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Executive Summary

The Beltline Emerald Necklace is a public realm framework around which 21st Century Atlanta will grow
and prosper. By tying together proposed and existing trails, the 23-mile-long Beltline Trail will provide
every resident of the city with strolling, jogging, rollerblading, and cycling opportunities unequaled
anywhere in the country. By tying together 46 neighborhoods with each other and with three new
MARTA stations, the 20-mile-long Beltline Transit system will provide access to every major destination
in Atlanta, including the thirteen jewels that make up the 2,544-acre Emerald Necklace: 

4 Expanded Park Jewels
•  Enota Park (expanded from .3 acres to 10 acres)
•  Maddox Park (expanded from 52 acres to 114 acres)
•  Ardmore Park (expanded from 2 acres to 8 acres)
•  Piedmont Park (expanded from 185 acres to 217 acres)

4 New Park Jewels
•  65-acre Peachtree Creek Park
•  2-acre Holtzclaw Park
•  63-acre North Avenue Park
•  204-acre Waterworks Park

5 Mixed-Use Jewels
•  87-acre Hulsey Yards (40 acres open space)
•  215-acre Boulevard Crossing (108 acres open space)
•  378-acre Murphy Crossing (189 acres open space)
•  49-acre Simpson Road (7 acres open space)
•  579-acre Bellwood Lake (434 acres open space)

Altogether, the Beltline Emerald Necklace will add 1,401 acres of new parkland to 613 acres of parkland
currently along the Beltline. In addition to these 2,014 acres of parkland, the plan proposes an additional 530
acres for mixed-use, public/private developments, three of which will grow around new MARTA stations.

Most of the property that will become the Beltline Emerald Necklace is vacant, abandoned, or
underutilized. However, two sites, the CSX Hulsey freight yard and the Bellwood Quarry, are still intensively
used. The Hulsey freight yard, only one and one-half miles from downtown Atlanta, would be far more
valuable used for something other than shipping containers. Similarly, long before the Vulcan Material
Company’s lease on Bellwood Quarry expires in 2034, the site will become more valuable as a development
site. This report proposes that it become a new lake, surrounded by parkland and new residences.

The Beltline Emerald Necklace provides Atlanta with an opportunity which far exceeds that of any
major American city: to create a city-wide system of parks and transit, to create stronger, more attractive
communities, and to actively shape a new and improved public realm framework that will positively
impact residents’ quality of life for generations to come.

 



Chapter 1:
Introduction

1-17

Chapter 2:
Analysis

19-45

Chapter 3:
A Continuous Beltline

47-81

Chapter 4:
Beltline Jewels

83-121

Chapter 5:
Action Plan

123-135

Appendix
137-141



A 20-mile-long opportunity exists in
Atlanta: a belt of railroad rights-of-
way that circles through the city, two
miles from downtown.
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The quality of life of a great city is determined by the character of its
public realm: its streets and squares, its transportation systems and
public buildings, and its parks. Here the citizens of a city encounter
one another, move around, shop, do business, play, or just wander. 

When people think of a city, they conjure an image of this public
realm. We remember the streets of New York, the squares of Savannah,
the canals of Venice and the Boulevards of Paris. A city’s parks are the
jewels that make a public realm sparkle, and great parks are the pride
of any great city. Just imagine the diminished luster of New York
without Central Park or Chicago without its lakeshore parks. 

Atlanta’s booming growth has proved to be an enormous success,
but the city’s public realm has not experienced equal expansion.  The
region is expected to grow from 5 million to 7.4 million residents in
the next 25 years, yet the City of Atlanta now offers only 7.8 acres of
parkland per thousand residents—less than half the 16.2 acre average

of U.S. cities (see Appendix A)
1
. This deficit in parkland will only

increase as Atlanta’s population grows. Expanding that public realm
has long been a priority of Atlanta’s civic leaders, but the obstacles
have been formidable: massive increases in parkland often come at
great expense, with hundreds of millions of dollars of public money,
demolition of tens of thousands of homes, displacement of thousands
of jobs, and substantial operating and maintenance costs.

Still, the goal of reconfiguring the City of Atlanta to absorb some
of the region’s growth around a series of great parks remains
tantalizing. Imagine if acquiring one thousand acres of parkland
became economically feasible. Imagine if this parkland displaced
almost no occupied housing or centers of employment. Imagine if

Chapter 1

Creating a Great Public Realm

Top: New York City’s Central Park provides a natural setting,
away from the noise and confusion of the city, where diverse
populations intermingle.

Bottom: Chicago’s 23 miles of parks and parkways along
Lake Michigan have attracted billions of dollars in private
development.
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the new parkland served to improve vacant or underutilized
properties and regenerate blighted neighborhoods, connecting
communities by bike paths and light rail. If Atlanta were to find a
way to expand its public realm while pursuing these worthy goals,
surely it would be the opportunity of a lifetime.

What would such a park resemble? Certainly not a 19th century
park, in a time of health clubs and gyms, television and the internet,
and countless opportunities for fast-paced, high-intensity leisure.
Atlantans do not need a respite from the vulgarities of the industrial
city as they did 100 year ago, and they will not be enticed by mere
islands of green.  After all, many have backyards. Instead, a great 21st
century park would provide active, attractive, and varied destinations
to lure Atlantans from their private homes to exercise, gather, and
explore among a wider community.

After decades of explosive development, Atlanta is primed to
become the quintessential American city of the 21st century.
Improvements to the city’s public realm, therefore, must be not only
grand and ambitious but also intelligent and forward-looking. They
must hold the promise of strengthening neighborhoods; they must
commit to improving the quality of each citizen’s daily life. Atlanta’s
historic opportunity lies not only in reclaiming over 1,400 acres of
parkland—but also in creating the first great park of the 21st century.

Atlanta’s opportunity lies in the Beltline. It is an opportunity that
rarely occurs in already built-up cities in which the creation of a great
park or any substantial addition to the public realm often requires
displacing a myriad of property owners. Almost miraculously, a
vacancy exists in Atlanta: a belt of railroad rights-of-way that circle
through the city’s inner neighborhoods, two miles from downtown. By
seizing on this once-in-a-lifetime gift, Atlanta can, if it chooses, create
an “Emerald Necklace” of 2,544 acres along a 23-mile Beltline Trail
(three-quarters devoted to parks)—and recreate itself in the process.

Imagine that Emerald Necklace: a tree-lined Beltline Trail for

An expanded Piedmont Park will
become a jewel on Atlanta’s 2,544-
acre “Beltline Emerald Necklace”—a
23-mile-long Beltline Trail connecting
46 neighborhoods to 11 existing, 4
expanded, and 9 new parks.

Above:
Piedmont Park, already one of Atlanta’s
most prized open spaces, will become one
of the 13 Jewels on the Beltline Emerald
Necklace.
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bicycling, roller blading, jogging, or just strolling; a Beltline Transit
system  connecting neighborhoods with the MARTA system; and the
jewels themselves—thirteen new or expanded parks that become
regional sub-centers for transportation and leisure. It will not be used
only by nearby residents. People living in the 46 neighborhoods
within a quarter-mile of the Beltline will bicycle to playing fields in
Piedmont Park, take the trolley to the swimming pool in Maddox
Park, or stroll from Clear Creek to Peachtree Creek and on to Tanyard
Creek. The Beltline will also create entirely new recreation
opportunities. Atlantans will go sailing in the new Bellwood Lake
Park on the west side of the city or go horseback riding from
Intrenchment Creek into DeKalb County in the new linear park
along the Georgia Power Company’s easement.

The Beltline will be more than a series of destinations. The entire
system will connect communities that are currently divided both
topographically (with different grades) and geographically (with
disparate road grids) on either side of the corridor.  People will
converge on the Beltline from different places for different purposes,
simultaneously engaging in different activities. It will stimulate a
sustained and widespread private market reaction by creating a new
public realm around which the city can grow.  The Beltline will
become a catalyst for strengthening neighboring communities and
improving the daily life of their residents.  Most importantly, this
change will occur all along the Beltline—not merely in one particular
neighborhood or section of town.  In short, the Beltline will reorient
Atlanta from a city framed by highways to a city framed by a
magnificent public realm.  

Top, Left: Map of Atlanta’s highways,
MARTA stations, and public parks

Top, Middle: The proposed Beltline
Emerald Necklace

Top, Right and Opposite: Map of
Atlanta’s highways, MARTA stations, public
parks and the proposed Beltline Emerald
Necklace
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Atlanta was founded by a railroad surveyor and named by a railroad
official. The city incorporated in 1843 at the junction of the Georgia
Railroad and the Western and Atlantic Railroad. By 1850, numerous
rail lines were entering Atlanta, and its population grew rapidly. It
quickly became a transportation hub for travelers and goods, and
when it was rebuilt after the Civil War Atlanta soon featured a web of
rails that spread out to the rest of the country.

The Atlanta Beltline, a system of railroad rights of way, developed
over a period of five decades beginning in the 1880s.  Competing
railroads developed manufacturing and distribution sites in close
proximity to the Beltline, and soon industrial districts such as Howell
Station, Cabbagetown, and Edgewood arose. These neighborhoods
could never offer the high quality of life of more affluent
neighborhoods such as Grant Park, Copenhill, Inman Park, and
Druid Hills. Instead, the industrial districts in Atlanta were called
“sewers of smoke.” The Beltline remained at the economic heart of
Atlanta, but the city’s residential development moved quickly
outward.

After World War II, Atlanta expanded around the automobile.
The development of the Interstate Highway System allowed for
industrial growth in green field sites at the city’s periphery. Railroad
companies and industry abandoned many of their sites on the
Beltline, and many adjacent neighborhoods fell into decline.
Reinvestment in Beltline industrial neighborhoods has typically taken
the form of public or private housing. Today, at the turn of the 21st
century, Atlanta’s Beltline exists as a conspicuous void—a relic of the
city’s industrial past, and a promise for its post-industrial future.

Atlanta’s rail history has presented the city with a generous
opportunity: 23 miles of Beltline, to be reborn as the recreational
centerpiece of the Atlanta metropolitan region. The key to this
opportunity is to create a continuous Beltline, connecting
neighborhoods, regional destinations, transportation linkages, and
available land for development and open space amenities.  This very
form constitutes an opportunity to transform what was once an
industrial “sewer of smoke” into Atlanta’s emerald necklace, studded
with urban nodes and open space jewels.

First proposed in 1999 by Ryan Gravel for his Master’s thesis at

Below: Map of Atlanta’s railroad rights-of-
way and the proposed Beltline

History
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Georgia Tech, the Beltline has recently taken Atlanta by storm.
Beginning in 2001, Cathy Woolard, then City Council President,
spearheaded an effort to build political and community support that
she and Gravel continue to lead today. Mayor Shirley Franklin
responded in 2004 by having the Atlanta Development Authority
commission a Tax Allocation District feasibility study, which the City,
County and Board of Education will hopefully adopt.  In addition,
the Trust for Public Land, working in close coordination with the city,
established a Beltline Greenspace Steering Committee and
commissioned this report.

How unique is this opportunity? Many cities have bike paths.
Some cities have re-introduced trolleys. And some cities have even
combined the two for a short distance.  But no American city
combines a complete system of bicycle paths, trolleys, and parkland
that encompasses and connects nearly every city neighborhood.

Frederick Law Olmsted, whose work provides the inspiration for
this proposal, attempted early examples of this combination in
Atlanta and in Boston at the end of the 19th century. In Atlanta’s
Druid Hills, his design combined a linear park along Ponce de Leon
Avenue with a trolley that ran downtown. Although successful, the
project connected only downtown to Druid Hills, and the trolley is no
longer in existence today.  Olmsted’s masterwork, Boston’s six-mile-
long Emerald Necklace, is a splendid linear park that successfully
integrates portions of the cities of Boston and Brookline, along a short
stretch. The Emerald Necklace combined open space with the Green
Line subway, but even this accomplishment failed to create a system
that organizes future development on a citywide level.

No American city has yet combined
a complete system of bicycle
paths, trolleys, and parkland that
encompasses and connects nearly
every city neighborhood.

Above: When residents first moved to
Druid Hills, a trolley ran down Ponce de
Leon Avenue.  By the end of the 20th
century, few traces of the trolley remained
in this splendid linear park.
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The Minneapolis Park System is the best-located, best-financed, best-

designed, and best-maintained public open space in America.  This

parkland is easily accessible from anywhere in the city, provides the widest

variety of facilities, and affords the user an opportunity to go from facility to

facility without leaving the park system.  As a result, every section of the city

is supplied with beautifully landscaped, well-maintained, public open space

that has also increased the desirability of adjacent land.

Minneapolis Park System

Minneapolis Park System Statistics

(Source: Minneapolis Park and Recreation Board)

Acres: 6,400

Park Properties: 170 

Major Lakes (2 acres – 475 acres): 22

Recreation Centers: 49 

Supervised playgrounds: 61

Sports Fields: 396 

Tennis Courts: 183 

Winter Recreation Area: 1

Miles of Parkways: 55 

Miles of Walking Paths: 43.60 

Miles of Biking Paths: 43.36 

Golf Courses: 6 

Year-Round Employees: 600 

Part-Time Employees: 1,500 

Volunteers: 5,000

Peter Harnik, Inside City Parks, Urban
Land Institute, 2000.
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An increasing number of cities have introduced light rail service, none more

effectively than Portland,  Oregon. TriMet began its MAX light rail operations in

1986 with a 15-mile-long track going from downtown Portland to its eastern

suburbs. Today, the 44-mile MAX light rail system carries 28 percent of the

weekday transit riders connecting downtown with the Portland International

Airport (PDX), Expo Center, and the cities of Gresham, Beaverton and Hillsboro.

Since it opened, TriMet has reduced air pollution by eliminating 18.2 million car

trips each year and triggered $3 billion in new development within walking distance

of its 64 stations.

Portland Transit Statistics

(Source: TriMet)

Length: 44 miles

Stations: 64

Light Rail Vehicles: 105

Average daily boardings: 83,800

Portland Transit
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Boston’s Emerald Necklace is a 2,000-acre system of six park jewels

(The Fens, Muddy River, Leverett Park, Jamaica Pond, Arnold

Arboretum, and Franklin Park) linked together with tree-lined

boulevards. It extends for six miles from the Public Garden and

Commonwealth Avenue through a variety of neighborhoods into

South Boston, providing a convenient means of communications

among adjoining districts, stimulating construction in surrounding

neighborhoods, and uniting each section of the system so that it is

part of a single, comprehensive design.

Boston’s Emerald Necklace
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Portland, Oregon, have created light rail systems. Their transit
systems, however, are unrelated to city parks. At the same time, cities
across the country have created elaborate bicycle systems without
significant connections to mass transit or development
opportunities.  The blame, however, lies not in the planner, but the
existing reality to which he or she must work. The rails-to-trails
movement is a perfect example.  Begun in 1963, it has transformed
more than 1,000 rail lines into recreational trails, but has yet to
shape the future of a city. Because these converted rail lines usually
extend far outside a city’s limits, existing rails-to-trails development
neither integrates successfully with public transit nor frames future
development on a widespread level. The Atlanta Beltline offers this
once-in-a-lifetime opportunity.

Fortunately, Atlanta already has a foundation committed to the
rails-to-trails cause that can help take advantage of the Beltline
opportunity.  Since its inception in 1991, the non-profit PATH
Foundation has raised $45 million to create a network of 90 miles of
bike paths throughout Metro Atlanta, including the popular 49-mile
Silver Comet trail that will soon extend all the way to Alabama.
Twenty-five miles of bike paths are still under construction, with an
additional $4.5 million of funding already committed to the cause.
The Beltline Trail and Transit will extend this network and connect
the Silver Comet Trail with nearly every city neighborhood, and the
PATH Foundation will play a major role.

What properties should become Jewels—the major parks that dot
the Emerald Necklace? What recreation facilities should they contain
in order to attract Atlantans, who might otherwise be at a ball game,
or a health club, or watching television? In which neighborhoods
ought they to be located, and how should they be combined into a
system that serves all of Atlanta?

The obvious sites are those that are vacant. Less obvious are those
that are no longer in use, such as the blighted apartment projects
along Simpson Road. Then, there are the sites that are still occupied
but are not the highest and best use of property at that location,
especially when there are better alternatives for those land uses
elsewhere.  Finally, there are the sites needed to create a system that is
accessible to everybody in Atlanta: property needed to create a
continuous Beltline and property needed for stations that would
connect the Beltline to MARTA. Development of these sites depends
on their size, topography and the facilities that might be created at
those locations.

In designing his parks over 100 years ago, Olmsted offered two
pieces of advice that ring true to this day. First, he warned against
judging each potential site for a park “by itself,” rather than as part of
a whole system. The development of Atlanta’s Beltline must be

Above: Cedar Lake Park Trail in
Minneapolis combines an operating railroad
right-of-way with trails for bicyclists,
skaters, walkers, and joggers.
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understood as more than a ring of parks and transit stations; it should
be thought of as a string of recreation jewels connected by a greenway.
One of these jewels, Piedmont Park, is already there. With relatively
little investment, some smaller jewels such as Ardmore Park and
Enota Park could be made to sparkle.  Although each individual jewel
will hold value unto itself, the Beltline’s greatest value will be its
creation of a single, unified public realm for the City of Atlanta.

Perhaps most important of all, Olmsted reminds us to think far
into the future when remaking our public realm. “The people who are
to visit the park this year or next,” he wrote, “are but a small fraction
of those who must be expected to visit hereafter.” 2 Make no mistake:
a unified Beltline Park System is as grand and far-reaching a task as
the development of Olmsted’s Central Park in New York City. It will
shape the city’s growth for decades to come, creating a framework
around which a new, 21st century Atlanta will emerge.

An Effective MARTA System

Imagine the composition of this 21st century Atlanta. For the first
time, residents of Cabbagetown will take the trolley to Piedmont Park
or Maddox Park, and residents of West End will use the Beltline
Transit to visit friends who live in Inman Park or Virginia Highlands.
The current population of the neighborhoods along the Beltline
cannot generate enough passengers to support trolley service. But the
creation of an Emerald Necklace that combines the Beltline Transit
with significant amounts of new parkland will surely attract
developers who will build new housing.  If residents in the growing
communities along the Beltline could travel downtown, there would
be more than enough riders to justify investment in the trolley.

Getting from the Beltline to Midtown or Downtown requires
new MARTA stations where MARTA rail lines cross the Beltline: at
Simpson Road, DeKalb Avenue, and Lee Street. The combination of
MARTA with the Beltline at these intersections will open
opportunities for development not unlike what is already underway at
Lindbergh Station. Just as we must think of parks in the long-term, so
too must we think of Atlanta’s transit needs 50 or 100 years from now.
Once these mixed use, regional sub-centers have begun to emerge,
Atlantans will be traveling to work, to shop, and to have fun at new
destinations along both the Beltline and MARTA. 

The Beltline’s future users are an attractive market. Early word of
the project has already accelerated real estate activity and increased
property values in northeast Atlanta. The existence of an entire
Emerald Necklace will attract far more activity that will spill over into
other areas. Thus, planning the Beltline requires more than an
assessment of current land use. It requires an estimate of potential
users as well as integration with probable future development.

Top: This report proposes three new
MARTA stations where the Beltline Transit
crosses the existing MARTA rail. Together
with substantial new parks at these
locations, they will stimulate private
investment in new, mixed-use developments.
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Top:  Bellwood Lake Park will
become the largest Beltline Jewel on
the Beltline Emerald Necklace.

Middle: The CSX Husley freight yard
will become the first new Beltline
Jewel on the Beltline Emerald
Necklace.

Bottom: Lindbergh Station will grow
into an even more important Beltline
Jewel on the Beltline Emerald
Necklace.
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Finance & Management

The City of Atlanta hopes to finance the Beltline through a Tax
Allocation District (TAD).  A TAD is a financing mechanism that
“freezes” property tax revenue within a specified boundary at the
current baseline level.  All future property tax revenue above the
baseline level goes towards capital (not operating) expenditures within
the district.  The TAD funds must generate sufficient private market
activity to pay for those investments. It is not enough just to purchase
the rights-of-way for a trolley, bicycle path, or even additional open
space along the route. The Beltline must include the acquisition and
development of property that will trigger increased property values
and new real estate activity in surrounding neighborhoods.
Otherwise, there will be insufficient revenues to pay for the Beltline.
More important, Atlanta will squander its chance to create a
marvelous public realm framework tying together communities that
are now separated by increasingly underutilized freight railways.

Currently, the Atlanta Development Authority (ADA), an arm of
the city government, has commissioned a team led by the design and
planning firm EDAW to determine the feasibility of a TAD to finance
the capital costs of the Beltline.  Even if a TAD is feasible, however, it
is a limited mechanism. The TAD can generally pay only for capital
costs such as acquisition and construction—and not the operating
costs which are critical to maintaining a clean, safe, and attractive
open space environment.

City park agencies are always short of money. Whenever the
budget is tight, the inevitable result is a cut-back on repairs and
maintenance, followed by decreasing use of increasingly forlorn
facilities. There is no point in spending millions of dollars to create a
great public realm if it starts to deteriorate from the moment it opens.
The best ways to preclude this are to: (1) provide a dependable source
of financing for park maintenance that does not have to compete with
other government objectives; (2) create an independent board to
decide on policy, programs, and spending; (3) establish management
procedures that are responsive to local needs and accountable to an
independent board; and (4) hire and maintain a well-paid staff whose
performance is judged on its ability to achieve results. 

Below: The importance of maintenance and
management to successful parks has been
demonstrated by the ongoing presence of both a
security officer and maintenance worker at New
York City’s Greely Square, a park that covers less
than one-third of an acre.
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Top:  The Minneapolis Board of Park commissioners purchased
the land for Loring Park in its first year of operation, 1883.  Even in
1891, when this photograph was taken, almost nothing had been
built in the surrounding area.

Bottom: By 1995, Loring Park had provided the public realm
framework for a substantial and continuing private market reaction.
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Private developers have already recognized the opportunities available
on the Beltline. Indeed, a private purchaser has placed the
northeastern quadrant of the right of way under contract for $26
million, and other sites along the corridor are undergoing
redevelopment on a piecemeal basis. While this private market
activity is encouraging (it suggests that the private market will easily
absorb the development possibilities made available by the Beltline),
it is also alarming. An unplanned process will almost certainly yield
an unsatisfying result because independent actors in the competitive
market do not have the capacity or incentive to achieve the Beltline’s
aggregate public-interest and economic potential. 

This report recommends a single, unified plan to create the
Beltline Necklace in two distinct phases—the 23-mile Beltline Trail in
Phase 1 and the 20-mile Beltline Transit in Phase 2—and to add the
Beltline Jewels as the political and financial conditions allow each one
to become a reality.  In addition, this report will provide a
fundamental road map for creating and implementing the Beltline
Emerald Necklace as the organizing principle behind Atlanta
development for the next 100 years.

Some will be dazzled by this plan; others will say it is excessive,
while still others will say it does not reach far enough.  The proposal
is far from excessive; adding over 1,400 acres of open space, although
significant, would only increase the city’s park system by 3.4 acres per
thousand residents, still placing Atlanta far below the national average
(13.8 acres per thousand residents).  At the same time, substantially
more open space cannot be added along the Beltline because there is
a limited amount of vacant, abandoned, or underutilized property,
and a portion must be reserved for future development that will
finance the acquisition and maintenance of the open space.  To a
certain extent, however, the total acreage and acreage per resident that
the Beltline will create is irrelevant.   The Beltline’s value is not the
quantity of new open space, but the quality of that open space.

Without a doubt, Atlanta has an opportunity which far exceeds
that of any major American city: to create stronger, more attractive
communities and to actively shape a new and improved public realm
framework that will positively affect residents’ quality of life for
generations to come. Will Rogers, President of the Trust for Public
Land, has written: “Great cities are known for their great parks.” 3

Atlanta is a great American city, and the Beltline will become the great
park Atlanta deserves.
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Above: Fulton County Quarry is just one of the opportunities
along the Beltline that could add more than 1,400 new acres of
parkland for Atlanta.

The Beltline provides a 21st
Century public realm framework
around which Atlanta will grow for
the next 100 years.
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Analysis

A mile-by-mile, step-by-step analysis of the
Atlanta Beltline indicates that every potential
obstacle can be overcome by a coordinated,
ambitious plan.
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Regional Transportation

Atlanta is currently a city of highways. 76% of the city’s working population commutes
to work by car, whereas only 15% utilizes the MARTA system. The regional use of
mass transit is even less, and the Hartsfield-Jackson Atlanta International Airport, the
busiest airport in the nation, is not easily accessible via mass transit for the large
portion of Atlanta’s population that is not within walking distance of a MARTA rail
station. The Beltline will change such conditions. As the number of residents within
walking distance to mass transit grows, Atlanta will shift from a highway-oriented city
to one with a robust mass transportation alternative. Atlantans will take the Beltline
Transit to the MARTA rail system, reaching Midtown, Downtown, Buckhead, or the
airport via mass transit. The Beltline will help the MARTA rail system achieve financial
stability, and more importantly, Atlanta will have an effective system to combat its
constant problem of congestion.

Sources: MARTA Rail Patronage Analysis (July 2004) and MARTA website.
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Rail Transportation

In Atlanta, rail traffic peaked immediately after World War II, when over 1,000 trains
per day were scheduled to or through the Atlanta rail hub. In the post-war period,
industries sought locations where they could operate single-floor production lines and
obtain easy highway access. Consequently, both rail lines and the adjacent facilities they
serve have been abandoned. This change has enabled creation of the Beltline and has
opened the opportunity to develop some of the abandoned properties along the route.
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Population 

The population of metropolitan Atlanta doubled between 1950 and 1980 and has nearly
doubled since. Although the city continues to expand, its suburbs are approaching a
saturation point; residents are starting to move back into the city to avoid the long
commute and traffic delays en route to jobs in Downtown and Midtown Atlanta, the
city’s most dense business districts. Now that residents are moving back into the City
of Atlanta, a new demographic trend is emerging. The new residents moving into city
limits are more likely than previous city residents to be childless and seeking apartments,
condos, or other high-density housing.

The Beltline corridor is positioned to meet this market demand. While census tracts
that run along the Beltline corridor (roughly a half-mile in each direction) declined in
population until 1990, this corridor has since increased in population at a faster rate
than the rest of the city. If plans for the Beltline proceed as recommended in this plan,
the population of residents living within a five-minute walk from the beltline will
increase by as much as 30% in the next 25 years.

Source:  U.S. Census*

*NOTE: Totals take into account equivalent areas even though several census tracts split between
1980 and 1990, and again between 1990 and 2000.  2004 estimates for the Atlanta Beltline tracts
and the City are from Claritas, Inc.
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Planned and Proposed Development

Currently, approximately 35 development projects have been announced or are under
construction in the Beltline corridor. These projects will add over 6,600 units to Atlanta’s
housing stock—further increasing the city’s population—and add more than 1.1 million
square feet of retail and 200,000 square feet of office space. Development will continue
in these areas regardless of whether the Beltline becomes a reality, but the addition of the
Beltline will increase the quality of the development, the quality of life for residents in
these developments, and the quality of life for residents in Atlanta as a whole.
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Neighborhoods, NPU’s, and council districts

The Beltline engages 46 of Atlanta’s historic neighborhoods, 15 of the city’s 24
Neighborhood Planning Units (NPU’s) and 11 of the 12 city council districts within a
quarter mile of either side. The historic freight railroads that make up the Beltline
generally predate the adjacent neighborhoods. As the city expanded, the railroads
became barriers between communities of different socio-economic backgrounds.

The Beltline provides a unique opportunity to knit these communities together,
both across the tracks and down the line. Trading an unsightly and dangerous industrial
rail line for a well-maintained park, these neighborhoods will reorient themselves
toward a shared common space, greatly strengthening community relationships.

Left: Neighborhoods along the
Beltline corridor

Middle: Neighborhood Planning Units
along the Beltline corridor

Right: Council districts along the
Beltline corridor





26 The Beltline Emerald Necklace: Atlanta’s New Public Realm

A
nalysis

Schools 

There are 14 schools (7 elementary, 3 middle, and 4 high schools) within a half-mile of
the Beltline. The Beltline will create transportation opportunities and additional open
space for the 8,537 students, 925 teachers, and scores of community groups who share
these facilities on a daily basis.

Attractions

Several of the city’s largest tourist attractions sit on or near the Beltline, including the
Atlanta region’s most popular destination: the Martin Luther King, Jr. National Historic
Site, which includes his birth home, church, final resting place, and Center for
Nonviolent Social Change. The Jimmy Carter Presidential Library and Museum and
the Carter Center are also on the line, along with the city’s premiere greenspace, historic
Piedmont Park. Just a few steps away is the Atlanta Botanical Garden, and a few blocks
off the line down in Grant Park is Zoo Atlanta and the Cyclorama. The Wren’s Nest
in West End is Atlanta’s oldest house museum, home to author and Atlanta Constitution
editor Joel Chandler Harris. Other landmarks around the Beltline help tie it into the
life of the city. These include civic buildings and schools, employment centers like
Piedmont Hospital, or retail centers like Ansley Mall. Some buildings are landmarks
simply due to their size, like the old Sears & Roebuck distribution building (now City
Hall East) or the Fulton Cotton Mill, which has been converted to loft apartments.

For residents of the city, and some tourists as well, Atlanta’s intown neighborhoods
have become destinations due to their historic houses and lively shopping districts. The
neighborhoods along the Beltline were mostly constructed between 1890 and 1930 and
generally predate popular use of the automobile as the primary means of transportation.
Many have been included on the National Register of Historic Places, and some have
received additional protection as city-designated historic districts. The majority of these
districts concentrate on the residential core of the neighborhood, but some, like the
Inman Park Historic District, include guidelines for the industrial territory along its
edges. The guidelines even anticipate the Beltline by requiring new streets to cut through
large parcels, and forbids parking garages from backing up to the railroad corridor.

The Beltline will become a thread designed to tie Atlanta’s attractions together into
a unified network. In one day, visitors to Atlanta could use the Beltline Transit to visit
the Wren’s Nest in the morning, Zoo Atlanta and Grant Park for a picnic lunch, and the
Martin Luther King, Jr. Historic District the afternoon, before ending the day with an
evening concert in Piedmont Park. As explored in studies of a “cultural ring” linked via
the Beltline, a stronger relationship between each independent tourist attraction in
Atlanta will benefit not only the individual institutions but also the city as a whole.
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Above, left:  Schools along the Beltline

Above, right: Attractions along the Beltline

Left: The birthplace of Rev. Martin Luther
King, Jr.
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Left: Parks along the Beltline

Right: Parks within 1/2 mile of the
Beltline

Parks & Recreation Facilities

The City of Atlanta has 345 parks and 180 playgrounds (3,235 acres), of which 82 parks
and 32 playgrounds (988 acres) are within a half mile of the Beltline and 11 parks and 6
playgrounds (613 acres) are directly adjacent to the Beltline (see Appendix B for full list).
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Bike Paths

The PATH Foundation has been instrumental in building Atlanta’s network of bike
paths. Today, however, PATH’s trails within Atlanta’s inner core are limited to on-street
bike lanes and the popular Stone Mountain/Atlanta Greenway Trail, which runs from
Atlanta’s Westside, through Downtown, and out Freedom Parkway into DeKalb County.
With the exception of this trail, PATH’s major successes have occurred in suburbs
outside of Atlanta’s core.

These existing trails are fragments of what will soon become, with the addition of
the Beltline, an expansive, continuous system. Within several years, Atlantans who live
in the urban core will enjoy wide, green bike trails that circle the city for over 20 miles,
and connect to each of PATH trails that lead out into the region’s periphery.

Left:  Stone Mountain/Atlanta
Greenway Trail

Right: Bike Paths intersecting
the Beltline
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Creeks & Waterways

The City of Atlanta faces a major sewage problem stemming from the fact that its storm-
water and sewage systems are integrated in the oldest parts of the city. When heavy rains
occur, as they did multiple times in the summer of 2004, sewage overflows into the
creeks and waterways. Additionally, the city’s outdated sewer infrastructure can no longer
meet the growing demands of overwhelming development. Large amounts of new
construction increases sewage loads. New development also comes with extensive
surface paving that tends to concentrate storm water run off into torrents that
overwhelm and damage creeks.

As a result of this sewage overflow, in July of 1998, a lawsuit was brought against
the City by the United States Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) and other
parties. In order to settle this lawsuit, the City of Atlanta agreed to develop and
implement a multi-faceted plan for ending water quality violations resulting from
combined sewer overflows. Under the strong leadership of Mayor Shirley Franklin, the
sewer clean-up plan is underway. Among the elements of this plan are a series of sewer
and sewage pump station improvements, a grease management program, and a capacity
certification program for new development.

An element of the Sanitary Sewer Consent Decree implementation plan of
particular interest to the Beltline project is the $25 million Greenway Acquisition
Project (GAP) to acquire and protect targeted streamside areas in perpetuity. GAP
intends to acquire streamside “buffer” areas to protect from development. These areas
will provide a vegetated filter for surface runoff and help control erosion. All
procurement is through contribution or voluntary sale at no greater than fair market
value, and once acquired, properties are maintained by the City in perpetuity. Beltline
Trail acquisition funds could possibly be combined or coordinated with the GAP effort
toward mutual benefit. See Chapter 3 for a full discussion of the Greenway Acquisition
Project and the potential for coordination with the Beltline.

Left: Creeks
intersecting the
Beltline

Right: Polluted
waterways along
the Beltline



32 The Beltline Emerald Necklace: Atlanta’s New Public Realm

A
nalysis

Beltline Conditions

The Beltline itself is a compilation of rail rights-of-way that are
owned by different parties who have maintained their property and
their tracks to varying degrees, from active freight lines to inactive
tracks to abandoned property that serves as an illegal garbage dump.
The remainder of this chapter will summarize the conditions of the
Beltline’s rail corridor and explore how it can be transformed into a
transit system and Emerald Necklace.

Top:  An actively used freight line along the Beltline

Middle: Inactive right-of-way

Bottom: Abandoned right-of-way (tracks removed)
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General Rights-of-Way Ownership and Activity 

With the exception of the major discontinuity points, the Beltline is
owned by three entities: The Georgia Department of Transportation
(GDOT), CSX Railroad, and Norfolk Southern Railroad. In October
of 2004, however, Norfolk Southern entered into a contract with a
private developer named Madison Ventures to purchase its portion of
the Beltline in the northeast quadrant. This northeast portion of the
Beltline consists of a single, unused track that cuts through some of
the city’s most valuable real estate.

The southeastern portion of the Beltline is a CSX-owned, single
track right-of-way, which is used only one or two times a day to bring
sand and gravel to a LaFarge concrete facility on Glenwood Avenue.
These trains never reach the southwestern quadrant of the Beltline, as
the Beltline splits off and veers north just west of Metropolitan Parkway.

GDOT acquired the right-of-way for the southwestern quadrant
of the Beltline in 2001 from Norfolk Southern. In this section, which
begins where the right-of-way veers northwest off the active tracks
and continues past Washington Park, the rail lines have been
abandoned and removed. The right-of-way is overgrown with weeds
and kudzu, littered with garbage, and in some cases, the right-of-way
has been encroached (legally and illegally) due to the lack of
maintenance of the property.

The CSX right-of-way in the northwest quadrant of the Beltline
experiences moderately heavy freight traffic. Trains move along two
tracks for the southern third of this section and on a single track for
the northern two-thirds at speeds of up to 45 mph.
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Detailed Ownership and 
Entitlement of Rights-of-Way

Understanding the ownership of the Beltline is much more complicated
than understanding who controls the rights-of-way. Specifically, there
are four issues to consider: method of original acquisition, missing
parcel data, squatters, and buried fiber optic cables.

Simply because an entity controls a right-of-way does not mean
they own the property. Years ago, when sections of the Beltline right-
of-way were being assembled, the rail companies would often
negotiate with individual landowners along the route for the right to
run rail through their property. This right may have been obtained
through a number of arrangements, including outright purchase (fee
simple) of the necessary section of property, rail easements for the
property, or leaseholds that may or may not have expired. If the
Beltline right-of-way was obtained by deed purchase, and this
purchase was without restrictions (such as an agreement that the
right-of-way revert to the original parcel boundaries when it was no
longer used for freight rail), then the acquisition of the right-of-way
for use as the Beltline will be straight forward. If, however, the right-
of-way was obtained in part or in whole as an easement for the
specific purpose of running freight rail across the property, then
those arrangements could pose difficulties for the reuse of the right-
of-way as the Beltline Trail.

Above:  The Beltline right-or-way is
comprised of over 100 parcels, each of which
is controlled through a fee simple deed, an
easement, or a leasehold.
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The map at left shows the number of parcels included in only
one section of the Beltline. Many of these parcels are not owned by
the rail companies. Further complicating matters, the lease
agreements are between the railroad company and the property
owners and are not placed in the public record. Therefore, these
records are not kept on file at Fulton County, but rather are held by
the railroad company or the entity legally entitled to the right-of-way.

The GDOT right-of-way in the Beltline’s southwest quadrant is
owned fee simple. Despite the outright ownership of the property,
several adjacent land owners have encroached on the right-of-way.
These encroachments can be as insignificant as a chain link fence or
as significant as dumping mattresses, tires, and roofing. A more
serious encroachment appears to have taken place where property
owners have graded the right-of-way and built storage structures for
their boats and cars.

Additionally, the recent modernization of information and data
technology has required the installation of fiber optic networks across
the country. Rail rights-of-way provide the continuous corridors
needed to create these interstate networks, and in Atlanta, fiber optic
cables have been buried in many sections along the Beltline. While it



36 The Beltline Emerald Necklace: Atlanta’s New Public Realm

A
nalysis

might be possible to purchase fiber optic rights-of-way and reroute
them, it is not uncommon simply to reserve fiber optic rights next to
a transit line or bike path. In general, fiber optic rights-of-way are not
likely to have a detrimental influence on the Beltline proposal, but
issues of installation, maintenance, and ownership will need to be
addressed in a later phase of the study.

Dealing with each of these four issues will require parcel-by-
parcel research in the next phase of planning for the Beltline. While
the legal issues posed by the Beltline remain a challenge, the extensive
analysis confirms that such obstacles can be overcome. The
coordinated plan proposed by this study tackles each legal issue and
provides a detailed description of how it will be resolved.

Top, left: In some places the Beltline right-
of-way is currently too narrow for more
than a bike path.

Bottom, left: Other sections of the right-
of-way are wide enough to accommodate
the Beltline Trail, Transit, and parkland.

Right: Beltline right-of-way widths
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Rights-of-Way Widths & Grading 

The width of the Beltline’s right-of-way varies considerably over its 20
miles. Mostly, it averages about 100 feet, but at points it expands to as
wide as 445 feet and narrows to just 30 feet. In the areas where the
right-of-way width is less than 70 feet, as highlighted in the map on
page 36, additional acquisition may be required in order to build a
transit system with a multi-use trail. These measurements are based on
GIS parcel maps from Fulton County, but in order to get more accurate
data, field surveys will be required in the next stage of this study to
determine the exact widths and legal entitlements for each parcel.

Beyond the legal width of the right-of-way, the width of the
ground upon which the track will be built presents additional
obstacles. Atlanta has a rolling topography, and the railroads were
built to accommodate a variety of circumstances and maintain an
even track. Many sections have cut or fill, and often these are
significant enough to require extensive re-grading or retaining walls in
order to accommodate both a multi-use trail and a transit system.
Finally, some sections cross creeks or other low-lying areas and may
be affected by floodplains or sewer and storm-sewer infrastructure.
Some Beltline segments are more topographically challenged than
others, and the map above highlights the areas that will require re-
grading due to ridges and trenches that are too narrow.

Left: Beltline ridges and trenches

Right: In some places the Beltline runs
over a narrow ridge; in others, it is in a
narrow trench.

 


