACC, who would like to see the trail follow Front Street to Franklin Street via a
dedicated bike lane. The proposed trail connection from Front Street to Court Street is a good possibility. There currently
is a public pedestrian space/service area along “Canal Street” between Front and Second Streets, (between RACC and
the IMAX theater and parking garage).
Pedestrian & Streetscape Improvements
Pedestrian amenities should be focused on Penn Street and the corridor and less on Washington and Franklin Streets,
which should be kept more traffic-oriented. Improving connectivity between Penn Square and the riverfront is important,
as is improving connectivity between Penn Square, the Transportation Center, and rail corridor. There should be more
opportunities for outdoor seating. Could the proposed roundabout at Penn Square also be used as event space if the
street were closed to traffic during special events?
In order to generate more pedestrian activity, the streetscape needs better, more uniform lighting, clear sight lines,
tree trimming, more color (i.e. flowering trees and planters, banners/flags and site furnishings, etc). Standardized site
furnishings would make maintenance much easier. The high number of trees proposed for Penn Square (Concept B) is
of concern to the DID, as it would substantially increase the leaf clean-up responsibilities. For security, the planting of
the center green should also maintain good sight lines. A sign ordinance with design standards should be developed for
a consistent look. Interpretive waysides in the city have been proposed before (to interpret history) but none were ever
installed.
Transit
Penn Street needs to be designed to accommodate multiple modes of transit. Dedicated bus stops and shelters should
be incorporated on key corners. A future trolley and para-transit buses can share these stops.
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Promotion and Events
Early programming of Penn Square will be needed in temporary facilities to create a draw. Once people begin to
regularly attend events there, interest in development should follow. The DID already conducts a number of events, such
as the mid-day café series, provides entertainment, advertising, and outdoor dining tables and chairs—in theory this can
be expanded to the marketplace.
Reading Area Community College
RACC has developed and working on an overall site master plan for the campus with Spillman Farmer Architects. The
plan is ever evolving to accommodate programs. Plans currently propose partially or completely closing Franklin Street.
As the campus expands onto the Reading Eagle property, there is a need to minimize pedestrian/vehicular conflicts on
this block of Franklin Street. River Road potentially will need to be more pedestrian friendly, to provide better connections
between the campus and the Yocum library and riverfront. RACC students rely heavily on BARTA buses, so pedestrian
safety is important.
The Penn Corridor “Entertainment District” could also be expanded to be an “Education and Entertainment District.” RACC
currently leases space at Goggleworks and Gateway Center, so making pedestrian connections across Second Street is
important (currently pedestrian crossing at Washington and Second is very dangerous). Penn and Second Streets could
serve as a “college town” for RACC and an opportunity to provide student-oriented amenities. The renovated Firehouse
was a great resource and restaurant, bridging the gap between the City and RACC students. It is believed that more can
and should be done to make the city more accessible to students and faculty.
The Planning Process
The Master Plan should recommended phased improvements and a maintenance strategy. The final design should
include reasonable steps which can be accomplished. Otherwise, the project may falter with a lack of momentum.
Partnerships of multiple groups and agencies are going to be needed for project success.
Marketplace
Penn Square needs to be a destination. Sections of Penn Square (and Penn Street) suffer from low pedestrian traffic.
Security is an issue. There is a need to “activate the street.” Increased activity will reduce crime and unwanted loitering.
The downtown also needs more restaurants and places for people to eat. It is believed that the marketplace idea would
achieve this.
Any marketplace will need to be farmer (vendor) friendly, and have guidelines that control and limit who can become
a vendor. There should also be a variety of different types of vendors. There are opportunities to encourage small
business development and entrepreneurship in association with the proposed marketplace. RACC focuses on three
primary educational tracts: General Education, Business and Allied Health. Further discussion and coordination would be
needed among and between RACC, the Chamber of Commerce and Industry, the Small Business Development Center,
the City, and other economic development organizations, to consider how incentives, such as startup loans and training,
could make the marketplace serve as an incubator for small businesses focused on food, retail, tourism, and hospitality.
The idea of a commercial kitchen had been raised by the Chamber during previous planning discussions, but no one
person or group has yet to carry it forward. Perhaps this could be tied into market idea in some way.
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CHAPTER SIX: MASTER PLAN RECOMMENDATIONS
Based upon feedback provided by the design committee and key stakeholders, the proposed master plan incorporates
modified elements of all three original concept plans for Penn Square, as well as streetscape and traffic improvements
along the high priority pedestrian routes identified earlier. Key elements of the final plan are as follows:
THE PENN SQUARE MARKETPLACE
This plan recommends that two indoor market houses (each 150 feet long by 50 feet wide) occupy a large 65-foot wide
boulevard in the center of the square, each with a small landscaped urban plaza and tree alleé to the rear that provides
shaded green space. On the east side of the square, the plaza serves as flexible open space for a variety of events and
purposes (such as small gatherings, performance space, outdoor vendors, etc.), whereas the plaza on the west side is
defined by a small fountain and outdoor seating area for restaurants and food vendors. The tree-lined pedestrian walks
at either end would be framed by benches and ornamental lighting, which would help draw people into and out of the
boulevard from 4th and 6th Streets. While the architectural details of the market buildings have yet to be determined, it
is recommended that their design derive inspiration from the historic one-story open air market structures that once
occupied the square, and that their exterior facades include ample windows for clear visibility between the sidewalks and
the market interior.
A roundabout is proposed for the intersection of 5th and Penn, within which a large fountain or statue will physically and
visually mark the center of the City. The periphery of this feature would be landscaped with ornamental shrubs, flowers,
and decorative lighting. Twelve flag poles are proposed to frame the outside edge of the roundabout, which can be
adorned with flags representing the neighborhoods of Reading, or simply decorative flags that add color to the square.
The roundabout itself serves as a traffic control feature and eliminates the need for left turn lanes from all directions.
Decorative crosswalks are proposed at the street corners only. It is recommended that the roundabout itself not serve
a space for pedestrian activity and so it has not been designed to accommodate gatherings, seating, or pedestrian
crossing.

Figure 6-1. Illustrated master plan proposal for Penn Square.
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Figure 6-2 (above). Penn Square, 2010.
Figure 6-3 (right). Digital rendering of
same view showing proposed marketplace
and roundabout.

A single 15-foot wide lane of one-way vehicular traffic is proposed on either side of the center boulevard. On-street
parallel parking is recommended along the outside sidewalk edge, with a buffer space wide enough for a car to pull over
and park without impeding traffic flow. Left turn lanes would be provided at the corners of 4th and 6th Streets, which would
continue as signaled intersections.
A five-foot wide striped bike lane is also proposed to encourage bike traffic to enter the square from the dedicated bike
lanes proposed along Cherry and Court Streets. Riders would be required to dismount at the corner of 5th and Penn and
utilize the pedestrian crosswalks rather than the roundabout, which would be dedicated to vehicular traffic only. Ample
bike parking racks are proposed to be located at all street corners in order to encourage bikers to view Penn Square as
a destination.
Dedicated transit stops, which can be utilized by buses, trolleys, or para-transit vehicles, are proposed at all corners of
5th and Penn Streets. Likewise, transit stops are designed to be accommodated all along the Penn Street corridor. Actual
locations will eventually be determined by BARTA’s Transportation Plan, currently in development.
Sidewalks along Penn Square buildings are reduced to 18 feet in width, with bulb-outs at the corners to facilitate
pedestrian crossing. A five-foot wide paved planting strip along the curb would include brick pavers, new street trees,
decorative lighting, banners, and other site furnishings, such as benches and trash receptacles.

Figure 6-4 (above). Penn Square, 2010.
Figure 6-5 (right). Digital rrendering of
same view showing rear of proposed
marketplace. with open plaza used for
seating and outdoor dining.

Barry Isett & Associates, Inc. • August 2011 • Page 46

City of Reading • Downtown 2020 • Master Plan (DRAFT)

Figure 6-6. Section through Penn Square showing proposed marketplace and divided traffic lanes.
Economic Impacts and Management Considerations
According to a study sponsored by the Project for Public Spaces (PPS), “public markets are unique economic and
social institutions which are increasingly being viewed as tools to achieve a wide variety of goals. These goals include
improved access to quality food, better marketing opportunities for family farmers, improving social interaction in
urban neighborhoods, increasing social cohesion, providing employment opportunities to local communities, creating
entrepreneurial environment to increase small business formation, and enhancing community economic development.”

As stated in this report, these are admittedly high hopes for the relatively simple market institution. However, markets
have proven time and again to fill a unique niche delivering both economic and social benefits.
“Have purchasers ever mediated, when passing along the aisles of Reading’s market houses, and
seeing all the appetizing things piles on the stands—the splendid vegetables, the fresh meats, the
pastry, the fine dairy products, the fruit, the fish, the everything which, prepared by a good cook, is so
welcomed by business man, financier or mechanic, on coming home from a day’s labor—upon what
extraordinary efforts are restored to have these diversified articles on hand for their inspection and
purchase?....The business done in Reading’s market houses annually is enormous, and runs into
hundreds of thousands of dollars. On one heap it would be the largest pile of money the major part
of the world’s population has ever seen.” 
In the PPS study, “Estimating the Economic Impact of Public Markets” several different types of markets, vendor mix, and
local economies were analyzed to create a model for estimating the economic impacts of markets. While the architectural
details of the market buildings will be determined during a later phase of design, it is anticipated that the structures should
be able to accommodate up to 15 vendor stalls each, for a total of 30.
Using the PPS study methodology for a mid-sized city market (population less than 250,000), the average expenditure
data obtained from surveys distributed to small city market vendors, and the assumption that the Penn Square marketplace
would contain a mix of vendor types: (10) producers, including meat, poultry, fruit and vegetable farmers and fishermen;
(5) non-producers, including produce re-sellers, butchers, fishmongers and bakers; (10) prepared food vendors; and
20% (5) other vendor types, including artists and artisans, it is estimated that the market could contribute approximately
$1.8M to the region’s economy. Variables, of course, may differ from those used in the sample. It should also be noted
 Econsult Corporation. “Measuring the Impact of Public Markets and Farmers Markets on Local Economies. New York: Project
for Public Spaces, 2007, 2. Available online: http://www.pps.org/articles/measuring-the-impact-of-public-markets-and-farm-

ers-markets-on-local-economies/.

 “Did you Go to Market?” Reading Eagle. Nov. 24, 1895, 6. Available online: http://news.google.com/newspapers?id=mggrAAAA
IBAJ&sjid=n5kFAAAAIBAJ&pg=4368,1218582&dq=history+of+penn+square+reading&hl=en
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that these estimates were based on 2007 data, so the number is likely to be higher to account for inflation. Nonetheless,
the study does make the case that markets have a significant positive impact on local and regional economies.
The question of market management has been raised by several stakeholders and members of the design committee.
While recommendations for management go beyond the scope of this master plan, it is recommended that the City
and its partners invest in market training conducted by consultants specializing in public marketplace development and
management such as the PPS, a nonprofit planning, design and educational organization. PPS provides specialized
training the market planning process, community engagement, market operations, vendor mix, promotions, and market
management. More information about the market training program can be found on the PPS website at http://www.pps.
org/training/htcsm/ or by calling PPS at 212-620-5660.
Roundabout Traffic Feasibility Analysis
A roundabout can offer several advantages over signalized and stop controlled alternatives, such as better overall safety
performance, shorter delays, and shorter queues (especially during off-peak hours), better management of speeds, and
opportunities for community enhancement features. Technically, a roundabout is a circular intersection with yield control
at all entries and appropriate geometric features to promote slow and consistent speeds for all movements.
The intersection of Fifth and Penn Streets is currently signalized. Based upon existing dimensions, the footprint of the
intersection can adequately accommodate the design of a single-lane roundabout. Approach grades are not a concern
at the intersection and the four entry points will be at right angles, thereby providing ideal geometry for a roundabout.
Preliminary sight distance evaluation indicates that adequate sight distances would be available for all entry and exit
points at the roundabout.
Approximately 235 pedestrians use the intersection S.R. 2005 (Fifth Street) and Penn Street during the AM peak hour
and 483 during the PM peak hour. The crosswalks are currently painted and the pedestrians are competing for roadway
usage with a substantial number of vehicles (1,158 during the AM and 1,744 during the PM).
PENNDOT’s Guide to Roundabouts (Publication 414) was used as a guideline to initially evaluate the feasibility of a
roundabout at this intersection. Roundabout Design Spreadsheet version 1.01 found in this publication was used. A
volume/capacity (v/c) ratio of 0.85 or less is recommended as the threshold for roundabouts while a v/c ratio of 1.0 is
the threshold for signalized intersections. In Table 3 the LOS, v/c ratio, delay in seconds and 95th percentile queues in
vehicles are compared between the roundabout and the traffic signals at the intersection.

Approach

Table 3 – LOS Comparison for S.R. 2005 (Fifth Street) and Penn Street
Signalization vs. Roundabout (2015 Traffic Volumes)

EB
WB
NB
SB

AM Peak Hour
Signal
LOS

v/c

Delay
(sec)

C
C
A
C

0.69
0.68
0.54
0.35

34.3
20.8
5.4
23.1

95th
queue
(veh)
217
220
14
88

Roundabout
LOS

v/c

Delay
(sec)

A
A
A
A

0.46
0.41
0.50
0.31

6.6
7.0
7.8
5.3
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queue
(veh)
3
2
3
2
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Approach

Signal
LOS

v/c

Delay
(sec)

EB
WB
NB
SB

D
C
B
E

0.78
0.84
0.84
0.97

36.6
31.5
17.9
60.5

PM Peak Hour
95th
queue
(veh)
326
356
52
249

Roundabout

LOS

v/c

Delay
(sec)

A
A
A
A

0.56
0.57
0.55
0.57

9.3
9.1
9.5
9.0

95th
queue
(veh)
4
4
4
4

As can be seen in the above table, a roundabout can substantially reduce delays and queues at the intersection of Fifth
Street (S.R. 2005) and Penn Street. A single-lane roundabout can adequately accommodate existing traffic volumes as
well as future 2015 projected volumes during both the AM and PM peak hours at this intersection. Further investigation
of adjacent intersections, however, may still be necessary should this plan be advanced toward implementation in order
to assess impacts to the broader circulation network.
DOWNTOWN STREETSCAPE AND TRAFFIC IMPROVEMENTS
The following streetscape improvements are recommended throughout the rest of the downtown core. Based upon
the underlying goals outlined earlier in the Conceptual Approach, these improvements seek to balance pedestrian
improvements with the need to maintain adequate levels of service at key intersections, encourage bike traffic, ease
wayfinding, increase on-street parking, and celebrate the heritage of the City of Reading. Above all, however, they seek
to support the development of Penn Square as Reading’s No. 1 Destination. Key elements of the plan are as follows:
High Priority Pedestrian Improvements
Pedestrian improvements are recommended along the High Priority Pedestrian Streets discussed earlier. Discussed in
detail below, these recommendations are illustrated in Figures 6-7 through 6-13, and correspond to the Design Guideline
Standards, which serves as a separate stand-alone document to this master plan. Design Guidelines have been
developed for four different streetscape conditions. In addition to Penn Square, these include: Penn Square Gateways;
Mixed Use Streets; and Residential Streets
Where recommended changes result
in the loss of a traffic lane or other
substantial changes to the traffic flow,
a traffic analysis outlining anticipated
impacts is included. Future conditions
and LOS are based upon a 1.8%
annual growth factor (compounded
annually) that was applied to the traffic
volumes within the study area to reach
the projected build year (2015). This
growth rate was used to be consistent
with other studies for the City of Reading.
Refer to Appendix B for illustrations of
the 2015 AM and PM Peak Hour traffic
volumes. Refer to Appendix C for 2015
Levels of Service illustrations.

Figure 6-7. Diagram illustrating the streets where the various design guidelines would be applied: Penn Square (red); Penn
Square Gateways (Penn Street and Fifth Street between Washington and Franklin; orange); Mixed Use Streets (yellow); and
Residential Streets (green).

Second and Washington Streets: Recommended modifications include the removal of the refuge island and wide
turning radius of the four southbound turn lanes at this intersection. It is proposed that curb bump-outs and stamped
crosswalks be installed at all four corners, with the southeast and southwest corners being returned to a 90 degree turn.
No change would be made to the number of traffic lanes or their travel direction so no changes result in the Level of
Service. Current pedestrian crossing times are considered adequate.
Barry Isett & Associates, Inc. • August 2011 • Page 49

City of Reading • Downtown 2020 • Master Plan (DRAFT)

Figure 6-8. Proposed master plan showing locations for the priority pedestrian improvements, proposed bike lanes,
priority infill areas, and the 7th Street Heritage Corridor.
Based upon the traffic study, only 20 pedestrians on average currently use the intersection during the AM peak hour and
69 during the PM peak hour, which is probably an indication of the unfriendly conditions. The crosswalks are currently
painted and the pedestrians are competing for roadway usage with a substantial number of vehicles (869 during the AM
and 1,795 during the PM peak hour).
Overall, this signalized intersection currently operates at an overall Level of Service C during both peak hours analyzed.
It is expected that the intersection will drop a Level of Service to D during the future 2015 PM peak hour. All future
movements are expected to operate at acceptable Level of Service D or better during both peak hours with the exception
of the eastbound approach (Level of Service F) and the southbound approach (Level of Service E) during the PM
peak hour. It should be noted that these Levels of Service will be experienced only when the exclusive pedestrian
phase is activated. Otherwise, all movements are expected to operate at Level of Service D or better during both peak
hours analyzed. Queue lengths at this intersection are contained within the available storage lengths. Therefore, it is
recommended to leave the vehicular signal timings at the intersection as is until such time as a full network traffic study
can be performed.

Figure 6-9 (above). Intersection of
Washington and Second Streets, existing
conditions. Figure 6-10 (right). Digital
rendering of same view showing proposed
streetscape improvements.
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Figure 6-11. Plan and section of proposed streetscape improvements for Washington and Second Streets.

Second Street, between Washington and Franklin Streets: Per the “Mixed Use Design Standards,” Second Street
is proposed to include new five-foot wide paved planting strips along both curbs that would include brick pavers, new
street trees, lighting, and other site furnishings. While three southbound traffic lanes would remain, it is recommended
that their widths be reduced to 11 feet. This enables a lane of on-street parking to be added to both sides of the street. It
will also be important for retail uses to occupy the ground floor of the parking garage. Transparent glass is recommended
to replace the existing tinted/opaque windows. New stamped crosswalks are also proposed at the intersection of 2nd and
Court Streets, where the downtown bike trail is proposed to cross.

Figure 6-12. Section of proposed Penn Street Corridor between 2nd and 4th Streets.
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Penn Street between 2nd and 4th: Per the “Penn Square Gateway” design standards, a new 8-foot wide center island is
proposed for Penn Street between 2nd and 4th in order to both signify entrance into the City and beautify the streetscape
of this important gateway. Additional on-street parking is recommended along both sides of the street to encourage retail
use, eliminating a west-bound thru-lane at the corner of Second and Penn. On Washington Street, an east-bound left turn
lane is also eliminated to provide a pedestrian bump-out.
A new five-foot wide paved planting strip is also recommended along both curbs. This area would include brick pavers, new
street trees, decorative lighting, and other site furnishings. Curb bump outs and stamped crosswalks are recommended
at all corners. Façade improvements and new infill with retail use on the ground floor should be targeted for these two
blocks to fill the several gaps existing along both sides of the street.
Currently, this signalized intersection currently operates at an overall Level of Service F during both peak hours analyzed.
It is expected that the intersection will continue to operate at Level of Service F during the future 2015 peak hours.
This intersection is currently coordinated with adjacent signals via spread spectrum radio communication. To reduce
the delays, the cycle length would have to be increased substantially, thereby affecting the coordination at adjacent
signalized intersections. Queue lengths at this intersection are expected to increase substantially with the elimination of
traffic lanes to provide parking. Therefore, it is recommended to double the cycle at this intersection in order to reduce
delays and maintain coordination “every other cycle” with the adjacent coordinated signalized intersections until such
time as a full network traffic study can be performed.
Second and Penn Street: Approximately 51 pedestrians use the intersection during the AM peak hour and 57 during
the PM peak hour. The crosswalks are currently painted and the pedestrians are competing for roadway usage with a
substantial number of vehicles (3,309 during the AM and 4,237 during the PM). Because of the high volume of traffic
and its poor LOS, the refuge island on the southwest corner of this intersection is proposed to remain. New pedestrian
indications (countdown man/hand) are recommended to enhance pedestrian safety when crossing. Current pedestrian
crossing times are adequate.
Second and Franklin Streets: Approximately 60 pedestrians use the intersection during the AM peak hour and 107
during the PM peak hour. The crosswalks are currently very long and the pedestrians are competing for roadway usage
with a substantial number of vehicles (1,492 during the AM and 1,514 during the PM).
This unsignalized intersection currently
operates at an overall Level of Service F
during both the AM and PM peak hours
(although the priority westbound turns
operate at LOS of B). Traffic volumes
for the eastbound and northbound stop
approaches at the intersection experience
the most significant delays. It is expected
that the intersection will continue to
operate at an overall intersection Level of
Service F in 2015 during both peak hours
analyzed. The only solution to improving
the eastbound and northbound delays/
queues would come at the expense of
‘stopping’ (via stop sign or traffic signal) the
free flow southbound approach, which is
not recommended at this time. Pedestrian
bumpouts are recommended to reduce the
length of crossing and to provide decorative
stamped crosswalks for visual interest and
Figure 6-13. Plan and section showing proposed streetscape improvements driver awareness. Pedestrian activated
for 2nd and Franklin Streets, to include proposed changes to the RACC crossing lights should also be installed as
another visual awareness device.
Campus per the RACC Master Plan.
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Figure 6-14. Plan showing proposed improvements to the 7th Street Heritage Corridor.
7th Street Heritage Corridor: As the 7th Street corridor serves as a key pedestrian connector between several parking
garages, the transit center, the future Reading Station, the future Doubletree Hotel, and the Sovereign Center, it is
recommended that this entire corridor be redesigned to be more visually interesting to the pedestrian and especially
to visitors (i.e. new street trees, pedestrian lighting, colorful banners, and decorative paving). One major opportunity is
to use this corridor to promote the history of Reading, and particularly the railroad history of the 7th Street corridor as it
is both a major historic rail line serving the Reading Railroad, as well as an active freight corridor. Recommendations
include public art exhibits, painted murals, interpretive waysides and/or kiosks, and historic locomotives or other rail
cars. Partnerships with other organizations, such as the Reading Railroad Museum, the Schuylkill Valley National
Heritage Corridor, and the Greater Reading Convention and Visitor’s Bureau will be necessary. Coordination with Norfolk
Southern will also be critical as they own much of the right-of-way through this corridor.

Figures 6-15 through 6-18 illustrate examples of the types of public art and interpretive media that could occupy the 7th
Street Heritage Corridor.
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Penn Street between 6th and 8th Streets. Per the “Penn Square Gateway” Design Standards, it is recommended that
the planted center island continue past Penn Square between 6th and 8th Streets and that on-street parking be permitted
along both sides of the street, reducing eastbound traffic to one lane. Given the lack of mixed use and architectural
diversity along these two important blocks, it will be important to enhance pedestrian comfort and visual diversity of
streetscape elements in this zone. Like the two blocks west of Penn Square, recommended improvements include fivefoot wide paved planting strips along both curbs. These would include brick pavers, street trees, decorative lighting and
other site furnishings. As the streetscape elements along the Sovereign Center are relatively new, improvements are
here not high priority, but should be made to a consistent standard when replacement is necessary. Curb bump outs and
stamped crosswalks are recommended at all intersections.
5th Street: Because the 5th Street corridor is the primary vehicular and pedestrian north-south corridor of the City it is
recommended that this street, between Washington and Franklin, also be redesigned to include new and consistent
“Penn Square Gateway” streetscape standards similar to those recommended elsewhere on Penn Street. These include
the new planted median, five-foot wide paved planting strip along both curbs containing new brick pavers, new street
trees, and other site furnishings. Additional on-street parking has been recommended along both sides of this street to
support existing and potential ground-floor retail.
Dedicated Bike Lanes and Trailheads
There are two primary routes proposed to connect the Schuylkill River with Penn Square and City Park—a westbound
route and an eastbound route that together form a three-mile loop. Court Street is proposed to serve as the primary
eastbound route, which would be accessed from the Schuylkill River Trail via a dedicated bike lane along Front Street.
Cherry Street is proposed to serve as the primary westbound route, which would be linked to City Park via an unnamed
alley and Little Wunder Street. Dedicated bike spur lanes along 4th and 6th Streets are proposed to link these primary bike
lanes with the Penn Square Marketplace. As mentioned earlier, ample bike parking racks will be needed in Penn Square
to encourage visitation of its shops and restaurants.
It will be important for a formal trailhead, with informational and directional signage, to be located along the river trail near
the bridge to direct bikers into the city and to its attractions. The Schuylkill River National Heritage Area is in discussions
with RACC as to where authorized trail parking can be located. It is also recommended that ample information concerning
the trail and the heritage area attractions also be located within the 7th Street Heritage Corridor, as mentioned above.
WAYFINDING AND INTERPRETATION
Wayfinding signs are used by visitors, and residents, to navigate unfamiliar surroundings. They direct travelers (public
transit users, drivers, bicyclists, and pedestrians) through communities. Good wayfinding signs make directional
information clear through sign placement, content, graphic design and text clarity. Consistent design elements are
essential to the success of wayfinding signs. When a traveler can easily identify wayfinding information through the
visual cues of color and type continuity, content information can be comprehended more quickly.

Figure 6-19 (above). Court Street, 2010.
Figure 6-20 (right). Digital rendering of
same view showing proposed bike lane,
stamped crosswalk, and pedestrian bumpouts.
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Wayfinding is more than just a navigational aid. Rather it is a way to market an area’s resources,
alter negative perceptions, evoke a sense of character and improve accessibility and public safety.
Wayfinding is a complementary economic development activity, contributing to the character, mobility
and attractiveness of an area as a viable business location. Uncoordinated or disorganized signs lead
to visual clutter and potential confusion for residents and visitors alike [Ohio River Trail Council].
While the development of detailed Wayfinding and Interpretive Plans goes beyond the scope of this Master Plan, the
following recommendations are offered here to provide the basis for which future plans may be designed and developed.
A proposed design concept sketch and locations for the wayfinding signs and interpretive markers are included here
(see Figures x-x and x-x), although it is expected that these will be further refined with additional study and civic
engagement.
Wayfinding signs should be located with a first time visitor in mind. Placement should consider the “information gap” that
may exist in the City between arrival points and destination points. Signage should also address the needs of vehicles,
bicyclists, public transit riders, and pedestrians, and ensure that transition points in these travel modes are evident.
In 2005 the Schuylkill River National & State Heritage Area (SRHA) developed a Sign Design Guidelines Manual to provide
basic standards for a comprehensive trailhead, interpretive and wayfinding signage system to be used throughout the
heritage area in order to help build a regional identify. This manual also includes digital wayfinding sign design templates
that have been designed to be cost effective and adaptable, and to maintain the unique visual identity established within
the SRHA sign system.
While some elements of each sign require modification by the partner organization, such as title or location name,
and local graphic identifiers, some elements must remain consistent on all signs in the Master Sign Program, such
as background colors and placement of the Schuylkill River
Heritage Area and Schuylkill River Water Trail logos. It should
be noted that in order to become part of the SRHA Master
Sign System, the City of Reading must include the SRHA
logo as part of any sign and abide by certain conditions.
Permission to use the logo, or licensing of its use, can only
be authorized by the SHRA.
It is recommended that these Schuylkill River National
Heritage Area sign design standards be utilized and adapted,
as necessary, to create a comprehensive signage system for
the City of Reading. In doing so, the City becomes eligible for
grant funding provided by the federal and state government
to pay for the design and installation of these signs. One
important funding source is the Schuylkill River State and
National Heritage Area “Heritage Towns and Tours Grant
Program,” which is designed to further link cultural heritage
and recreational tourism development within the heritage
area. Heritage tourism is defined as inviting travelers to
experience the historic, cultural, natural, and recreational
resources of a place or community. Travel enables the
tourist to learn about, and be surrounded by, authentic local
customs, traditions, sites, structures, and stories of historic
and cultural importance. The purpose of this Program is to
assist communities in the SRHA to diversify and develop
heritage and cultural tourism offerings and attractions that
enhance the character of communities, link to the Schuylkill
River Trail and Water Trail, increase visitation and visitor
spending, and help improve the economy of program
Figure 6-21. Digital rendering showing proposed concept participants.
for district wayfinding signs.
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While the final design and content of the sign system is anticipated to be developed as part of a separate study, it is
recommended that the following sign typology and hierarchy be developed. Although priority should be given to the
downtown core, any future Reading wayfinding sign system should be also be designed to be implemented throughout
the entire city as funding becomes available. Guidelines for sign development are as follows:
All Signs
Each element of the wayfinding system should be similar in aesthetics, proportion, and treatment, and made of the same
materials Each sign would have the appropriate Penn Corridor district logo prominently displayed at top, in addition to the
SRHA logo displayed at the bottom (should the City decide to utilize the SRHA sign design manual).
Gateway Signs
Gateway signs should be located at points where motorists enter the downtown, such as the Penn Street Bridge and 5th
Street. These signs should welcome visitors to the city and direct them to the various districts.
District Signs
District Signs should be located at the geographical boundaries of each of the core downtown districts, and provide
directional arrows to important destinations (i.e. the Sovereign Center, Penn Square, Goggleworks, etc.) and nearby
public parking areas.
Interpretive Markers
The eventual content displayed on the interpretive
markers and any other interpretive media (such as outdoor
exhibits) should be considered within the broader context
of the Schuylkill River State and National Heritage Area.
A Management Plan, developed in 2003, already serves
as a guiding document for the Heritage Area. Much work
has already been done to identify and characterize the
broad interpretive themes of the larger Schuylkill Valley
as they pertain to history of our nation. These include:
Making History, Creating Community, and Reclaiming
the River. The local interpretation of Reading’s heritage
should seek to fit into this larger framework.
It is highly recommended that any interpretive planning
process engage the public and consider how the varied
stories (sub-themes) of the City and can be best woven
together to communicate their significance to residents
and visitors. For instance, possible sub-themes related
to the City of Reading may include: the Industrial
Waterfront; Getting Goods to Market; Immigration Then
and Now; Reading’s Underground Railroad; Reading’s
Art and Architecture; Leadership in Conservation; etc.).
All of these sub-themes fit within the broader theme of the
Schuylkill River State and National Heritage Area.
The downtown and its physical resources (i.e. Penn
Square, Penn’s Common, Callowhill Historic District,
Prince Historic District, the Schuylkill River, Reading
Station, etc.) should be promoted as destinations and
used to help tell the stories. The City of Reading and many
of its resources and attractions are already nationally
recognized for the important role they played in the
country’s industrial revolution. The National Park Service
and the Pennsylvania Department of Conservation and
Natural Resources also offer an existing framework

Figure 6-22. Digital rendering showing proposed concept for
interpretive markers.
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within which Reading’s story can be told, and offer abundant resources, both financially and programmatically, to help
implement the final plan. Strong partnerships between the City and these two organizations will be key to unlocking the
full potential of heritage tourism within Reading.
While there is some flexibility for what goes on each interpretive marker, some basic aspects are recommended to
stay the same: the district logo on each of the sides, a map to orient the visitor to their current location and identify
downtown districts, key destinations, public parking facilities, transit stops, the downtown bike route, the locations for all
other interpretive markers within the downtown, and a weatherized brochure rack to store visitor information brochures.
Prominently displayed would be an interpretive panel containing text and imagery that provides information on the history
of the district and its significant resources, as well as a number that corresponds to interpretive information provided in
the brochure.
Parking Signs
Parking signs should be used to identify major public parking garages within the downtown.
BARTA Transit Signs
Transit signs should used to identify bus (and possibly future trolley) stops.
Bike Route Sign
Bike route signs should provide directional arrows marking the downtown loop between the Schuylkill River Trail, City
Park, and Penn Square.
PHASING AND IMPLEMENTATION RECOMMENDATIONS
Given the existing economic environment, implementation of this master plan will need to be phased in over time. The
following phasing recommendations are based upon two scales of improvement: macro-level scale and micro level scale.
Macro-level improvements require significant capital investment for construction and will likely need to rely upon federal
or state funding for implementation. Micro-level improvements are those that the City can implement immediately through
passage of local ordinances, programming, and partnerships with existing organizations.
Macro Level Improvements (in order of priority)
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Rehabilitation of Penn Square’s road and streetscape infrastructure, construction of the roundabout, and development
of the boulevard. Once the physical infrastructure is in place, the center boulevard can start being used as a place
for outdoor events, festivals, and the seasonal summer farmer’s market.
Indoor Marketplace
Penn Street improvements (2nd Street to Penn Square)
2nd Street Corridor improvements (Franklin to Washington)
Penn Street improvements (6th to City Park)
5th Street Corridor (Franklin to Washington)
7th Street Heritage Corridor (Franklin to Washington)

Micro Level Improvements (not in order of priority)
•
•
•

Design guidelines can be codified as the new urban streetscape development standards within the downtown core
so that new development, whether public or private, can begin conforming to the same standards.
The City can immediately begin work on developing the downtown bike route by striping lanes and adding directional
signage along the route. Working in partnership with the Schuylkill River Heritage Area and RACC, informational
signage can also be added to the terminus of the Schuylkill River Trail and to City Park.
City ordinances can be amended to permit outdoor dining and the re-location of the existing outdoor farmer’s market
to Penn Square. Working in partnership with other organizations and building upon the work of the DID, the City can
also help organize and promote events within Penn Square.
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•
•

•
•

Wayfinding: The City can work with the Schuylkill River Heritage Area to initiate the development of comprehensive
wayfinding plan, and commission the development of specifications for sign fabrication. Signs can begin being
installed as funding becomes available.
Interpretation: The City can begin working in partnership with the Schuylkill River Heritage Area, the Greater
Reading Convention & Visitors Bureau, and other key stakeholders to initiate the development of a Heritage Tourism
& Interpretive Plan for the City of Reading. Interpretive media, such as signs and exhibits, can begin being installed
as funding becomes available.
City and key stakeholder representatives can begin attending public marketplace development training in order to
develop a strategic plan for future development, management, and community engagement.
The City and County can offer additional tax incentives to incentivize the rehabilitation of Penn Square’s historic
buildings.

GRANT FUNDING PROGRAM OPPORTUNITIES
Given the high construction costs associated with implementation of this master plan, the following section outlines
available grant programs that are specifically targeted to the types of projects related to these recommendations.
ACCESSIBILITY: Grants for the handicapped and disabled to make streets and walkways safer do exist. The Federal
Community Development Block Grant program has a national exception for accessibility renovations. This means that
work does NOT have to be income-eligible; and also means that the City can attempt to secure alternative or additional
CDBG funds above its current allocation from the Federal, state or county governments for this purpose. Grants also
exist at the foundation level. The best initial comprehensive source to use is the Foundation Center in both its Internet
form as well as its grants databases that can be found at many institutions of higher learning. Reading Area Community
College and Northampton County Community College have a partnership in this area.
TRAFFIC SIGNALIZATION: Penn DOT has just concluded its ARLE (Automated Red Light Enhancement) program but
the highly successful program is likely to return in 2012. The name of the program certainly suggests its applicability
to initiatives on 2nd, 5th, and Penn Street corridors, among others; but the program also includes additional traffic and
transportation needs such as bridge guard rails. Federal TIGER (Transportation Improvement Generating Economic
Recovery) grants of substantial size are now again available in Round three with an early November deadline.
ENERGY EFFICIENCY: Small programs have already started for grants up to $7,500 for small businesses (deadline
August 29). Additional programs for solar, wind, geothermal, bio-fuels or alternative energy considerations are tentatively
scheduled for later in the year. The Federal Energy Efficiency and Renewable Energy program (a part of the Energy
Efficiency and Conservation Block Grant) are slated to resume in October pending the disposition of the 2012 Federal
budget. Funding from statewide renewable energy programs is also available for energy audits.
SAFE ROUTES TO SCHOOL: It is expected that this program will resume in the fall. The program enables comprehensive
traffic and transportation improvements to be made along roadways that create a walkable environment for school children
to “get off the bus and get on their feet”. Traffic lights, signage, curb and sidewalk repairs, crosswalks, landscaping of
street islands, and many other transportation improvements are all eligible under this program.
HISTORIC REHABILITATION: The Federal Historic Preservation Tax Credit remains in effect at the present time; however
it is one of the programs targeted in debt and budget talks. The state Historical and Museum Commission has some
resources for FY 2012 but still significantly less than it held before 2009.
ENVIRONMENTAL GRANTS: The Department of Environmental Protection (DEP) has offered a small Growing Greener
program with an August 20 deadline. DCNR intends to return shortly after January 1 with a larger Growing Greener
program of its own geared toward parks, recreation, and open space and trail facilities. The principal State Legislature
debate in the fall will be whether to augment Growing Greener with revenue enhancements from the Marcellus shale
program or an alternative source. The Keystone Fund, which has awarded grants since 1995, remains active and
will also have funding available in spring 2012 for special facilities such as libraries in addition to its normal outdoor
emphasis.
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SECURITY GRANTS: Funding should resume in the fall for projects such as downtown cameras, mirrors, signage,
educational programs, and emergency service improvements. Foundations also represent a potential source of funding
for these types of commitments.
As may be expected, federal grants are declining as continued deliberation over debts and deficits mandate deficit
reductions that, all too frequently, are accomplished at the expense of grant programs. However, not all levels of
government are suffering that same fate. The FY 2012 state budget suffered relatively small decreases in grant
funds; more a transfer of funds from one source to another and an upcoming re-draft of regulations in the Community
Revitalization Program and other offerings of the Department of Community and Economic Development.
In many cases, the feeling of loss of grant availability is more a matter of perception and not a true reflection of reality.
A significant change in outlook; celebrating successes already achieved, and optimistically researching and re-thinking
challenges will result in previously untried grant opportunities.
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APPENDIX A
Existing Traffic Signal Permit Plans
Traffic Study Location Map
Downtown BARTA Bus Routes

DENOTES STUDY INTERSECTION

SITE LOCATION MAP

FIGURE 1

Not to Scale

S.R. 0183

One-way
One

S.R. 0183

S.R. 2006

S.R. 0183

Franklin St.

Cherry St.

Routes 14, 16 & 21

Penn St.

S.R. 2010

Washington St.

Fourth St.

S.R. 2008

One-way

Route 12

Route 18

One-way

S.R. 2005
Route 1 & 20
S.R. 2005

Second St.

S.R. 2006

Second St.

Route 15

One-way

FIGURE 2

Not to Scale

BARTA Bus Routes

Sixth St.

Sixth St.
Route 19

Fifth St.
Fifth St.

Fourth St.

Third St.
Third St.

APPENDIX B
Traffic and Pedestrian Count Figures

49
73

1094
1124

162

2

0

33

16

1

Second St.

35
91

451
161
29

7

S.R. 2006

5

7

28

12

1

19

S.R. 2006

431
19

S.R. 0183

148
433

Franklin St.

Penn St.

S.R. 2010

Washington St.

S.R. 2008

One-way

86
224
29

One-way

30

Fifth St.
77

81

S.R. 2005

26
185
31

Fifth St.

S.R. 2005
47

27
277
17

S.R. 0183

One-way

105
44

251
211
759

Second St.

46
190
20

One-way

FIGURE 3

Not to Scale

2010 Existing Volumes
AM Peak Hour

Sixth St.

S.R. 0183

Sixth St.

Fourth St.
Fourth St.

Third St.
Third St.

139
108

809
842

280

1242

4

0

90

17

36

Second St.

26
145

214
51

4

S.R. 2006

18

11

10
3

29

11

S.R. 2006

1045
34

S.R. 0183

254
1090

Franklin St.

Penn St.

S.R. 2010

Washington St.

S.R. 2008

One-way

83
299
49

One-way

54

Fifth St.
258

85

S.R. 2005

50
353
60

Fifth St.

S.R. 2005
86

43
352
40

S.R. 0183

One-way

112
60

308
287
500

Second St.

70
300
45

One-way

FIGURE 4

Not to Scale

2010 Existing Volumes
PM Peak Hour

Sixth St.

S.R. 0183

Sixth St.

Fourth St.
Fourth St.

Third St.
Third St.

F
B

B

F
F

D

D

S.R. 0183

Second St.

B

C C

S.R. 2006

Second St.

S.R. 0183

E A

One-way
S.R. 2006

C

B

S.R. 0183

C

C

Franklin St.

Penn St.

S.R. 2010

Washington St.

S.R. 2008

One-way

C
C

One-way

A

S.R. 2005

S.R. 2005

Fifth St.
Fifth St.

C

FIGURE 5

Not to Scale

2010 Existing Levels of Service
AM Peak Hour

C
B

One-way
Sixth St.

D

Sixth St.

Fourth St.
Fourth St.

Third St.
Third St.

F
C

B

F
F

E

F

S.R. 0183

Second St.

B

B B

S.R. 2006

Second St.

S.R. 0183

F B

One-way
S.R. 2006

D

F

S.R. 0183

B

B

Franklin St.

Penn St.

S.R. 2010

Washington St.

S.R. 2008

One-way

C
C

One-way

B

S.R. 2005

S.R. 2005

Fifth St.
Fifth St.

D

FIGURE 6

Not to Scale

2010 Existing Levels of Service
PM Peak Hour

C
B

One-way
Sixth St.

E

Sixth St.

Fourth St.
Fourth St.

Third St.
Third St.

54
80

1196
1229

177

2

0

33

16

1

Second St.

38
99

493
176
32

7

S.R. 2006

5

7

1
19

28

12

S.R. 2006

471
21

S.R. 0183

162
473

Franklin St.

Penn St.

S.R. 2010

Washington St.

S.R. 2008

One-way

94
245
32

One-way

30

Fifth St.
77

81

S.R. 2005

28
202
34

Fifth St.

S.R. 2005
47

30
303
19

S.R. 0183

One-way

115
48

274
231
830

Second St.

50
208
22

One-way

FIGURE 7

Not to Scale

2015 Future Volumes
AM Peak Hour

Sixth St.

S.R. 0183

Sixth St.

Fourth St.
Fourth St.

Third St.
Third St.

152
118

884
921

306

S.R. 0183

1358

4

0

90

17

36

Second St.

28
159

234
56

4

S.R. 2006

11

10
3

29

11

S.R. 2006

1142
37

S.R. 0183

278
1192

Franklin St.

Penn St.

S.R. 2010

Washington St.

S.R. 2008

One-way

91
327
54

One-way

54

Fifth St.
258

85

S.R. 2005

55
386
66

Fifth St.

S.R. 2005
86

47
385
44

S.R. 0183

One-way

122
66

337
314
547

Second St.

77
328
49

One-way

FIGURE 8

Not to Scale

2015 Future Volumes
PM Peak Hour

Sixth St.

18

Sixth St.

Fourth St.
Fourth St.

Third St.
Third St.

F
B

B

E
F

F

D

S.R. 0183

Second St.

B

E

S.R. 2006

Second St.

S.R. 0183
B
F

S.R. 0183

C

S.R. 2006

F A

One-way

C

Franklin St.

Penn St.

S.R. 2010

Washington St.

S.R. 2008

One-way

D
C

One-way

A

S.R. 2005

S.R. 2005

Fifth St.
Fifth St.

C

FIGURE 9

Not to Scale

2015 Future Levels of Service
AM Peak Hour

C
B

One-way
Sixth St.

D

Sixth St.

Fourth St.
Fourth St.

Third St.
Third St.

F

F
C

B

E
F

F

B

D

S.R. 0183

Second St.

S.R. 2006

Second St.

S.R. 0183
F
F

S.R. 0183

B

S.R. 2006

F B

One-way

B

Franklin St.

Penn St.

S.R. 2010

Washington St.

S.R. 2008

One-way

D
D

One-way

B

S.R. 2005

S.R. 2005

Fifth St.
Fifth St.

E

FIGURE 10

Not to Scale

2015 Future Levels of Service
PM Peak Hour

C
C

One-way
Sixth St.

E

Sixth St.

Fourth St.
Fourth St.

Third St.
Third St.

APPENDIX C
Level of Service and Queue Data

Table 4
INTERSECTION LEVELS OF SERVICE

Intersection

2010 Traffic Volumes

Approach
(Movement)

AM PEAK

EB
EBL

D
D

Delay
(sec)
44.2
44.2

WB
WBL
WBT

C
C
C

SB
SBTR
OVERALL

D
D
C

LOS

Second Street
(S.R. 2006) &
Washington
Street (S.R.
2010)

Intersection

Approach
(Movement)
EB
EBT
EBR

Second Street
(S.R. 2006) &
Penn Street

Intersection

PM PEAK

F
F

Delay
(sec)
87.7
87.7

23.4
23.9
21.8

B
B
B

38.5
38.5
28.8

E
E
C

LOS

AM PEAK
LOS
Delay
(sec)
F
165.2
F
105.3
F
223.4

D
D

Delay
(sec)
44.8
44.8

14.1
15.0
10.3

C
C
C

56.6
56.6
30.6

D
D
C

LOS

PM PEAK
LOS
Delay
(sec)
F
322.6
F
237.9
F
404.0

PM PEAK

F
F

Delay
(sec)
111.1
111.1

24.0
24.7
22.2

B
B
B

15.3
16.4
10.6

38.8
38.8
29.4

E
E
D

59.8
59.8
35.5

LOS

2015 Traffic Volumes
AM PEAK
LOS
Delay
(sec)
F
109.4
E
60.4
F
157.1

PM PEAK
LOS
Delay
(sec)
F
122.0
E
71.0
F
170.9

WB
WBL
WBT

B
C
B

10.5
20.2
10.5

F
D
F

99.4
41.6
101.3

B
F
B

18.5
94.7
15.1

F
F
F

276.5
204.4
278.9

SB
SBL
SBT/SBLT
SBR
OVERALL

D
C
C
D
F

45.3
21.9
27.6
53.2
113.3

E
B
B
E
F

60.6
11.0
13.0
70.8
172.5

F
N/A
E
F
F

162.7
N/A
70.8
201.6
107.0

F
N/A
D
F
F

251.5
N/A
41.3
296.4
207.8

2010 Traffic Volumes

Approach
(Movement)

EB
EBT
EBR

F
F
B

Delay
(sec)
4023.2
ERR
12.1

NB
NBL
NBR

D
E
A

SB
SBL
SBTR
OVERALL

A
B
B
F

LOS

Intersection

AM PEAK

2010 Traffic Volumes

AM PEAK

Second Street
(S.R. 2006) &
Franklin
Street (S.R.
2006)

2015 Traffic Volumes

Approach
(Movement)

PM PEAK

F
F
C

Delay
(sec)
5633.7
ERR
15.4

27.5
35.2
9.0

F
F
B

6.3
10.1
10.1
336.9

A
B
B
F

LOS

AM PEAK

F
F
B

Delay
(sec)
4037.0
ERR
12.7

95.1
270.0
11.4

E
F
A

4.6
10.1
10.1
933.2

A
B
B
F

2010 Traffic Volumes
AM PEAK

2015 Traffic Volumes

PM PEAK

LOS

PM PEAK

F
F
C

Delay
(sec)
5636.4
ERR
16.8

39.1
51.6
9.1

F
F
B

175.3
518.2
11.9

6.7
10.8
10.8
345.0

A
B
B
F

4.9
10.7
10.7
942.4

LOS

2015 Traffic Volumes
AM PEAK

PM PEAK

Table 5
INTERSECTION QUEUES (IN FEET)
Intersection

Approximate
storage
length
EBL (400')

Second Street
(S.R. 2006) &
Washington
Street (S.R.
2010)

Intersection

2010 Traffic Volumes
AM PEAK
Average
95th
61
98

2015 Traffic Volumes

PM PEAK
Average
95th
127
218

AM PEAK
Average
95th
67
106

PM PEAK
Average
95th
151
244

WBL (560')
WBT (560')

125
76

210
58

248
81

315
125

140
84

232
171

289
91

367
138

SBTR (540')

38

54

71

95

43

60

80

107

Approximate
storage
length
EBT (3340')
EBR (3340')

2010 Traffic Volumes
AM PEAK
Average
95th
690
924
808
1044

2015 Traffic Volumes

PM PEAK
Average
95th
608
826
701
922

AM PEAK
Average
95th
1398
1665
1688
1954

PM PEAK
Average
95th
1062
1327
1320
1585

Second Street
(S.R. 2006)
and Penn
Street

WBL (130')
WBT (540')

6
75

22
85

15
371

59
477

17
318

71
309

49
1891

95
2091

SBL (600')
SBT (600')
SBR (600')

14
89
166

31
123
201

14
64
426

32
110
563

N/A
274
492

N/A
308
475

N/A
248
1200

N/A
346
1351

Intersection

Approximate
storage
length

Second Street
(S.R. 2006)
and Franklin
Street (S.R.
2006)

Intersection

EBT (500')
EBR (500')

AM PEAK
Average
95th
N/A
<500
N/A
17

2015 Traffic Volumes

PM PEAK
Average
95th
N/A
<500
N/A
28

AM PEAK
Average
95th
N/A
<500
N/A
20

PM PEAK
Average
95th
N/A
<500
N/A
34

NBL (120')
NBR (120')

N/A
N/A

73
5

N/A
N/A

249
40

N/A
N/A

108
5

N/A
N/A

340
147

SBL (280')
SBTR (280')

N/A
N/A

85
85

N/A
N/A

57
57

N/A
N/A

104
104

N/A
N/A

70
70

Approximate
storage
length
EBL (130')
EBTR (525')

Fifth Street
(S.R. 2005)
and Penn
Street

2010 Traffic Volumes

2010 Traffic Volumes
AM PEAK
Average
95th
42
85
129
197

2015 Traffic Volumes

PM PEAK
Average
95th
36
87
164
266

AM PEAK
Average
95th
47
98
144
217

PM PEAK
Average
95th
42
118
185
326

WBL (80')
WBTR (525')

6
133

10
200

19
180

40
314

6
148

9
220

21
197

42
356

NBLTR (300')

11

13

30

41

12

14

33

52

SBLTR (330')

51

82

126

210

55

88

145

249

