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Omaha is in the midst of a transformation that began 30 years ago with the creation of the Gene
Leahy Mall and Heartland of America Park. During the past six years, that transformation has
continued with a two billion dollar investment in the Riverfront and downtown Omaha - the First
National Bank Tower, Qwest Center Omaha, Holland Performing Arts Center, Gallup University
and the National Park Service district office.Last year, Lively Omaha (a project of the Omaha
Community Foundation), Mayor Mike Fahey and the Omaha Planning Department created Omaha
by Design to extend the benefits of quality urban design to all parts of Omaha and create a true
first choice city. No other city as big as Omaha has attempted such a comprehensive urban design
plan. Through the efforts of a volunteer Working Review Committee, consultants, city officials and
hundreds of interested citizens, Omaha by Design has created a bold new plan for our city that
can help shape future public projects, philanthropic commitments, and private investment.
Mayor Fahey, Ken Stinson, Chairman and CEO of Peter Kiewit Sons', and Dr. Del Weber, one of
the founders of Lively Omaha and co-chairman of Omaha by Design with Robert Peters, director
of the Omaha Planning Department, officially launched Omaha by Design on October 21, 2003
in the Winter Garden of First National Bank Tower. Jonathan Barnett, urban design principal with
Wallace Roberts & Todd, LLC (WRT), was announced as the lead consultant. Mr. Barnett is a wellknown architect and planner, educator and author of numerous books and articles on the theory
and practice of city design. Advising Mr. Barnett on legal issues is Brian Blaesser, a partner in
the law firm of Robinson & Cole LLP in Boston, where he heads the Land Use and Development
Group for the firm. Other members of the planning team include Ferdinando Micale, Adam
Krom and Yan Wang from WRT, Steven Jensen and Lynn Meyer from the City of Omaha Planning
Department, Jennifer Mahlendorf and Peter Festersen to provide assistance from the Mayors office,
and Connie Spellman and Ellen Fitzsimmons from Lively Omaha serving as the fiscal agent and
project coordinators of Omaha By Design. The 26 members of the Working Review Committee
who have given so much of their time and energy to the Omaha by Design process are listed on
page 60. The generous donors who have made all this work possible are listed on page 61.
The Working Review Committee met six times at the Scott Conference Center. The first meeting,
on December 17, 2003, discussed the consultants’ research findings and their analysis of the
existing Master Plan policies that relate to urban design. It was decided to divide the urban design
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issues into three sets of related concepts: Green Omaha, Civic Omaha, and Neighborhood Omaha.
On February 18, 2004 the Working Review Committee met to review and discuss the Green
Omaha issues. The meeting on March 31, 2004 was devoted to Civic Omaha issues and some
revisions to the Green Omaha presentation. On April 28, 2004 the Working Review Committee
discussed Neighborhood Omaha issues and some changes to the Civic Omaha concepts.
A series of Community input meetings followed each of the Working Review Committee meetings
at the Scott Center, from 6:30 to 8:30 p.m. the same day, to present to the community the
issues discussed by the consultants and the committee. Some members of the Working Review
Committee attended each of these community sessions, and input from the community also
accounted for many of the changes presented by the consultants at the next meeting of the
Working Review Committee. The community response to the meetings was unparalleled for a
sustained community initiative. For example, 130 people attended the first meeting to learn
about Omaha by Design, despite it being an exceptionally cold day only a week before Christmas.
The interest grew with attendance of 225, 350 and 215 at the Green, Civic and Neighborhood
meetings. In addition, hundreds of e-mails were sent to the Omaha by Design website and
to Lively Omaha. Many phone calls and letters were received from interested citizens primarily
giving examples of their experiences or sharing their opinions, which supported the goals. The
Omaha By Design interactive website at www.omahabydesign.org posted all the information and
background as well as allowed citizens to direct their opinions directly to Lively Omaha.
To expand the information to wider audiences, Lively Omaha organized a speakers’ bureau to help
explain and gain input from Omaha citizens about the goals identified in Omaha by Design. The
audience size of the 50 plus presentations ranged from 17 to over 300. The Omaha World-Herald
ran a series of articles called “Changing Omaha” that ran each Tuesday preceding the discussion
of Green, Civic and Neighborhood Omaha issues. Each article explored one of the goals in each
category by researching what other cities were doing and how the goal was currently impacting
Omaha.
On May 19, 2004 the Working Review Committee reached a consensus on 7 Green, 9 Civic, and
5 Neighborhood Goals, plus the objectives and policies to support them. The 21 goals were also
reviewed at a Community meeting that evening. After additional review by the Committee, the
text of the Goals, Objectives and Policies was approved. The planning team and the consultants
spent the summer months researching and writing the implementation measures necessary to
complete the plan. Robinson & Cole also prepared an Implementation Framework Report. At a
day-long meeting on September 15, 2004, the Working Review Committee reached a consensus
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on the 73 implementation measures for the Goals and agreed on the content for the Urban
Design Element of the Omaha Master Plan which appears on the following pages. The Committee
also recommended some amendments to the existing Land Use Element of the Omaha Master
Plan, which are included as an appendix to this document.

NEXT STEPS:
On October 14, Omaha by Design will hold a press conference to officially announce the
completion of the urban design planning process and the creation of the Urban Design Element
and the amendment to the Land Use Element of the Omaha Master Plan.
The next Community session will be on October 20th from 6:30 to 8:30 p.m. at the Scott
Conference Center. Jonathan Barnett, Del Weber, Bob Peters and Mayor Fahey will explain the
process, the recommendations and the next steps for implementation.
Adding the Urban Design Element to Omaha’s official Master Plan will begin the process of
implementing the recommendations of the Omaha by Design process. The City Planning Board will
be the first to consider the Goals, Objectives, Policies, and Recommendations of the Urban Design
Element and the amendments to the Land Use Element. Then the City Council will hold two
public hearing before its reading and final vote at the end of the year.
The entire Urban Design Element and Land Use Amendment will be posted on the Omaha by
Design website, www.omahabydesign.org. A survey, asking the community to help rate the
importance of each of the 21 Omaha By Design goals, will also be placed on the website. With
an easy response mechanism, citizens can share their opinions and the results will be given to the
members of the City Council and Mayor Fahey.
On Sunday, November 14th the Omaha World-Herald will include a special Omaha by Design
insert. It will contain an illustrated overview of the 21 goals as well as a survey that will give
readers the opportunity to help set priorities.
Omaha has already transformed a Riverfront of weeds and train tracks into a dazzling front door
to our community. We now have the opportunity to enliven all parts of Omaha through Omaha
by Design’s 21 goals. It will take effort, it will take time and it will take some money. But we now
have a plan created by the big dreams and visionary spirit of hundreds of Omaha citizens.
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INTRODUCTION
Section 7.04 of the Charter of the City of Omaha lists urban design as one of the required
components of the Master Plan that establishes the city’s long-range policies, goals and standards
as a general guide for its physical development.
This Urban Design Element of the Omaha Master Plan is the result of a one-year process
called Omaha by Design, an initiative sponsored by the City of Omaha and Lively Omaha, a
program of the Omaha Community Foundation. The process involved consultants, City staff,
and a Working Review Committee (WRC) of some thirty Omaha citizens representing different
business, professional and community interests. A series of working papers were prepared by the
consultants and reviewed in detail by the WRC. In addition, there were five public meetings at
which principal concepts of the Urban Design Element were presented and discussed with citizens.

PLAN COMPONENTS
There are three principal components of the Omaha Urban Design Plan. These are: 1. Green
Omaha: The preservation and enhancement of the City’s natural setting and public park system.
2. Civic Omaha: The definition and improvement of the City’s civic places and public image. 3.
Neighborhood Omaha: The preservation and enhancement of the City’s residential neighborhoods.
For each component, the Plan sets forth goals, objectives and policies, followed by a section on
implementation.

1917 Map of Omaha

1950 Map of Omaha
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Perspective view of Omaha showing the hilly terrain formed by the streams of the
Papio watershed

1975 Map of Omaha
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GREEN OMAHA
When the first settlers came to Omaha they found a landscape of rolling hills and stream valleys.
Starting at the Missouri River, the settlers laid out a grid of streets at right angles across the hills
and valleys – as in many other U.S. cities. The maps on pages one and two show the progression
of urbanization over Omaha’s natural landscape.
This Plan component presents goals, objectives, policies, and implementation measures intended to
preserve and restore the natural landscape where feasible and to propose new landscape features
toward the overall goal of establishing a green setting for the life of the City.

Goal 1: Safe Floodways and Flood Plains Forming a City-Wide Park System
Background
The City of Omaha is located within the Papio Watershed, which is subject to sudden and
dangerous flood events. Omaha’s Master Plan currently sets standards that restrict development
in the 100-year and 500-year flood plains of the Papio creek system to protect people from floods
and to minimize the effects of floods on neighboring areas. The new Environmental Protection
element of the Omaha Master Plan proposes an even stricter policy: that new development should
not raise the surface water elevation either upstream or downstream from the development. The
effect of this policy is to discourage filling in the flood plain since such filling often increases the
intensity of flooding further downstream.
The same streams in the Papio Creek system that are a danger to life and property during flood
events are also a great asset for the community. The floodplains and floodways already serve as
a recreational resource and have an extensive trail system. The new policies of this Urban Design
Element will enhance the potential of the waterways to become the centerpiece of a regional park
system.
The presence of a waterway on or near private property is often regarded as a nuisance—a drain
located in the backyard. However these heavily engineered but otherwise neglected creeks
were once part of a beautiful natural system. The proper application of urban design concepts
can transform these drainageways into streams, lakes and parkland that are both beautiful and
valuable assets to the Community while also adding value to the private properties that adjoin
these drainageways. This landscape of hills and stream valleys is potentially a very attractive
setting for neighborhoods and businesses in Omaha.
Omaha is not the first City to envision and undertake such a transformation. Other cities, such
as Kansas City, Denver and Tulsa, have used their stormwater protection systems and flood-safety
improvement to enhance park systems along their waterways. Similar design techniques, if they
were used in Omaha, could transform the experience of the Papio waterways and cause investors
and developers to site their buildings to take advantage of these assets.

Green Omaha
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Map of flood hazard zones as categorized by the Federal Emergency
Management Agency
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Goal 1 Statement
The City should follow policies that minimize as far as possible the dangers to life and property
present in the watershed. At the same time the watershed and its surrounding topography are
tremendous assets to the City. The City should follow policies that preserve and enhance both
the creeks in the watershed and their floodplains as green, publicly accessible settings for the
City. The City should also foster development policies for the area immediately surrounding the
watershed that diminish negative effects on the watershed and enhance its character as a green
setting for the City.
Objectives:
1. The Papio creek waterways and those parts of the floodplain in public ownership should be
enhanced as a public park and recreation system for the City.
2. Development adjacent to this park system should be designed to relate to this public asset.
Policies:
1. Development in proximity to the floodplain of streams in the Papio system should be designed
to be compatible with the park system and its public access.
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Existing conditions along the Little Papillion Creek

Sketch illustrates proposed enhancements to creek landscaping and raised water levels.

Implementation:
1. The City should prepare a Master Landscape Preservation and Restoration Plan for all the
Papio parkland – and potential parkland - comparable to the Suburban Park Plan. This plan,
which could be supported by private funding, could include raising water levels in the creeks,
as at Brush Creek in Kansas City and in other localities. Trees, shrubs and other landscaping
will also enhance the creek valleys. Low-land farm uses and other areas not developed for
recreation should be considered as potential areas to include in the park system.
2. The City should prepare a capital improvements plan to implement the Master Landscape
Preservation and Restoration Plan for the Papio parkland that includes the use of City funding
plus funds from other government entities and from private philanthropic sources.
3. A pilot park improvement program should be funded in developed parts of the City as soon
as possible to demonstrate the potential for greatly enhancing the Papio Creek system for
recreation, and as a setting for development. An example of a suitable pilot program would
be the trailhead where Cole Creek meets the Little Papio.

Green Omaha
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4. To safeguard the public investment in parks along the Creeks, site plan review should be
required for all development on properties that abut or include the 100 year and 500 year
floodplains, based on design criteria to ensure that development will not negatively impact
existing and proposed park areas in the Papio creek system.

Goal 2: A Complete Trail System
Background
Omaha’s Trail System is one of its great successes. Omaha currently has approximately 80 miles of
paved trails with another 20 miles scheduled construction by 2010, bringing the total to over 100
miles of paved trails.
The NRD’s plan for 10 additional dams in the West Papio creek system enlarge the opportunities
for future trails, which should connect to comparable existing and potential trail systems in
Washington and Sarpy Counties.
Goal 2 Statement
Omaha has a very popular trail system, mostly constructed along the creeks in the Papio
watershed. The City should continue to design, finance, and build a complete trail system within
the Papio system, connect it with other parts of the City, make it more visible and accessible, and
more effective as a means of transportation.

Map of existing and proposed trails in Omaha
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Objectives:
1. Building trails and linkages for pedestrians and cyclists should continue, including acquisition
and development of additional trails. Priorities for completing the trail system should
include: the extension of the Keystone Trail north to connect into Sorenson Parkway Trail,
which runs east-west; connecting the Keystone Trail east to the Field Club Trail, along an
existing abandoned rail right-of-way; and the extension of the Big Papio Trail north and west
connecting up into Bennington and west into the West Maple growth area. Additional trails
that could be added in the future include trails along Hell Creek and Cole Creek, trails to and
along the Missouri riverfront, plus a connection through Millard to the planned trail link to
Lincoln and extensions northward along Big Papillion Creek into Bennington.
2. Existing trails, including those around Standing Bear and Glen Cunningham Lakes should be
improved.
3. The trail system should be connected to pedestrian circulation within residential, commercial,
and mixed-use areas.
4. Parks should be created where the trails intersect with important civic locations.
Policies:
1. The City should budget and seek funds for design and construction of annual increments to
the trail system within the Papio park system, east-west trail connections to enable greater
access to the Papio parks, and repairs and enhancements to the trail system for the benefit of
users.
2. The Parks and Public Works Department should develop landscaping and construction
standards for new trails and paths and for enhancing the existing trails.
3. Developments adjacent to the trail system should be designed to provide a connection to
publicly built trails.
4. The City should fund acquisition and development of parks at places where the trail system
crosses areas of civic importance.
Implementation:
1. The City should update the plans for the trail system taking into account recent proposals for
additional dam sites by NRD and providing good transportation connections for pedestrians
and bicyclists. Gateways to the trail system are also an important issue, and could be much
more significant civic events. A good example would be the access to the Keystone Trail at
Dodge Street. Priorities for completing the system include: (1) the extension of the Keystone
Trail north to connect into the Sorensen Parkway Trail, which runs east-west; (2) connecting
Keystone east to the Field Club Trail, along an existing abandoned rail right-of-way; and (3)
the extension of the Big Papio Trail north and west connecting up into Bennington and west
into the West Maple growth area.

Green Omaha
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Additional trails that should be added in the future could include trails along Hell Creek
and Cole Creek, plus a connection through Millard to the planned trail link to Lincoln and
extensions northward along Big Papillion Creek into Bennington.
Improvements to existing trails around Standing Bear and Glen Cunningham Lakes should be
priorities in a Papio park plan.
2. The City should continue to implement capital improvements for trails as funding becomes
available.
3. Design standards for trails that are compatible with the Master landscape preservation and
restoration plan for the Papio parkland should be prepared and adopted by the Parks and
Public Works Departments, and the Natural Resources District.
4. A proposed development located adjacent to the trail system should be subject to site plan
review to ensure, where feasible, that its site layout provides its residents or tenants with a
connection to the public trail system.

Goal 3: Preservation of Landscape at the City’s Edges
Background
Omaha’s Master Plan envisages development extending to the Douglas County boundaries north
and south and to the ridgeline at the edge of the Elkhorn preserve to the west. There is also a

Map of proposed new parks in the Omaha Suburban Parks Master Plan
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Ponca Highlands preserve. Current estimates are that Douglas County will be fully urbanized in
less than 30 years.
Among the natural features that Omaha’s Master Plan identifies as in need of preservation, in
addition to floodplain areas, are farmland landscapes, bluffs, prairies, woodlands, and wetlands.
For the Ponca and Elkhorn preserves, current zoning sets performance standards for low density,
low impact development in order to preserve the unique environmental characteristics of the areas.
A substantial amount of land on either side of the Blair High Road has been designated in the
Master Plan for future industrial development. Development is starting to take place immediately
north of the interchange of Blair High Road and I – 680. This district is meant to be the location
for major new industries that might be attracted to Omaha. The City at present has no special
design or environmental standards to govern development in this area. There is no plan for this
area that establishes policies to keep it available for major initiatives and to provide environmental
protection for the Papio watershed.
Omaha’s Suburban Park Master Plan designates parks and open spaces within most of the
square-mile sections that are to be developed under the Sanitary and Improvement District (S.&I.
D.) process as the City expands. Elkhorn and Bennington have also accepted this park plan as it
applies to their preserves.

Map of North Hills and Elkhorn River Preserve Districts shown in green hatching.
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Goal 3 Statement
In conjunction with Omaha’s master plan policy that development will extend to the Douglas
County boundaries north and south and to the ridgeline at the edge of the Elkhorn preserve to
the west, the City should identify important areas of the existing landscape, including certain
farmlands, bluffs, prairies, woodlands, wetlands, and floodplains, which should be preserved.
Objectives:
1. As development extends as envisioned by the Master Plan, those areas identified as important
areas of the existing landscape should be protected from adverse impacts.
2. The City should continue identifying future parks and adding them to the park system.
3. Large land parcels should be available to accommodate new major employers that may be
attracted to the Omaha area.
Policies:
1. The North Hills and Elkhorn River Protection Districts should include provisions for large lot
sizes and landscape conservation.
2. Land along the Blair High Road currently designated as Industrial in the land use element of
the Master Plan should be kept available for large employers and continuity of the natural
landscape with the surrounding areas should be protected.
3. Steep slopes, floodplains, surviving prairie lands, mature woodlands, and wetlands should be
protected in developing areas of the City.

Map of the Blair High Road Industrial District
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4. Farmland areas identified as important parts of the existing landscape should be preserved
through means that do not diminish the property values of the owners.
5. Potential future parks outside of City boundaries should continue to be identified, and the
City should work with the County in this process. These lands should continue to be added
to the City park system as the areas in which they are located are annexed to the City.
6. There should be a mechanism that helps the City work with private donors to purchase land
to be added to the City's park system.
Implementation:
1. Omaha should take measures to continue current growth management policies as
development expands westward.
2. There should be an Elkhorn River Protection District comparable to the one already enacted
for the North Hills.
3. There should be a special Blair High Road Industrial and Commercial zoning district with
provisions for a large minimum lot size, and protections for the natural landscape.
4. The zoning code should be amended to include the provisions to protect steep slopes and
other environmentally sensitive areas currently listed in the Master Plan.
5. An updated suburban parks plan should be included in the Green Omaha component of the
Urban Design Element of the Master Plan.
6. A non-profit Omaha Landscape Conservancy should be created to accept donations and
perform services for the City’s park system and other natural landscape areas.

Agricultural land at the city's edge faces development pressure
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Goal 4: Landscaped Highway Edges
Background
Omaha has an estimated 1,800 acres of land within freeway rights of way in the form of
embankments, edges, and land area within cloverleafs. All of it has been landscaped sufficiently
to control erosion; much of it has some additional landscaping. Unfortunately, landscaping
– although the incremental cost is not high – is often cut from both capital and maintenance
budgets for freeway design. There are many opportunities for improvement along Omaha’s
freeways.
The state of Nebraska has experimented successfully with native grasses and wild-flowers along
freeways. Some can be found in places along rights of way in Omaha, but overall they are not
used to create the large-scale effects that are possible. Whereas wild flowers by themselves can
fall victim to more aggressive intrusive plants, a mix of native grasses and wildflowers can be
successful and would cost less to maintain than conventional lawn grasses. Omaha’s freeway
landscaping often includes evergreen trees, particularly at the tops of embankments at the edges
of the freeways, however they are usually not planted with sufficient density so as to achieve their
full landscape and screening effect.
With the appropriate design, long stretches of the freeway could be designed as landscapes.
Separate species of wild-flower could be planted throughout the freeway lands, so that they
would all bloom at the same time, with different colors at different seasons. A palate of native
grasses could provide color and texture during cold months as well as during the spring, summer
and fall.

Map of candidate areas for landscaping along freeways.
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Goal 4 Statement
The limited access highway edges in the City are large areas of landscape that should be turned
into landscape designs that create a positive image of the City.
Objectives:
1. The City should design and seek to create landscape plantings along limited access highways
so that they become attractive landscapes.
2. Landscape plantings along limited access highways should be appropriately maintained.

Sketch of existing conditions at a
point along Interstate 80

Sketch of improved landscape along Interstate 80
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Policies:
1. The City should create landscape design concepts and programs for all limited-access highway
edges in the City of Omaha.
2. The City should work with the Nebraska Department of Roads to find additional funding;
including ways that private donors can adopt segments of limited-access highways and help
provide enhanced landscaping and maintenance.
3. The City should work with the Nebraska Department of Roads and private donors to create a
demonstration of enhanced limited-access highway landscaping.
4. The City should enter into an intergovernmental agreement with the Nebraska Department of
Roads that provides for City review and approval of designs for enhanced landscaping along
limited access edges.
Implementation:
1. The City should prepare a master landscape plan, or plans, for all highway edges in Omaha.
2. A demonstration highway plan for a prototypical location should be given priority, some
possible prototypical locations include:
• Along the northern stretch of 680 where the Freeway is part of a larger landscape
and the design could be primarily native grasses and wild flowers.
• Along the western stretch of 680, with a design of native grasses and wild flowers
plus screens of evergreens.
• Along Interstate 80 a design for stands of tall trees that can take advantage of wet
areas in this location, plus some native grasses and wild-flowers.
• Along Interstate 480, a design of native grasses and wild-flowers plus augmented
stands of evergreens.
3. A capital improvement plan should be prepared that will provide for complete landscaping
along Omaha’s limited access highways.
4. There should be an intergovernmental agreement with the Nebraska Department of Roads
to permit City review and approval of designs for enhanced landscaping along limited access
highway edges.

Goal 5: Green Streets
Background
Street trees are widely used to give continuity to streetscapes, and create a setting for
development. Trees also have a favorable effect on local microclimates. Older sections of Omaha
have many tree-lined streets. Newer sections of Omaha do not, but the main arterial streets in the
western part of Omaha have been built with wide rights of way that can accept trees and other
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landscaping. Residential streets in West Omaha often do not have street trees or many trees on
private lots. Omaha has no tree-planting requirements in Residential Zones 1 – 4.
Omaha’s traditional boulevard system, laid out in the eastern part of the City at the turn of the last
century, provides a desirable series of connections between parks and helps establish the green
setting characteristic of older Omaha neighborhoods. Some streets in the boulevard system need
restoration to reclaim their original design intention, and there are some missing connections in
the original plan that ought to be provided, but a landscaped setting already exists for much of
the eastern part of the City.
Arterial streets in western Omaha have rights of way that have three distinct widths. Streets with
a 200’ right-of-way include 204th Street, parts of 144th Street, and an east-west street Pawnee/
Bennington/McKinley that runs from 216th Street to I – 680. A stretch of Highway 275 also has
a 200-foot right of way. Streets with 150-foot rights-of-way in West Omaha include State, West
Maple and West Center, which are also planned to be potential transit rights-of-way. Most of the
other arterial streets on the mile-square grid in West Omaha have a reserved right-of-way of 100’
feet, which leaves ample room for landscaping.
Omaha’s Suburban Parks Plan calls for a H.W.S. Cleveland Boulevard. H.W.S. Cleveland was
the landscape architect who planned Omaha’s original boulevard system. A few segments of the
Cleveland Boulevard have already been implemented.
Omaha’s traditional 4-foot planting strip between street and sidewalk needs to be reconsidered
in plans for new areas. 5 feet between curb and sidewalk is often identified as a minimum width
of a planting strip that is suitable for trees. Many rights of way have room for as much as 8 feet

Map of proposed "Green Streets" to receive special landscape treatments.
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