
A role for senior citizens in downtown revitalization

The City of Fontana, CA, has renewed 
and revitalized its once dilapidated, crime- 
ridden downtown area, transforming it with 
the addition of four affordable senior housing 
complexes designed in the Spanish Mission- 
style envisioned by the city’s founder in 1913. 

The city identified a need for affordable 
senior housing and placed the developments 
in the downtown area due to the close proxim-
ity to existing medical facilities and transpor-
tation services, as well as the opportunity for 
downtown revitalization. 

The four complexes serve as “book ends” 
to the revitalized core of the city. A library, 
technology center, and community senior 
center are also within blocks of the senior 
housing. The changes have brought not only 
residents, but also businesses and customers 
from outside of the area. The city now has a 
sense of community and pride due in large 
part to its thriving downtown.

Fontana is one of many cities that has 
experienced growth and development by 
attracting senior citizens to the city center.

Unlike any other point in downtown 
history, the time is right for downtowns and 
seniors to come together for their mutual 
benefit.

The nation is experiencing a fundamental 
population shift. An anticipated one in five 
Americans will be over the age of 65 by the 
year 2050. Downtowns can take advantage of 
this shift by re-envisioning the downtown to 
attract seniors as visitors, shoppers, and also 
as in-town residents.

Downtowns already have many of the key 
elements in place to attract seniors: compact-
ness, essential services, and opportunities for 
personal contact. This holds true both right in 
the city center and in very nearby neighbor-
hoods where people can 
escape car-dependent 
sprawl by living and 
enjoying downtown 
lifestyles.

But in many city 
centers, there is still 
much work to be done. 
Two especially import-
ant areas to consider are 
walkability and housing 
availability. 

As cities consider 
strategies to enhance the 
overall walkability of 
their downtowns, spe-
cial emphasis should be 
placed on walkability for 
seniors. As the examples 
that follow show, something as simple as a 
curb may keep seniors from visiting down-
town, while something equally simply — a 
folding chair — can encourage them to visit 
downtown businesses.

When considering potential senior housing, 
a useful place to start is with a downtown white 
elephant. Again, as the examples that follow 
show, it can be a long and hard path to repur-
pose these buildings, but there are many advan-
tages, not least of which are preserving historic 
structures and a wealth of funding options. 
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Downtown seniors get  
a name of their own

It may be time to add Ruppie 
to the lexicon of demographic 
terms. Ruppies, according 
to author and city planner 
Kyle Ezell, are Retired Urban 
People. Ezell has written a 
book, Retire Downtown: The 
Lifestyle Destination for active 
Retirees and Empty Nesters in 
which he extols the benefits 
of retiring downtown and 
provides a guide to choosing 
the right location.


