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DOWNTOWN FULLERTON

Fullerton is a city in north Orange County, just north of Anaheim
and other major employment centers and destinations. The
community began as a railroad town, and its historic downtown
evolved around the City’s train station. In the last several years,
downtown Fullerton has become a hot spot of activity,
accommodating many restaurants, new housing, and stores. This
case study examines the City’s efforts over the last two decades
to revitalize the downtown by capitalizing on the district’s transit
accessibility and rich legacy of historic buildings.

LOCAL CONTEXT

The City of Fullerton began as a railroad town, named after the
agent of the Santa Fe Railroad Company who purchased the
right-of-way for a new railroad that would run through the city.
Fullerton’s economy boomed through most of the 20" century,
fueled by food packing, oil fields, aviation and, following World
War 1l, massive housing construction for returning veterans and
their families.

The City’s downtown sprang up around the Santa Fe Railroad
Depot, which remains an important landmark and transportation
hub. The station is now served by Metrolink and Amtrak trains,
and is the busiest Metrolink station in Orange County. In
addition, the station serves as a hub for Orange County
Transportation Authority (OCTA) buses. These transit options
allow residents to commute to and from Los Angeles, Irvine, and
even San Diego. I-5, SR-91, and SR-57, as well as Harbor
Boulevard, a major regional arterial that runs through the center
of the downtown, further reinforce Fullerton’s accessibility.

Fullerton’s older housing stock, much of which was built in the
decades following World War 11, makes the City more affordable
than many in Orange County. The City’s median income in
2006 was $62,124, significantly less than the County median of
$70,232. However, incomes and housing prices are rising
throughout Orange County, driving middle-income workers to
live further inland and commute long distances. Fullerton has
taken advantage of these trends as it has revitalized its
downtown, building multi-family, infill development to attract
young couples and seniors who might otherwise be priced out of
the area, and drawing visitors from across the increasingly well-
off region to its many restaurants and nightclubs.

Figure 1. Transit, Housing, and
History in Downtown Fullerton
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Figure 2. Employment Densities in Orange County
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REVITALIZING DOWNTOWN FULLERTON

Fullerton’s downtown revitalization effort began to take off in
the early 1990’s, when the City enacted the first in a series of
policies that helped attract new restaurants and residential
developers. Over the last decade and a half, these policies have
helped restore more than 70 historic buildings, attract
approximately 40 restaurants and nightclubs, and produce four
major mixed-use developments that added hundreds of units to
the downtown housing stock." The resulting influx of shoppers,
diners, and residents has made downtown Fullerton a bustling
center of activity. Currently, the City is focused on extending its
success to southern downtown by expanding the Fullerton
Transportation Center, which will be surrounded by a mix of
residential, retail, office, and cultural facilities.

The study area for this profile encompasses the historic
downtown as defined by the Redevelopment Agency, as well as
the South of Commonwealth (SOCO) District and the site for the
proposed Fullerton Transit Center (Figure 4).

NEIGHBORHOOD HISTORY

Fullerton’s downtown prospered from the City’s founding in the
1880’s through the first part of the 20™ Century. In the 1970’s,
however, growth slowed and the downtown fell into decline as
new suburban malls drew business away from the historic core.
By the early 1990’s, downtown was dominated by pawnshops,
tattoo parlors, antique stores and vintage clothing stores.

In order to draw new life into the district, Fullerton focused on
the downtown’s assets, particularly the many historic,
architecturally valuable buildings. Beginning in the early
1990’s, the City conducted several planning efforts to guide
future development. Led by an Ad Hoc Committee of volunteer
citizens, Fullerton revised its design guidelines to ensure that the
district’s historic urban character would be preserved. At the
same time, the City conducted an extensive outreach process and
published a Transportation Center Study that developed land use,
circulation, parking, urban design and public art concepts for the
Metrolink/Amtrak station area. In 2005, the City published an
updated Downtown Strategy that laid out new goals and
strategies designed to build on the successes of previous efforts.
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City of Fullerton, “Oranges and Oil - A Fullerton History,”
http://www.ci.fullerton.ca.us/;  Interview  with  Charles  Kovac,
Redevelopment and Economic Agency Project Manager, Strategic
Economics, January 14, 2008.

Figure 3. Railroad Day
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Every year, tens of thousands of people gather in
downtown Fullerton to celebrate the City’s colorful
railroading history.

“You go back to the
origins of Fullerton,
and it’s centered
around the railroads.
Flash forward to
today, and we’ve go
the busiest rail station
in Orange County.”

- Robert Zur Schmiede,
Redevelopment Agency
Executive Director (from
Orange County Register,
February 14, 2006)




Planning Timeline:

1991- Redevelopment Agency
launches seismic retrofitting and
commercial rehabilitation loan
program

1995 — Agency adopts the
Fullerton Transportation Center
Study, providing guidelines for
downtown development

1996 - Redevelopment Agency
adds tenant improvements loan
program

2002 - City Council creates
Restaurant Overlay District (ROD),
reducing parking requirements for
certain restaurants

2005 - Redevelopment Agency
publishes the Fullerton Downtown
Strategy

Fullerton’s early planning efforts
and commercial rehabilitation loan
programs won several awards in the
mid-1990’s, including the League of

California Cities’ Helen Putnam
Award in Economic and Community

Development, an Achievement
Award from the California
Downtown Association, and an
honorable mention from the
National League of Cities in its
annual James C. Howland Awards
for Urban Enrichment. In 2007, the
City won a SCAG’s Compass
Blueprint Program President’s
Achievement Award for the

Fullerton Transportation Center
expansion plans (see text box, below,

for more information).

Meanwhile, the City has implemented highly successful
programs to attract new businesses. In the early 1990’s, the
Redevelopment Agency began offering loans to help local
property and business owners with seismic retrofitting,
commercial building rehabilitation, and tenant improvements. In
2002, the City established a Restaurant Overlay District that
loosened parking requirements for certain downtown restaurants,
thus further encouraging downtown businesses.

While the loan programs and reduced parking requirements
attracted many new businesses, the downtown’s success was
greatly enhanced by the accompanying construction of new
housing. Attracted by Fullerton’s transit accessibility, retail, and
restaurants, four private developers have built major mixed-use
residential projects since 1991, adding over 640 housing units
(most of them rental) and almost 26,000 square feet of retail to
the downtown. In the meantime, the Redevelopment Agency
constructed or rehabilitated a total of nearly 200 affordable
and/or senior housing units.”> The new residents are key to
making downtown a vital urban environment, providing round-
the-clock activity on the streets and a base of support for the new
shops and restaurants.

Today, downtown Fullerton is becoming known as a regional
hub for dining and nightlife. Diners can find anything from
Mexican, Mediterranean, Japanese, French and Italian fine
dining to British-style pubs and neighborhood bar and grills.
The neighborhood has retained many of the funky vintage
clothing and furniture stores that once dominated the area, while
gaining new, higher-end boutiques. In addition to attracting
visitors from throughout Orange County, the downtown serves
as a community center, home to a seasonal farmer’s market and
annual events such as “A Night in Fullerton,” a celebration of
local cultural resources, and “First Night Fullerton” on New
Year’s Eve, and “Railroad Days” (Figure 3).

? Fullerton Redevelopment Agency, January 2008.
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