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Suwanee Design Charrette – 2000  

The City of Suwanee, Georgia is located in northeast Gwinnett County.  In the 1990s Suwanee 
was one of the fastest growing small cities in Georgia, experiencing an over 260% population 
growth increase between 1990 and 2000 (U.S. Census, 2000; Visser, 2006).  The City grew from 
2,500 people 1990 to close to 8,000 by the year 2000, and its population is continuing to increase 
(U.S. Census, 2000).  The area known as Old Town Suwanee is the geographic center of the 
city. It consists of fewer than a dozen historic buildings, most of which are one story tall. 
Physical constraints including topography, zoning, adjacent historic neighborhoods and an 
abutting rail line, made it difficult for the city to direct new growth into the city’s historic center. 

The sprawl growth pattern characteristic of Gwinnett County is well known throughout north 
Georgia (Duffy, 2006; Freeman, 2005; Green, 2006 ). The pattern of growth is characterized by 
big box stores located behind expansive surface parking lots, large, rapidly constructed houses 
on lots of one acre or more, and wide, congested roadways. The city of Suwanee wanted to be 
different from the other municipalities in Gwinnett County. They wanted to retain what was left 
of their community character and grow in a more sustainable way, reported Denise Brinson, 
Suwanee Economic Development Director (D. Brinson, personal communication, Feb 6, 2007). 
The city was accepted into the DCA Better Hometown program in 2000. A few months later the 
UGA charrette for Suwanee took place; the project focused on improving the city’s historic 
downtown as well as recommendations for the development of a New Town Center. The mixed-
use Town Center was recommended as a focal point for the community’s new growth.  Mixed 
residential and commercial uses in a compact urban form would place less of a burden on the 
city’s infrastructure and create a walkable, pedestrian-friendly, and more sustainable city 
(Suwanee Charrette Report, 2000). 
 
The city of Suwanee implemented the charrette recommendations within a few years (Fig 5.9). 
In order to move from concept to implementation, additional studies and design work were 
needed (D. Brinson, personal communication, February 6, 2007). A total of six planning, market 
analysis, architecture, and engineering firms studied, designed and redesigned Suwanee’s New 
Town Center following the UGA design charrette.  These studies validated the city’s interest in 
the New Town Center concept by demonstrating that the local economy could support it. Studies 
also determined that the New Town Center could be very popular and valuable because of the 
scarcity of comparable options in the area.  
 
The city proposed a 17.7 million dollar tax referendum for open space and parkland acquisition, 
which was voter approved in 2001, and resulted a 140% tax increase for the community (“Open 
Spaces,” 2005). A voter approved tax increase of this magnitude represented an impressive 
amount of faith on the part of Suwanee residents in local government (“Open Spaces,” 2005). 
Denise Brinson, noted that resident trust in the city has been built over time as the city has 
maintained a reputation of fiscal responsibility and following through on promises. 
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Another decision, which was key in the implementation of Suwanee’s New Town Center was the 
city’s establishment of an Urban Redevelopment Agency (URA). Under Georgia law O.C.G.A. 
36-61, cities and counties have the authority to establish urban redevelopment agencies to 
undertake redevelopment projects. After creating a URA and adopting the Urban Collage Inc. 
designed plan for the Suwanee New Town Center, the land was declared as blighted (D. Brinson, 
personal communication, February 6, 2007). The URA purchased the land at a market rate from 
the property owners using bond referendum funds. 
 
Construction of the New Town Center began in 2003.  As of February, 2007, the first of several 
construction phases had been completed, and all available residential and commercial space was 
fully occupied (D. Brinson, personal communication, February 6, 2007). 
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