
THE ATLANTA 
CITY DESIGN
Aspiring to the Beloved  Community

The Atlanta City Design: Aspiring to the Beloved Community is a guiding 
document for the City of Atlanta. Its purpose is to articulate an aspiration 
for the future city that Atlantans can fall in love with, knowing that if people 
love their city, they will make better decisions about it. These decisions, 
then, will be reflected in all the plans, policies, and investments the city 
makes, allowing Dr. King’s concept of the beloved community to guide 

growth and transform Atlanta into the best possible version of itself.

Document Summary
Full document available at atlcitydesign.com
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Around the world, Atlanta is known as the home of Dr. Martin Luther 
King, Jr. and the cradle of the American civil rights movement. 
Our city’s pivotal role in that era attracted a national spotlight on 
the fundamentals of civic and human integrity at the same time we 
were rapidly growing from a sleepy railroad hub into the enlightened 
capital of a progressive, new southern metropolis. In many ways, 
Dr. King’s lasting influence changed our trajectory and made us the 
city we are today. His goal, however, was not to fulfill our slogan, “a 
city too busy to hate.” His goal was the beloved community. 

As early as 1957, Dr. King described the outcome of the movement 
and its highest aspiration in terms aimed not at political or economic 
power, but at the life of communities built on human decency 
and nonviolence. He said, “the end is reconciliation; the end is 
redemption...the aftermath of nonviolence is the creation of the 
beloved community” (Justice Without Violence, 1957).

“The aftermath of nonviolence is the 
creation of the Beloved Community.”

Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., 
Birth of a New Nation, 1957 Our History |

Our Best Selves |

A basic and honest understanding of how far we’ve come

The core values that define us when we’re at our best

Atlanta’s contribution to 
the world is the legacy of 
the civil rights movement, 

the promise of which 
describes a city built for 

everyone.

Atlanta’s diverse 
perspectives share a 
focus on our future, 
compelling us to do 

the work and make the 
decisions necessary to 
move the city forward.

Atlanta’s driving motive, 
more often than not, is to 
make our voices heard 

and to advance our ideas 
in the world.

Atlanta’s founding mark 
at the Zero Milepost was 

only the first of many 
strategic connections 

that shaped the city and 
defined our way of life.

Atlanta’s defining 
natural feature is our 

forest, renowned for its 
expansive tree canopy 

and the verdant wildness 
that inhabits it.

Progress Ambition Access Nature

When we’re at our best, the conditions that make this 
place possible frame the essence of who we are. They 

can be defined by a set of five core values.

When we’re at our best, Atlanta brings together people, 
cultures and businesses to accomplish something 

meaningful. Then we export those ideas to the world.

The first step in the Atlanta City Design is to understand who we are and where we came from.

Atlanta was first a crossroads and a railroad junction; later a highway interchange and a global airport hub. This history defined our 
city early and emphatically   — not as a place with its own style of architecture, or its own flavor or sound, but as a meeting ground for 
people from across the South and beyond. It was a crucible for their cultures, a marketer of the things they made and a portal between 
them and the world. That’s not a slogan. It’s just who we are.

Appalachian 
Piedmont

Native People

Railroads

The Confederacy 
and Reconstruction

Jim Crow and 
Streetcars

Modernization and 
Automobiles

A New 
Foundation

RebirthCivil Rights

Black Mecca

EquityOver the next generation, we will 
operationalize its actions and ideas. 
This will require the work of the 
Department of City Planning, the 
mayor and city council as partners, 
other divisions of city hall and 
many external partners, including 
everyday citizens.

The second part details the change 
we see coming and the work 
required to leverage that change to 
our advantage.

The third part translates all that 
work into a dimensional, tangible 
and aspirational form for the 
city that can inspire us to follow 
through with the hard work of 
implementation.

The first part of the Atlanta City 
Design outlines who we are 
as a city and then identifies five 
core values that describe Atlanta 
at its best.

Identity
Core Values

Urgency
Strategic Actions

Design
Design Proposals

Implementation
Detailed Plans

This legacy of the civil rights movement, which belongs to 
thousands of people and not solely to Dr. King, is also Atlanta’s 
lasting, and most important contribution to the world. If we 
accept the challenges of living up to it, its tenets become more 
than our legacy. They become our solemn responsibility. They 
set the highest standard for the design of our future, and even 
while we may not always live up to them, they motivate us 
with obligation and opportunity to continue the work of the 
movement. Ultimately, they hold us accountable to the promise 
that Dr. King described as the beloved community. 

That promise is an Atlanta that continues to confront the same 
injustices of the 1960s, but in a newly tuned and amplified 
fashion: an Atlanta that is ready for a new era of urban 
revitalization. It’s an Atlanta that deepens its commitment 
to civil and human rights at a time of national political 
polarization, rather than simply celebrating the memory of the 
movement. And in its purest manifestation, it’s an outcome 
for Atlanta inspired by Dr. King’s 1964 lecture to the Nobel 
Academy: “our end is a community at peace with itself.” 
With that as our goal, twenty years from now, we should be 
able to say that our city has grown not into a different kind of 
place, but into a better version of itself — an Atlanta ever more 
confident of its identity and committed to its voice for peace in 
the world.

Core Values

Nature

Equity

Progress

AmbitionAccess

Regional Plan

Land Use &

 

Zoning

Transportation Plan

Development Plan

Neighborhood Plans

Let’s
Include Everyone

Let’s
Work Together

Let’s
Open Doors

Let’s
Prioritize People

Let’s
Elevate Ecology

We’re Going to Design
For People
For Nature
For People in Nature

Asks us to consider what 
made us who we are

Core Values

Identity 
Part OneThe Beloved Community

The Atlanta City Design Process
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Atlanta has been growing since the late 1990s, but not evenly across every 
community. In recent years, as growth has become a more powerful force, its 
benefits are increasingly inequitable. This imbalance is threatening our long-term 
vitality because it sharpens geographic, economic and social divides. And when 
we see change benefiting some groups of people more than others, it is easy to 
fear that Atlanta — this home that we love  — will get ruined in the process.

Our Change Ahead |

Our Work Ahead |

An eyes-wide-open view of a very different future

The effort required to manage change in our best interest

The first premise is that the city is going to 
change; that not changing is not an option; that our 
change will involve significant growth; and that if 
properly designed, growth can be a powerful tool 
for shaping the Atlanta we want to become.

The second premise is that almost always, more 
people are better than fewer; that a diverse 
population is better than a homogenous one; 
and that the most strategic scenario for growth 
includes everyone.

The First Premise

The Second Premise

Imbalance

If we want to leverage change to our advantage, 
we need to a take action. 

And if we want Atlanta to grow into a better version of itself, we 
need to design those actions to support our core values.

Strategic Actions
Our challenge for 
progress is to protect 
people and places 
with meaning from the 
market forces that will 
otherwise overrun them.

Our challenge for equity is 
the continuous, contentious 
and often unappreciated 
work of ensuring that all 
the benefits of progress, 
ambitions, access and nature 
accrue fairly to everyone.

Our challenge for 
ambition is to leverage 
the disruption of change 
to unlock new 
opportunities for people 
to do what they want 
with their lives.

Our challenge for access 
is to update our hub 
of transportation for a 
new generation while 
also building a sense of 
community and place.

Our challenge for nature 
is to protect and expand 
the ecological value of 
our watersheds, forest 
and habitat in the face of 
rapid urbanization.

A Larger Region
Our region currently has a population of 
roughly 5.5 million people. The Atlanta 
Regional Commission predicts this will 
grow by 2.5 million more by the year 
2040, for a total population of 8 million.

A Larger City

The city of Atlanta is currently 8% of the 
regional population. Our research suggests 
this will grow closer to 15% by 2040. That 
may not sound like a large percentage, 
but it means the city will nearly triple its 
existing population, growing from 465,000 
today, to 1.2 million. 

A Lot More People
All those new neighbors and expanding 
daytime population, will have dramatic 
implications for our lives. If we don’t 
design for them, they’ll almost certainly 
transform Atlanta into something we don’t 
like or recognize. Our challenge, then, is 
to shape this growth to create the kind of 
Atlanta we want. 

Our Conditions |

Our Approach |

A design reflection on our physical form

Basic assumptions about how we move forward

Old Atlanta New Atlanta
Old Atlanta was built on a hill, a ridgeline far from the 
Chattahoochee River. Most of Atlanta’s Downtown, Midtown, 
and surrounding intown neighborhoods were built in ways that 
support a rich character and a diverse mix of people, businesses, 
cultural assets and things to do.

New Atlanta flows from the city’s ridgeline like water along 
streets in every direction. It begins somewhere past the old 
industrial belt and continues far beyond the city limits. What these 
areas lack in connectivity and other urban amenities, they make 
up for in breathing room and nature. They are the lungs of Atlanta.

Major Corridors
The future form of Atlanta is a more intentionally shaped version 
of what is already happening. Commercial, multi-family and 
institutional sites front the street and define the growth area. 
They provide a thin screen to the leafy, tranquil neighborhoods 
that comprise the conservation areas.

Piedmont Hospital
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Buckhead/Lenox

The origin and outcome of our approach to the design of 
Atlanta will be the careful juxtaposition of a vibrant city 
and a verdant forest.

Growth Areas
Growth will be organized into already-developed areas that are 
suitable to taking on growth. This includes the historic core of 
the city, the corridors that flow outward in every direction and 
outlying clusters like Buckhead and Greenbriar. These growth 
areas represent an enormous capacity that, if properly designed, 
can easily accommodate Atlanta’s expanding population. 

Conservation Areas
The rest of the city will be protected from overwhelming growth. 
The intown neighborhoods and lush suburban territories will grow 
in ways that retain and improve their charm and their leafy tree 
canopy. Strategic production areas will also be protected from 
growth. These conservation areas represent ecological value, 
historic character, and housing options that, if properly designed, 
can make living with all those new neighbors a pleasure. 
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When our design for Atlanta combines our shared values with the 
conditions we find on the ground, we’re led to an inevitable form.

Its shape is not unexpected. It’s a reflection of who we are and the 
opportunities that lay before us. 

Challenges us to see the 
change coming our way

Strategic Actions

Urgency
Part Two

Compels us to grow into a 
better version of ourselves

Design Proposals

Design
Part Three
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Our Future City | Clear concepts that illustrate the best future for Atlanta

Design Proposals

Design for Public Life
We’re going to design significantly more and improved public 
space to support the life of our growing city. This is important 
because most new people who move here will not have private 
outdoor space of their own. While there is a lot of good work 
already underway toward this end in core districts, we need 
innovative strategies for the design of every Corridor.

Design for Legibility
We’re going to design the city to enhance our understanding of its 
physical form. This is important because sometimes Atlanta can 
seem like an illogical place. It’s not. In fact, its high central core 
and outflowing corridors create a hub-and-spoke system that 
makes perfect sense. We’ll start designing corridors and other 
investments to support the structure we have, giving clarity to its 
form so that the city makes intuitive sense and becomes easy to 
navigate. Here are three examples:

Skyline Zone
Zero Mile Bikeways
Hashtag BRT (Bus Rapid Transit)

Design for Density
We’re going to design transit and growth together so that people 
can live without cars. This is important because even with 
potential efficiencies in the technology of ride-sharing and 
automation, the growth of our region means that traffic congestion 
is likely to increase. Therefore, we need to invest in, and organize 
growth around, transit routes with dedicated guideways that never 
leave us stuck in traffic.

Design for Everyone
We’re going to design alternative sites for growth to support 
communities that have historically been left behind. This is 
important because as the core of the city develops, the cost of 
living and doing business there is likely to soar. Our plan to invest 
in the west includes:

West Paces/Airport BRT
Westside Atlanta BeltLine Light Rail
Blue Line Heavy Rail Extension
West Wall BRT
Langford BRT

Design for Retreat and Adventure
We’re going to design escape routes into nature. These are 
important because we should all be able to easily get away 
from the hectic energy and built-up areas of the city. To ensure 
everyone is within a ten-minute walk of nature, we’re going to 
utilize waterways and other potential greenways that traverse 
laterally across our hub-and-spoke street system.

Design for Comfort
We’re going to design the tree canopy that surrounds the core of 
the city so that it continues to generate fresh air, shade and other 
ecological services. This is important from both environmental 
and economic perspectives because these giant green lungs are 
valuable aspects of Atlanta’s identity. 

Design for Wildness
We’re going to design big, generational investments in new parks 
and other types of greenspace. This is an important commitment 
because with all the growth in the city, we’ll never have another 
chance to do this. We envision major park expansion concepts 
throughout the city. Proposed new parks:

Chattahoochee River Park
South River Park

Design for Lifestyles
We’re going to design concentrations of growth outside of the core 
with an intentional new emphasis on nature. This is important 
because not everyone wants to live or work in central Atlanta and 
outlying centers of culture, housing, business and shopping offer 
opportunities for more casual lifestyles. Because most of these 
areas were originally built around concepts like open land and 
free-flowing movement, they provide a suitable structure for hybrid 
design strategies that combine walkability and transit with a more 
open, ecological plan. New clusters for eco-development:

Greenbriar
Bowen
Crossroads

Design Connections
We’re going to design everyday interaction between the city’s 
radial streets and nature’s lateral and meandering flows. The 
intersections between these two systems are important, especially 
where people don’t currently live within walking distance of a 
community park. Nature spaces will become literal points of 
connection between the active, urban vitality of growth areas and 
the more relaxed and open conservation areas. 

Based on our conditions and the logic of our approach, our concluding task in this phase of the Atlanta City Design is 
to illustrate the Atlanta we want to live in.  

We’re going to design for people.

We’re going to design for nature. We’re going to design for people in nature.
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