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Figure 2.1 Gastonia aerial view

FRANKLIN BOULEVARD CORRIDOR MASTER PLAN

Overview
The Franklin Boulevard corridor in Gastonia is both a
gateway and center to the history, culture, and economic fortunes of the city. Its success as a community
focal point depends on creating a lively mix of civic
and cultural spaces, places where people are comfortable walking, and design elements that convey
a sense of arrival. The corridor should connect the
adjacent neighborhoods and downtown with each
other, rather than serve as a barrier between them.
In August 2006, the Gaston Urban Area MPO contracted with Renaissance Planning Group to prepare
a corridor study and master plan for the Franklin
Boulevard corridor from Redbud Drive at the municipal line with Lowell on the east through downtown
to the municipal line at Barney Castle Road on the
west side. The study area includes properties within
1/4 mile of Franklin Boulevard on both the north
and south side of the roadway.
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that can continue to serve these dual functions now
and in the future, it is important to understand the
baseline conditions that have shaped the evolution
of the boulevard. The following section describes
the natural and human shaped conditions
along the corridor. These conditions inform the
character and potential of the recommendations
that emerge from the corridor master plan.
In addition, the last section of this chapter
summarizes through maps the input received at
several public workshops identifying the major
issues and opportunities found along the corridor.
These ideas and feedback from the community
and key stakeholders form the foundation upon
which the corridor master plan recommendations
rest.

The Franklin Boulevard corridor stretches approximately 9 miles east to west within the Gastonia city
limits. It serves dual functions - both as a federally
designated highway (US 29/NC 79) linking Charlotte and the Piedmont region with its western neighbors, as well as the historic center of the community,
connecting different neighborhoods within the city to
the downtown.
In order to help create a master plan for the corridor
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Figure 2.2 Land Form + Hydrology
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Land Form

Hydrology

Franklin Boulevard follows a historic route through
the headwaters of the Catawba River, connecting
the cities of Belmont, Lowell, Gastonia, and Kings
Mountain with Charlotte and Mecklenburg County
to the east of the Catawba River. The historic center
of Gastonia, its downtown, sits along a high point, or
ridge, running east to west, that forms the boundary
between the South Fork Catawba (Long Creek) watershed and the Upper Catawba (Catawba Creek)
watershed.

Unlike the railroad line, which sticks to the high
ground along the ridge, Franklin Boulevard follows
a more direct east-west route. As such, the road
crosses several flood plains and wetlands, as well
as high points such as downtown and the Gardner
Park neighborhood. The boulevard rises and falls
as it traverses this landscape, starting at a low
point on the east as it enters the city, then rising
at the Gardner Park neighborhood before falling
down to the industrial area east of downtown. It
then rises again to parallel the rail line through
the high point of downtown, before falling and
rising again as it traverses the mill villages west
of the downtown.

Typical of early mill towns of its era, the P&N railroad ran along this ridge line, connecting Charlotte
to Spartanburg and Greenville, South Carolina, then
continuing on to Atlanta, Georgia. This route still
functions as one of the busiest freight rail corridors
in the southeast, and also serves as part of Amtrak’s
Crescent line. Future plans call for utilizing this corridor as part of the Southeast High Speed Rail corridor, linking Atlanta to Raleigh and beyond to Washington D.C. This future plan calls for an enhanced
station stop in Gastonia. There are also preliminary
discussions about possible commuter rail service
along the corridor to link downtown Gastonia with
employment destinations in Charlotte.

Therefore, the hydrology and land form shape
Franklin Boulevard in a profound manner, giving
it an undulating character of high points and
prominent viewsheds as well as low points with
significant wetlands.
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Figure 2.3 Open Space + Greenways
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Open Space

Greenways

Much of the formal open space (parks, ball fields,
school yards, etc.) in Gastonia is located away from
the corridor, found among the various residential
neighborhoods north and south of Franklin Boulevard. With the exception of the cemetery at South
Chester and Franklin Boulevard, the corridor functions as a primarily commerical spine, with residential areas sprinkled in at several locations.

The City of Gastonia and Gaston County have
identified key routes for creating a greenway
network in the county. These proposed greenways
mirror in many cases, the streams and floodplains
found in the county. These greenways include
off-road multi-use facilities, 8’-10’ wide, that
can accommodate bicyclists and pedestrians
comfortably.

However, the decline and decay of some segments
of the corridor have introduced places for “informal”
open space (empty parking lots, abandoned building sites, etc.) that may be reconsidered as part of
an open space network as the corridor redevelops.

In several key locations, the proposed greenways
intersect with Franklin Boulevard. These places
represent important areas for “making visible”
the greenway network to the users of Franklin
Boulevard and providing a logical place for
multi-modal, mixed use development.
Because the greenways typically follow the low
lying hydric areas, they predominately run in a
north-south orientation, without crossing the ridge
line where the railroad lies. This master plan
presents opportunities for extending the proposed
greenways to connect the neighborhoods north
and south of Franklin Boulevard, as well as
envisions a greenway facility running east-west,
parallel to Franklin Boulevard that connects the
various proposed strands of greenway into a
cohesive network.
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Figure 2.4 Street Connectivity
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Street Connectivity
A key function of place-making is street connectivity.
Great places have well defined blocks and avenues
that create an interconnected network for personal
mobility. Older cities, such as Gastonia, often have
some form of street connectivity that pre-dates the
rise of the automobile as the primary means of
personal mobility.
Newer areas of Gastonia, like other cities, are
marked by less street connectivity and more
disconnected arterials and residential streets. With
less interconnection, the primary arterials in these
places (such as Franklin Boulevard to the east and
west of downtown Gastonia) become oversized in
order to handle the traffic.
Along Franklin Boulevard downtown where there is
greater street connectivity and parallel roadway
facilities, the travel demand on the boulevard is less,
allowing for a different cross-section. This corridor
master plan looks at opportunities for enhancing
the street network along and adjacent to Franklin
Boulevard at key locations in order to improve the
overall street connectivity.

that builds upon its urban character and historic
legacy.
Along most of the corridor there are 6 lanes (3
in each direction). The exceptions to this profile
are the segment of Franklin Boulevard downtown,
from Broad Street to York Street, which consists of
5 lanes (2 each direction with a center turn lane)
and the segment west of Myrtle School Road,
which has 2 lanes in each direction separated by
a wide median.
The volumes are well below the road’s acceptable
service volume given the number of lanes and
traffic signals per mile. There is less congestion
through downtown and on the western edge of
the corridor, but delays at certain signalized
intersections east of downtown and in the vicinity of
Franklin Square. This contributes to a perception
of traffic congestion along the corridor.

It is interesting to note that the downtown area has
the most street connectivity and the least amount
of traffic congestion, which makes it well suited
for appropriate redevelopment and new growth
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Figure 2.5 Travel Lanes Bandwith (2000)
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Corridor Functionality
Franklin Boulevard is designated as a primary
arterial through route that serves a variety of trip
purposes and modes. As a federal-aid highway
that is the primary reliever route for I-85 through
Gaston County, Franklin Boulevard has been
designed to accommodate a significant amount
of truck traffic, which often occurs when incidents
on the interstate force traffic to divert. While I-85
carries the vast majority of long-haul truck traffic,
the legacy of industrial development and increasing
level of new commercial development along Franklin
Boulevard means that truck traffic will continue to be
a major influence on local traffic conditions, access
to businesses and turning movements at certain
intersections.
While traffic volumes along the corridor are
generally well below the theoretical capacity of the
road, this daily presence of truck traffic contributes
to delays during peak periods. In addition, the
concentration of commercial and institutional
activities along Franklin Boulevard on the eastern
half of the corridor creates a situation in which
local trips for convenience and shopping activities
interact with commuter-oriented and regional trips
traversing the corridor or accessing I-85. Because of
floodplains, neighborhoods, the train tracks and land
use patterns, this area of the city has relatively little
street connectivity. For instance, many local shopping

trips must exit from one retail development onto
Franklin Boulevard to access another destination
a few blocks further away.
Franklin Boulevard is also a multi-modal corridor.
Currently, Gastonia’s transit agency operates
routes #2 (Myrtle) and #7 (Westfield Mall/
Franklin Square) that serve portions of the
roadway. Express Route 85 provides peak hour
service to downtown Charlotte along I-85. Routes
converge at the transit center located at Main
Avenue and Oakland St. The P&N rail line is
an active freight corridor that was buried in a
large ditch through downtown Gastonia several
decades ago because the long freight trains
caused access problems getting into and out of
the downtown area.
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Figure 2.5 Population + Employment Growth
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Demographics
Gastonia sits within the fast growing Greater Charlotte
region. The western portion of Mecklenburg County
has seen significant employment and residential
growth, fueled in part by the Charlotte Douglas
International Airport and easy access to I-85.
This growth is now leaping across the Catawba River
into Gaston County, fueled by cheaper land prices.
US 29 (called Franklin Boulevard in the City of
Gastonia) is one of the few crossings of the Catawba
from Mecklenburg County into Gaston County. As
Figure 2.5 indicates, much of the residential growth
in Gaston County is projected for areas north and
south of the historic core of the city of Gastonia. In
addition, the projected growth in Gaston County
between 2000 and 2030 is primarily population
growth, while areas of Mecklenburg County, across
the Catawba River are expected to experience high
employment growth. This creates a jobs/housing
imbalance in both Gaston County and western
Mecklenburg County.
This corridor master plan represents an opportunity
to re-conceptualize Franklin Boulevard through the
city as a dynamic resource for attracting some of
this new growth back into the older parts of the city.
By re-using and enhancing the existing infrastructure
of the city for new growth, current rural areas of the
county can be preserved.
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Overview
The Franklin Boulevard corridor is central to the
future health and vibrancy of the City of Gastonia
and Gaston County. The corridor functions in several
roles as it traverses the city. It is a commercial
linkage between the new growth at either end of the
city with the older established neighborhoods near
downtown. It is an important civic spine, containing
numerous prominent religious and government
buildings. It historically also served as an industrial
corridor in certain places, with institutions like Sun
Drop and major places of employment, such as the
current and former textile mills. Finally, the corridor
serves as the front door to different residential
neighborhoods that are set back off the corridor,
including the York Chester Local Historic District,
the Loray Mill Village, and the Downtown National
Register Historic Districts.
Understanding the land use conditions along side of
Franklin Boulevard is important for planning what
it could be in the future. For the purposes of this
section, the corridor has been divided into three
segments to look at the existing land uses in detail.
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Eastern Segment
The eastern segment of Franklin Boulevard, from
the municipal line with Lowell on the east to the
intersection with New Hope Road on the west, is
differentiated by two primary conditions.
Along the north side of the corridor is a series of
large lot commercial properties, many developed
within the last 15 years (Figure 2.1). Two of the
exceptions to this are the older development of
the Gaston Mall at Cox Road and the Westfield
Mall at the New Hope Road intersection. These
land uses provide the primary retail destinations in
Gaston County and even attract significant numbers
of patrons from nearby counties such as Cleveland
and Lincoln (Figure 2.2). Excellent access to I-85
via Franklin Boulevard has enhanced the demand
for car dealerships, home improvement supercenters
and similar retail development catering to a regional
market.

The south side of the corridor consists primarily of
single family residential neighborhoods. Most of
these neighborhoods are not directly accessible
from Franklin Boulevard, rather their access is via
perpendicular streets such as Cox Road. Included
in this category are several significant parcels of
undeveloped land along the south side of Franklin
Boulevard. This undeveloped land corresponds
to the 100 year flood plain and wetlands. Much
of this segment of the corridor lies at a lower
elevation relative to the rest of the study area.
Figure 2.1

Figure 2.2
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Central Segment
The central segment of the Franklin Boulevard
corridor study runs from New Hope Road on the
east through downtown to Myrtle School Road on
the west. This segment includes the oldest parts of
the community, including the downtown and former
Mill Village around the Firestone Mill.
The intersection around New Hope Road is similar
in nature to the commercial properties further east
along the corridor. There is a hospital, an important
employment and visitor destination, on the north side
of I-85 east of New Hope Road. Franklin Boulevard
travels downhill from New Hope Road through an
older established residential neighborhood, with
single family homes fronting onto the street, which is
sheltered by a dense canopy (Figure 2.3). The tree
canopied character of this downtown neighborhood
near Belvedere creates a unique section of the
corridor, as identified by community members.
Anecdotally, the traffic tends to go slower through
this area, due presumably to the scale of the trees
and the residences fronting on the street.
Leaving the residential neighborhood, Franklin
Boulevard ascends towards downtown through
a former industrial corridor, with a current mix of
commercial and civic establishments, along with
legacy industrial sites like the Sun Drop bottling
plant. Prominent views towards downtown are found

along this segment (Figure 2.4).
Through downtown, the corridor is designated as
mixed-use, and as such the section of the roadway
changes. Prominent churches and government
buildings are interspersed with surface parking
lots through the downtown. The segment west
of downtown includes the York Chester cemetery,
along with the former Sears building, the
downtown YMCA, and the Gaston County Police
station which front the corridor, as well as several
older hotels. Issues identified by the community
include prostitution and drug-related activity in
the vicinity. People do not feel safe and the land
use character is a contributing factor.
Leaving downtown, Franklin Boulevard runs trough
the old mill village around the Firestone Mill,
characterized by small scale single family housing
with mixed scale commercial establishments and
vacant parking lots (Figure 2.5). Parkdale Mills,
the only remaining active textile mill in the city is
located just west of the Firestone Mill.
As the corridor approaches Myrtle School Road
on the west, the older commercial areas give way
to some newer commercial development. This
new commercial development forms the gateway
into the city from the west.

Figure 2.3

Figure 2.4

Figure 2.5
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Western Segment

Issues + Opportunities Maps

The character of the western segment of Franklin
Boulevard differs most from the other segments.
It runs from the Myrtle School Road intersection to
the municipal boundary on the west near Sadler Elementary School.

As part of the public outreach effort undertaken
during the corridor study, community meetings
were held along the corridor to solicit input
regarding the study. Residents were asked to
indicate on maps and flip charts areas where
they saw issues along the corridor that needed
addressing as well as places of opportunities.

While the area around the Myrtle School Road intersection and the intersections with Shannon-Bradley Road and Edgewood Road are indicated as
commercial, much of this segment of roadway still
retains its rural character (Figure 2.9).
The roadway follows the rolling terrain and has a
wide median with two lanes in each direction (Figure
2.10). Manufactured homes line parts of this segment and the low-lying floodplain that runs adjacent
to the corridor in this segment contains several old
car dumps that have been there for at least three
decades. Despite attractive rolling hills and views of
Crowders Mountain, the scenery is marred by these
decrepit buildings and the rusting metal of car cemeteries.

For the purpose of this exercise, the corridor
was divided into four segments, with the central
segment broken out into Downtown and Greasy
Corner/Mill Village. The comments and ideas
received from the public were recorded and
summarized on the following maps. These form
the basis for the design ideas and master plan
that follows.

Figure 2.9

Figure 2.10
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DOWNTOWN ISSUES + OPPORTUNITIES MAP
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WESTERN GATEWAY ISSUES + OPPORTUNITIES MAP
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MILL VILLAGES ISSUES + OPPORTUNITIES MAP
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