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DELAWARE VALLEY REGIONAL PLANNING COMMISSION 
LAND USE AND HOUSING COMMITTEE MEETING HIGHLIGHTS 

November 20, 2008 
 
A meeting of DVRPC’s Land Use and Housing Committee (LUHC) was held on November, 2008, 
beginning at 10 a.m. Barry Seymour asked the meeting participants to introduce themselves and 
then introduced the meeting’s topic, the value of educational and medical anchor institutions for 
economic growth.  Evangeline Linkous (a Planning Analyst at DVRPC) introduced the meeting’s 
speakers: Omar Blaik, President and CEO of U3 Ventures; William Bergman, Vice President of 
Operations at Temple University; and Monica Lesmerises, Director for Community Development 
for Cooper University Hospital. 

Mr. Blaik began by discussing U3 Ventures’ work assisting universities throughout the nation in 
becoming urban leaders. U3 works with universities to channel their economic activity to create 
vibrant edges filled with residential, commercial and retail uses. From a city’s perspective, urban 
universities are economic drivers, both as major employers with a vested interest in remaining in 
the city and often as large landowners with a unique capacity for development. Academic 
institutions are content rich, offering arts, theatre, sciences, research facilities, and community 
spaces and as such providing for a unique mingling of public and academic interests. From the 
university’s perspective, an urban location offers an enhanced quality of life; a “real life” 
laboratory for both teaching and research; an opportunity to propagate its institutional and 
academic works to the public; a competitive edge in attracting both students and faculty; and an 
effective means of communicating institutional values. 

Mr. Blaik next discussed his efforts as former Senior Vice President of Facilities and Real Estate 
Services at the University of Pennsylvania, where he led the effort to enhance the quality of life 
on campus and in the neighborhood by creating a vibrant and engaging environment for students, 
faculty, and staff. The Penn campus has undergone a rebirth since the late 1990’s, transitioning 
from an uninviting campus with buildings facing inward in deteriorating neighborhoods to a year-
round, vibrant, mixed-use community. He also briefly discussed previous and ongoing planning 
efforts at other institutions, including the University of Colorado, the University of Chicago, and St. 
Louis University. 

In closing, Mr. Blaik noted that, as land holders, anchor institutions are truly “city planners”, and 
universities of all sizes and types have now embraced their role in economic development, 
realizing that they can effectively communicate their institutional values through the built 
environment. Keys to successful development include finding points of intersection with the 
surrounding community; using real estate development as a tool to effectuate their vision and 
leverage the private sector; and leveraging economic activity to incubate vibrant mixed uses.  

The meeting’s next speaker was William Bergman, who discussed ongoing efforts at Temple 
University aimed at enhancing the vibrancy, safety, and sustainability of the main campus and 
surrounding community. He began by stating that Temple is at a very different stage in their 
development than Penn, noting that over the past 15 years the University has transitioned from a 
traditional commuter school to a major university with 12,000 students living on or immediately 
adjacent to campus. 

Mr. Bergman discussed Temple's plans for the revitalization of the Main Campus, which include 
plans for 2,000 more resident “beds”; additional recreational space; additional research space 
(including a new School of Medicine); a new School of Art (including galleries and entertainment 
space); the renovation of the Baptist Temple on Broad Street; and the Fox School of Business, 
which will provide an additional 250,000 square feet in the center of campus. He discussed 
Temple's Master Plan and community development goals, which includes the development of two 



  
 

existing parking lots on the campus’ edge as a new library, administrative spaces, and housing; 
the construction of two pedestrian walkways (Berks Walk and Liacouras Walk); and the 
demolition of older science buildings and  construction of a green quad in the center of campus. 
The University’s overall goal is to enhance the quality of life, housing, recreation, food/retail, and 
educational opportunities in Lower North Philadelphia. 

The meeting’s final speaker was Monica Lesmerises, who discussed her experiences as the 
Community Development Director for Cooper University Hospital in Camden, New Jersey.  
Hospitals are 24-hour, 7-day-a-week businesses, anchored to their locations and having a 
diverse workforce. The facilities draw people, by choice or circumstance, to a city or particular 
neighborhood – people who may never otherwise choose to come. With health care as the 2nd-
fastest growing industry in the U.S., hospitals continue to offer jobs across the wage and skill 
spectrum and provide an engine for growth, even during economic turmoil. For these and other 
reasons, hospitals can be ideal anchors for development. Cooper University Hospital is Camden’s 
largest employer, with over 3,700 employees. With 71,000 outpatient visits, 56,000 emergency 
room visits, and 25,000 admissions annually plus visitors and vendors, the facility generates a 
huge daytime population and a smaller but still significant nighttime population, providing a 
potential market for ancillary businesses.  

The 2002 Camden Recovery Act provided $175 million in capital investment to revitalize New 
Jersey’s most distressed city.  Of this, $47.7 million was set aside for “Higher Education and 
Regional Healthcare,” of which the largest investment was directed to Cooper University Hospital. 
The State’s investment has been a huge success, with its original $12.35 million investment 
leveraging Cooper’s new $220 million Patient Pavilion. The Patient Pavilion is the largest 
construction project in Camden in over 30 years.  The design of the building, including its 
orientation towards the downtown and the Walter Rand Transportation Center, creates a sense of 
“place” that the City was lacking, and its construction will result in the Hospital’s moving over 400 
employees from their current suburban locations into the City. The 10-story, state-of-the-art 
facility will have a total 312,000 square feet at completion, providing private patient rooms, new 
operating suites, a new laboratory, and more. The first phase opened in early November. 

With a host of other health and academic campus uses surrounding Cooper (including UMDNJ, 
the Coriell Institute, and Rutgers University), Cooper University Hospital has spearheaded the 
planning and creation of a “Health Sciences Campus and Neighborhood”, with a total public and 
private investment of $500-600 million. Elements of the overall plan include a new 1,600-car 
parking lot with ground floor retail and commercial spaces; a new UMDNJ/Rutgers University 
medical school; and a new Cooper Cancer Institute. Ongoing neighborhood improvements 
include new community parks, historic streetscapes, mixed-income housing, and a new public 
elementary school. The overall intent of the plan is to reconnect Cooper and the surrounding 
institutions with Camden’s traditional commercial corridor along Broadway. 

Ms. Linkous asked Committee members to provide brief updates on their ongoing initiatives and 
activities. There being no further business, the meeting adjourned at 12:15 p.m. The next LUHC 
meeting will take place in late January or early February 2009. 

 


