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The plan also establishes the rationale for design stan-
dards that are presented in two separate documents,
Rehabilitation Standards for Historic Properties and
Design Standards for the Capitol Area, which focus on
appropriate design approaches for improvements to be
made within private property lines.

While the Capitol Area has accommodated a variety of
users, and in particular ones associated with state
government, it has yet to develop its own distinct niche
in the overall urban fabric of the capital city. It needs to
do so, both because it would benefit the city itself and
also because it would benefit the state at large.

The Capitol Area offers the potential to become a
vibrant neighborhood with a diversity of activities that
appeal to a broad spectrum of people. Fundamentally,
it should provide an attractive foreground for the
capitol building itself and it should support the revital-
ization of the city core.

At the same time, it should enhance the area as a place
for state government, both symbolically and function-
ally. As the “front door” to the state, the appearance and
function of this area plays an important role in Arkan-
sas’ ability to promote itself as a place where the
quality of life is excellent and cultural and business
opportunities abound. Even a representative of a cor-
poration considering locating in an outlying part of the
state will, in part, form their opinion upon their impres-
sion of the city in the foreground of the capitol dome.
Therefore, this plan seeks to establish a vision that will
help citizens of Arkansas realize the full potential of
the dramatic design statement that was made decades
ago with the construction of the capitol building.

This Capitol Area Framework Master Plan defines
urban design policies for the Capitol Area and estab-
lishes a framework for implementing specific design
improvements that will establish a distinct identity for
this vital Little Rock neighborhood. The plan seeks to
foster appropriate design choices that will be compat-
ible with the Arkansas State Capitol and also promotes
sound development strategies for reinvestment and
enhancement of the Capitol Area. These recommenda-
tions accommodate current uses as well as changing
land use patterns.

INTRODUCTION

The plan defines the basic land use policies for the
Capitol Area, including building setbacks, develop-
ment density and parking ratios. Permitted land uses
are also established. In addition, the plan recommends
an approach to public sector improvements that would
establish a sense of identity for the area which also
helps to link it with downtown Little Rock. These focus
on design concepts that build upon landscape designs
established in downtown Little Rock and on the capitol
grounds. Implementing these streetscape proposals
will involve cooperation with the City of Little Rock.

Several blocks of Little Rock's historic housing stock exist within
the Capitol Area boundaries.
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The Planning Process

In 1979, shortly after establishing the Capitol Zoning
District Commission (CZDC), the State of Arkansas
set a master plan in place to preserve the remaining
historic character of the neighborhoods around the
State Capitol and to maintain the capitol dome as a
dominant feature in the city. The Capitol Area, triangu-
lar in shape, was defined as those blocks generally
bounded by Cross Street on the east, I-630 on the south,
the west end of the Capitol campus and the Missouri
Pacific RR on the north.

The initial master plan recommended a mix of uses that
would support the functions of state government, in-
cluding offices, service businesses and housing. It
defined a system of regulating building heights that
would maintain the Capitol as the prominent structure
and also established a hierarchy of sidewalk designs
that reflected varying intensities of pedestrian use that
were anticipated. A series of corner plazas also were
described from which views of the Capitol dome would
be prominent.

During the next twenty years, relatively little new
development occurred, however. In fact, some busi-
nesses moved from the area and a few buildings were
demolished. A handful of new buildings did in fact
appear and these generally are dedicated to office
functions, with little street level activity to encourage
pedestrian circulation.

While no radical changes occurred during this time, by
1997, it became apparent that the master plan needed
reworking. Revitalization efforts in downtown Little
Rock, along the river and at Union Station all suggested
opportunities for the Capitol Area to play a more
important role in the city's urban framework. Increas-
ing needs to house state government workers have also
heightened discussions about policies for locating
workers near the Capitol grounds, in the Capitol Area
and in the downtown at large. This document reflects
that effort.

Community Workshops
In order to develop the framework master plan, the
CZDC sponsored a series of workshops in the spring
and summer of 1998, which included property owners,
local Realtors, architects, elected officials, trade asso-

ciation representatives, city staff and state agencies, to
discuss the future character of the Capitol Area. The
insights provided by the participants assisted a team of
consultants and CZDC staff in focusing on key issues
facing the area. This helped to develop appropriate
policy and design recommendations and provide a
framework for future development. Key discussion
points were:

CHARACTER DEFINING FEATURES

Assets:
• The Capitol grounds
• Trade associations
• Small scale office buildings
• Arkansas River

Liabilities:
• Surface parking lots
• Vacant lots
• Buildings that ignore the street

KEY ISSUES

• How to establish height limits on new construction
• Development incentives have not stimulated new

building.
• A lack of density/critical mass of building dimin-

ishes character.
• A lack of residential uses limits use to working

hours.
• A lack of "neighborhood services" discourages

residential use.
• A lack of street life discourages mixed use.
• Parking is exposed to the street.
• Fear of losing a parking space at lunch reduces use

of the area.
• Big MAC II - The potential to build on the west

may diminish potential on the east
• Cooperation between city and state agencies is

needed to realize improvements in the area.
• The number of state employees is an unrealized

opportunity.
• Short lunch breaks limit state employee use of the

area.

The Capitol Area Master Plan includes consideration
of these comments generated in the community work-
shops. In addition, other planning documents, includ-
ing current city plans and study concepts have been
considered.
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A series of neighborhoods exist in the Capitol Area,
which should serve as a foundation for establishing
identity and a sense of place. Therefore, assets and
opportunities of each of these neighborhoods should be
considered in monitoring development. These areas
are slightly varied. Some have distinct features which
are well established, while others are in transition, still
developing their identities.

An important issue is how to protect or enhance those
existing "character areas" which could promote a
broader mix of uses before they in turn are lost and how
to shape new emerging areas to support the goals of the
master plan. The Capitol Area has six distinctive char-
acter areas (See Appendix Map C-1, Zoning Districts):

The Capitol
Campus Complex

This area includes the State Capitol and the campus of
open spaces and government buildings immediately
adjacent to it. As well as being the focal point of the
area, it defines the western edge. Within this area, large
institutional buildings are sited on individual, free-
standing parcels. Parking is located in a network of
surface lots that serve several buildings nearby. Archi-
tecturally, building styles are eclectic, although a gen-
eral palette of grey stone and concrete provide a certain
sense of visual continuity.

Recommendations:
A special master plan exists for the Capitol grounds. It
recommends improving landscape features that would
enhance pedestrian connections to the east. Develop-
ment abutting the capitol grounds should incorporate
landscape design elements from this plan when fea-
sible.

In addition, high priority should be given to locating
new state offices in the Capitol Area.

ZONING DISTRICTS

The Capitol Avenue Corridor
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"B"- The Northeast
Neighborhood

This area is roughly bounded by Victory Street on the
west, Garland on the north, Cross Street on the east and
West 4th Street on the south. It retains the greatest
number of historic residential buildings which still
reflect the early development pattern of the Capitol
Area. Gable roofs, small rectangular building forms,
front lawns and site retaining walls are among the
special features that contribute to the scale of this
neighborhood.

Recommendations:
A mix of residential and small professional office uses
should be encouraged that would be compatible with
the traditional character. The remaining historical resi-
dential buildings should be retained and new construc-
tion in this area should be designed to be compatible
with this established context.

Mixed use developments that include residential uses
are encouraged in this neighborhood and building
forms that relate to traditional residential types should
be used. Variety in building setbacks is appropriate in
this area, but should reflect the traditional front yard
dimensions and be landscaped.

Parking should be located to the side of a building or in
the rear and screened from view.

Historic houses contribute to the character of the Northeast
Neighborhood.

The Northeast Neighborhood Character Area.
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The Union Station neighborhood should develop with a mix of uses
that supports the adaptive reuse of the station itself.

"C"- The Union Station
Neighborhood

This area, sometimes designated as “Northgate,” in-
cludes buildings and lands around the historic Union
Station. It is generally bounded by 3rd Street, the
Missouri Pacific RR, Cross, Garland and Victory
Streets.

Recommendations:
The Union Station neighborhood should develop with
a mix of uses that supports the adaptive reuse of the
station itself. Given its proximity to the Capitol, Down-
town and other convenient traffic routes and trails
corridors, a mix of residential, office, dining and retail
should be encouraged. The area should “anchor” spe-
cialty and retail uses emerging along Markham Street.

A variety of building types and setbacks is appropriate
with medium density residential uses on the 2nd and
3rd floors above.

A focus should be placed upon creating a “pedestrian
friendly” environment that invites “exploration” of the
neighborhood and makes for connections to trail sys-
tems, such as the Arkansas River Trail.

C- The Union Station Character Area



28

Capitol Area Framework Master Plan

D- The Industrial Neighborhood Character Area

"D"- The Industrial
Neighborhood

This small neighborhood is located at the southwest
corner of the Capitol Area and contains a mixture of
small single family residences and state maintenance
shops. It lies below the Interstate at the lower end of the
Capitol campus. Motorists approaching downtown from
the west look across these lands to the Capitol dome. It
is zoned for industrial uses, in part because it is rela-
tively remote and access is limited. While it is not a key
area in terms of planning for the character of the
foreground of the Capitol, it is important that its devel-
opment within this area be managed such that it does
not impede views to the Capitol.

Recommendations:
Maintain the low scale of development in the area.
Protect views of the Capitol by keeping building heights
relatively low. The Capitol Hill industrial area
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Defining the street edge and enhancing the pedestrian environment
are goals for the area.

STREETSCAPE DESIGN

A key component of the Framework Master Plan is the
development of a comprehensive design image for the
Capitol area that will help establish a sense of identity.
Streetscape design includes the introduction of street
trees, furniture such as benches and waste receptacles
and construction of planting areas, all coordinated to
establish a distinct identity for the area. The city's
streetscape palette used on eastern portions of Capitol
Avenue are positive precedents that should be contin-
ued.

Elements to be considered include: A consistent public
landscape palette, distinctive gateway designs, consis-
tent architectural design and special public improve-
ments. The Capitol Area's streetscape design should
serve to reflect the differing characteristics of each
neighborhood in the area, while also establishing a sense
of visual continuity throughout.

Streetscape Hierarchy

The character of the design of streets in the Capitol
Area should be considered as a system.  In time, streets
should develop to reflect the character described:

High Density Commercial Corridor
(Capitol Avenue and Victory Street)
Streets designated in this category are those in which
commercial buildings are to be the dominant use.
Building fronts should generally be located at the inside
edge of the sidewalk and urban streetscape elements
such as street trees, decorative street lights, benches
and planters incorporated. Victory Street should be-
come the primary north-south pedestrian connection
through the area and therefore it is appropriate that
pedestrian gathering spaces be developed along with
these urban streetscape elements.

Medium Density Mixed Use Corridor
These streets will be lined with a mix of commercial and
residential uses at a moderately high density. Defining
the street edge with buildings is also a goal in these
areas, although some variety in setbacks may occur
where residential uses are at street level. The majority
of buildings within a block should be built with their
fronts at the inside sidewalk edge. Incorporate urban
streetscape elements. The majority of east-west streets
in the Capitol Area fall into this category.

Decorative street furniture elements, including orna-
mental lights and street trees, should be installed to
match designs adopted by the City of Little Rock for
east Capitol Avenue. In addition, decorative scoring
patterns for concrete sidewalks should be considered
for the blocks that are closest to the Capitol.

Street

Building lot

A prototype for streetscape improvements.
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Low Density Mixed Use Corridor
This street category applies to those streets within the
Northeast Neighborhood that are residential in charac-
ter. Development and redevelopment along these streets
should reflect such a residential character and be set
back from the street according to the historic pattern,
with landscaped front yards.

Capitol Complex Campus Edge
Those streets immediately adjacent to the Capitol
Campus are critical to the overall image of the Capitol.
The landscape palette of the capitol grounds should be
extended across the street to the east to strengthen this
image. Buildings along this edge should generally be set
back from the street to provide a “green” transition to
the more intensely developed areas adjacent to the
Capitol Campus.

Gateways & Plazas

Another key component of the Framework Master
Plan is the creation of and enhancement of gateways
into the Capitol Area that notify motorists, bicyclists and
pedestrians that they are entering a special district.
Because there are a limited number of entries into the
area from both the west and south, these gateways
become even more important. Gateways into the Capi-
tol Area are located at Woodlane Street and west 7th
Street, the 3rd Street bridge across the Missouri Pacific
Railroad and Cross Street at Capitol, West 3rd Street
and West Markham.

Recommendations:
Gateways into the Capital Area should be designed with
motorists, bicyclists and pedestrians in mind. A consis-
tent landscape palette should be applied to each of these
locations to establish a sense of continuity. At the same
time, a unique element should appear at each major
gateway to distinguish it from the others. Installing
custom-designed artworks at each location is one
means of accomplishing this objective.

Some elements should be large enough in scale to be
perceived at a distance by drivers, such as flowering
ornamental trees or public art.

Information signs should be provided that can be read
by and are easily identifiable to a motorist or bicyclist
that is slowed or stopped at an intersection.
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Circulation Patterns

Appendix Map C-5 combines circulation patterns for
automobiles, pedestrians and public transit vehicles.
Key pedestrian routes lie along Third Street, Seventh
Street, Capitol Avenue and Victory Street, as well as
Woodlane. A portion of 4th Street just north of the
Capitol is also a key pedestrian connection between the
capitol campus and the commercial blocks of the
Capitol Area, however it is active with automobile
traffic and crossing points are difficult for pedestrians.
Numerous curb cuts for on-site parking lots also dis-
courage pedestrian activity.

Portions of a recreational trail exist along the rail road
edge and other planning efforts suggest the potential to
extend this system. This may provide connections to
other nearby amenities for pedestrians and bicyclists.

In terms of automobile circulation, vehicles travel rela-
tively unimpeded throughout the area, although awk-
ward intersections at Union Station and just north of the
Capitol do limit movement to some extent. All streets
provide two-way travel, except that 4th and 6th Streets
serve as a one-way couplet.

A major entry point into the area is at the intersection of
Interstate I-630 and Woodlane. From this point, state
employees turn west into the Capitol campus. Others
filter through various streets to a variety of destinations
in the neighborhood. Another key entry point is at the
intersection of Cross and Cantrell Road. Yet another
entry point that is increasing in importance is the
intersection of Markham and Cross. These provide
opportunities to establish an identity for the area through
streetscape design improvements.

Third Street serves as a major route linking the Hillcrest
Neighborhood to the west with downtown Little Rock.
It therefore offers opportunities for uses that would
benefit from such an exposure.

A string of key intersections lies along Victory Street.
These are symbolic entry points into the core of the area
and serves as key decision-making places, where
motorists must make turning movement decisions. These
also provide opportunities for special streetscape de-
sign treatments.

Recommendations:
Automobile circulation patterns should be managed
such that convenient access into the area is maintained
while respecting goals for enhancing pedestrian move-
ment opportunities.

Key intersections should be designed to assist motorists
in making turning movement decisions and to highlight
entry points.

Because of its location along the I-630 corridor and along the
Missouri Pacific Railroad, the Capitol Area has few vehicle,
pedestrian, transit and bicycle connections with areas of the city to
the north, south and west.
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Circulation and Access

Because of its location along the I-630 corridor and the
Missouri Pacific Railroad, the Capitol Area has few
vehicle, pedestrian, transit and bicycle connections with
areas of the city to the north, south and west. There are
some significant traffic circulation problems that will
require attention. The transition from 4th Street/
Woodlane/High Street is awkward and intimidating to
the pedestrian. State employees often take the “back
door” route to and from work on 2nd Street (under 3rd
Street) along the railroad tracks, north on Victory and
east on Markham. The intersection of Markham and
Victory is awkward with access to the Union Station
parking lot and the parallel street directly south of it.

Recommendations:
Endorse a pedestrian friendly environment within the
area.

Establish strong pedestrian and bicycle connections into
and through the area.

Develop an overall transportation master plan to re-
solve transportation conflicts.

Martin Luther King Jr. Drive Improvements
Opportunities exist to establish a special scenic over-
look and trailhead at the northern end of Martin Luther
King Jr. Drive. A plaza could be constructed here that
would provided new opportunities overlooking the lands
beyond the Missouri Pacific railroad line, as well as a
dramatic view southward along MLK Jr. Drive to the
front of the Capitol building. Views of the Union Station
area would also be available here. Special streetscape
improvements  should be considered along MLK Jr.
Drive to encourage walking from the Capitol complex
down to the Union Station area and to this viewpoint.
Therefore, streetscape improvements along this route
should be a high priority. In addition, the intersection of
MLK Jr. Drive with Third Street should be emphasized
as a special intersection. Opportunities to extend the
boulevard image that exists south of Third Street should
be explored so that this same image could be extended
to the north. The plaza should include connections to the
potential regional trail along the Missouri Pacific rail-
road line and it is an ideal site for a memorial or public
art installation.

3rd Street

M
LK

 J
r. 

Dr
ive

infill
buildings

plaza

potential regional
trail along R.R.

ped/bike path
connection
to regional

trail

Potential Martin Luther King Jr. Drive improvements include
establishing an overlook at the north end of the street, connections
to existing trail system and memorial opportunities.
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Transit

There are limited transit opportunities in the Capitol
Area. The existing predominance of parking lots is
indicative of a heavy dependence on the automobile.
The CATA does run three routes through the Capitol
Area, but utilization rates are low.

Recommendations:
Reestablish the circulator bus route between the Capi-
tol and downtown.

Evaluate the potential for additional transit routes to
serve the Capitol Area.

Parking

The State employee base within the Capitol Area
requires a sizable parking reservoir and visual impacts
of parking within this area are significant. As an
example, buildings have been removed for surface lots
and automobiles can be observed parked in front yard
setbacks. The introduction of diagonal parking in the
front yard of the Capitol Building along Woodlane is
another indication of the severity of the problem. Given
the impacts of parking within this area, it is important to
develop a strategy for both easy access and predictable
parking opportunities.

Recommendations:
Create a partnership between the City and the State
that is dedicated to implementing a parking plan that
recognizes the need to appropriately accommodate
parking and that places parking convenient to other
modal provisions (i.e. near transit stops, trail connec-
tions, etc.).

Identify potential locations for structured parking.
Adopt design guidelines which minimize the visual
impacts of parking.

Locate surface lots behind buildings.
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APPENDIX A:

Capitol Area Maps


