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Public health practitioners have 
developed “proximate determi-
nants” models for key health out-

comes to focus attention on the most 
critical factors that, together (and often 
in complex ways)  determine  or precon-
dition key health outcomes.

In the same way, we can use a proxi-
mate determinants model to more 
critically analyze the factors that are 
most directly responsible for developing 
and supporting a vibrant downtown.

Defining these proximate determi-
nants takes on special meaning at this 
time as a group of Davis citizens — the 
Downtown Plan Advisory Committee 
— begins its work in acting as a com-
munity “sounding board” with an 
outstanding consulting team led by 
Opticos to update the plan for down-
town.

“Vibrancy” is the most apt descrip-
tion of what we are trying to achieve in 
the downtown. Focusing on the ends 
we are trying to achieve is the first pri-
ority in any endeavor of this nature and 
vibrancy builds on the idea of “vitality” 
found in prior core area plans.

Vibrancy implies a  place  that is alive 
and active — a place to which people 
will naturally be drawn. Indeed, 
vibrancy in the case of our downtown 
really has two components.

First, vibrancy implies that our 
downtown is not merely a “space” in our 
city but rather a “place” with meaning, 
attraction and life — an important 
piece of our collective identity. 

A Core Area Plan is not an action 
designed to more efficiently arrange a 
“space,” but rather to lay the ground-
work for the creation of a “place” to 
which people are drawn — a destina-
tion of choice.

But a second point is also important: 
We not only want our downtown to be a 
place that is central to our identity, but 
also one that provides economic bene-
fits to the community that are greater 
than its relatively diminutive size would 
indicate. We expect it to be a place that 
provides broad economic benefit to the 
entire city.

I would propose five proximate deter-
minants of a vibrant downtown (see 
chart below). The five are not factors 
that work independently of each other, 
and the lines between them indicate 
they interact in complex ways.

While there may, theoretically, be 
some optimal mix of the five it is not 
something we can define or work 
toward in any meaningful way. Rather, 
we acknowledge the complexity of their 
interactions and move forward without 
seeking some optimal combination.

We define what we would like each to 
accomplish and work toward balancing 
the five in reasonable ways. Some may 
be easier to effect in the short term, 
while others require more time and 
more effort to move forward. The point 
in calling them out is to assure that we 
stay focused on the determinants that 
are most likely to move us toward the 
goal.

This is important because, as the left 
side of the diagram indicates, the deter-
minants themselves are brought into 
being by the application of a variety of 
tools. The list of tools in this diagram is 
indicative, at best, and not meant to be 
comprehensive. However, we know 
there are experiences from other loca-
tions and best practices deemed neces-
sary to bring about or enhance the 
determinants’ ability to create vibrancy.

One challenge we face is in focusing 
too quickly on this or that tool and 

becoming enamored with the tools as if 
they represent ultimate ends them-
selves. In my experience, most conflicts 
revolve around which tools to use or 
invest in (or not), rather than asking 
what the evidence suggests about their 
efficacy in helping achieve the ends we 
desire.

 People are the key 
What should be clear from all of the 

determinants I have listed is the cen-
tral place of  people  in our downtown. 
Transportation demand management 
is about bringing people smoothly into 
our downtown, providing them with 
multiple options for moving around in 
the downtown space, and assuring 
they can do so in a timely way.

Housing, obviously, is about making 
it possible for more people to be per-
manent residents of the core. The 
diversification of retail and commer-
cial spaces is to provide more opportu-
nities for meaningful work and more 
varied shopping options for people. 
Safety is about making sure people feel 
relaxed and able to enjoy fully their 
time in the core. And entertainment 
and art are to provide beautiful and 
engaging spaces for people.

A vibrant downtown is made for 
 people  and is made vibrant by their 
presence.

We all want to be in welcoming 
spaces, and vibrant downtowns draw 
us  because  they are home,  because  they 
are special shopping spaces and great 
places to work and play.

Of the five, one that has received 
special attention in previous core area 
plans is housing. Previous plans called 
for finding ways to bring 1,600 new 
residents to our downtown, and if 
there is a cornerstone to the five deter-
minants, an argument could be made 
that it is housing.

More people living downtown opens 
up new possibilities for retail, greater 
safety (24-hour residents means more 
eyes on the street), more audiences for 
events and relatively fewer people who 
need to relocate to come into the 
downtown. Creating more housing, 
however, is probably one of the most 
challenging determinants to make 
happen.

 Why an update? 
I have noted that vibrancy builds on 

the concept of vitality found in earlier 
plans and a reasonable question might 
be: “Are we undertaking a whole new 
planning process merely to change one 
word?” “Why do we need a Core Area 

Plan update?” My answer to these 
reasonable questions is “yes,” and I 
would posit at least five reasons why 
an update now is called for.

First, urban revitalization and 
redevelopment has received much 
attention in the past 10 years with 
many new experiences and the emer-
gence of best practices from which we 
can draw. This means that our toolkit 
on the left is greatly expanded over 
what it was in the past.

Second, with the “Amazonization” of 
our retail sector nearly complete, we 
face a new landscape with many ques-
tions about whether any meaningful 
retail can survive at all in our urban 
cores (or even in our peripheral shop-
ping spaces). We must wrestle with 
what a renewed retail space will look 
like and seek ways to incentivize the 
kind of retail that meets the needs of 
residents and is inviting to visitors.

Third, emerging work arrangements 
require new kinds of highly flexible 
work spaces. The need for commercial 
space upgrades abounds and, just as is 
the case with retail, we need to dis-
cover how to incentivize the develop-
ment of new and the redevelopment of 
older commercial spaces —be they for 
the existing service industry or emerg-
ing research needs.

Fourth, we have an aging population 
— one that is interested in downsizing, 
aging in place and living in walkable 
and bikeable places. Providing options 
for this population and these needs is 
best done in dense urban cores. Even 
as we remain a “young” university 
town, our aging population will benefit 
by the creation of a vibrant downtown.

Fifth, we are more aware than ever 
of the financial challenges of creating 
a vibrant downtown. Our current 
process looks explicitly at the cost of 
redevelopment — everything from how 
to redevelop the many small plots in 
our downtown, to how to incentivize 
any redevelopment given the costs of 
doing so. These financial challenges 
are especially challenging in the post-
Redevelopment Agency world in 
which we find ourselves.

This is a propitious moment for us 
to review and update our Core Area 
Plan with a clear focus on the proxi-
mate determinants of the vibrant 
downtown we desire.

 Community input 
My request to you is that you join us 

in this endeavor. We have already 
begun, and will continue, a series of 
community input opportunities. Visit 
cityofdavis.org/city-hall/community-
development-and-sustainability/
planning-and-zoning/downtown-
davis-plan for more information on 
upcoming opportunities.

I would also ask for your feedback 
on the proximate determinants them-
selves. What would you add? How 
would you change the way they are 
written? What other tools would you 
add to the list for each one?

I look forward to your feedback on 
this article and your active participa-
tion in the upcoming participatory 
community forums. Please feel free to 
write me at rdavis@cityofdavis.org 
with your critiques and ideas.

 — Robb Davis is mayor of Davis.   
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ICYMI: OUR TOP 5 STORIES OF THE WEEK Editors’ choice for web 
comment of the week
“As someone struggling to afford Davis 
already, this is really disheartening. The 
city council seems intent on pushing 
young families out of the area.”

From Corey E Owens
In response to “City Council leaning toward both 
parcel tax and utility user tax on June ballot”

■ Her prized bike was stolen, but Davis got her 
rolling again: http://wp.me/p3aczg-3eZ2

■ Six dead in Yolo County head-on crash: http://wp.me/p3aczg-3f6b
■ Woodland man arrested for attempted murder: http://wp.me/p3aczg-3f47
■ The law wasn’t enough to prevent this family tragedy: http://wp.me/p3aczg-3f2p

■ DHS wrestling coach dismissed; Devils gear up 
for Tim Brown Invite: http://wp.me/p3aczg-3fl t
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Ensuring a vibrant downtown

O Captain, 
my captain
Don’t judge me for what I am about to 

disclose. I know it may seem odd or dis-
turbing, but you had to be there.

Some years ago, I was the single mother of 
young children. As delightful as this experience 
was, it had its downsides, as there was no one in 
the house who could lift furniture or open a 
tight jar.

There was no one to say “Let Mom rest while 
we pick up all these Cheerios.” Or: “Do you ever 
stop to think how awesome your mother is? I 
see your mouth is full of food she cooked for 
you, so just nod yes.”

It sometimes felt like being in a boat with 
only one person rowing. The other oar lay slack, 
if the children weren’t hitting each other with it.

We managed pretty well, but I’d be lying if I 
did not admit to escaping from time to time 
into a fantastical dream world. An idealized 
male began to take shape in my mind: a strong, 
can-do partner who would arrest our house-
hold’s slippage into chaos and half-assery. A 
partner who would wield the other oar like the 
hero he was.

My first choice for this position was a celeb-
rity: Mr. Peanut. One day, I noticed him lurking 
in my pantry. Why, hello! He wore a monocle 
and seemed like he could afford to hire servants. 
He had a friendly smile and a top hat: What 
more could I ask? 

Of course, I knew he was a marketing ploy 
and an outsized legume. We all had baggage.

“I’m going to marry Mr. Peanut,” I told my 
4-year-old daughter. She opposed the match. We 
negotiated a deal in which I would turn down 
Mr. Peanut’s impending offer of matrimony and 
she would put on shoes, so that was that.

The next candidate was Skipper, the leader of 
a rogue team of penguins in the animated 
“Madagascar” films. For someone who spends a 
lot of time watching kids’ movies, Skipper is a 
natural romantic lead: an alpha male who is 
also a “bad boy” who is also a flightless seabird. 

Though he was less than two feet tall, Skipper 
was fearless, amoral and cunning. Say what you 
will about him, he got the job done.

Unlike me, Skipper was an expert delega-
tor. My kids barely listened to me, but 
when Skipper said jump, his charges 

asked how high:
  Kowalski:  We’ve broken our last shovel. 
  Skipper:  Right! Rico, you’re on litter patrol. 

We need shovels, and find more Popsicle sticks. 
We don’t want to risk another cave-in. 

  Private:  And me, Skipper? 
  Skipper:  I want you to act cute and cuddly, 

Private. Today we’re gonna blow this dump. 
These words were music to my ears.
I began using Skipper’s lines and sounding 

more authoritative. “Hoover Dam!” became my 
go-to curse. When after a wrong turn we found 
ourselves in some cul-de-sac in the depths of 
Mace Ranch, I’d announce boldly to the kids: 
“Let’s get this tin can turned around!” It worked 
for Skipper when he hijacked an ocean liner, 
and it worked for me.

By “Madagascar 3,” I basically felt Skipper 
was my soulmate. He understood me on a level 
beyond words, beyond species, beyond the filmy 
curtain separating reality from madness. When 
the penguins careened through the streets of 
Monaco in a stolen van, chased by police, and 
the driver yelled that the van had no brakes, 
Skipper’s reply was admiring:

 “No brakes? Way to commit, soldier!” 
I took this as a personal compliment because 

my life also appeared to have no brakes. Way to 
commit!

Anyway, nothing more happened between 
Skipper and me. I still see him around. Some-
times I recall how he spent all his money on 
gold teeth so he could eat apples ( “Sadly, I 
realized I don’t like apples” ). But at some point 
in the relationship, I moved on.

Out of the blue, I’d met someone who satis-
fied all my criteria and then some. He was not a 
talking peanut with a dandified air. He was not 
a penguin gleefully violating international 
maritime law.

He was an actual human being and quoted 
lines from kids’ movies in daily life.

Reader, I married him.
 — Maya Sinha lives in Davis; her column 

publishes monthly. Reach her at maya.s.
hoffman@gmail.com   
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People are what make a downtown — a welcoming space for all — vibrant and alive. Here, 
pedestrians walk through a brightly lighted downtown Davis. 


