


Fresno

group of architects is
R/UDAT a new,
meaning.

The mini-R/UDAT program, intro-
duced by Warren Thompson, AIA and
sponsored by the San Joaquin Chapter of
The American Institute of Architects,
began as an effort to express the Chap-
ter’s concern for its community and to
help improve the image local citizens
have of architects.

While mini-R/UDATs do not attempt
to solve the far-reaching problems ad-
dressed by AIA’s Rural/Urban Develop-
ment Assistance Teams, they do try to
bring quality design solutions to evolving
downtown centers. Working in weekend
charrettes, local architects and fifth year
architecture students from California
Polytechnic State University at San Luis
Obispo have contributed their talents to
solving some of the problems facing the
Fresno mall and downtown Visalia.

Professor Paul Neel, AIA says, “It’s an
opportunity for students to have hands-
on experience with professionals working
on a common problem in a studio atmos-
phere” Neel emphasizes the positive im-
pact mini-R/UDATs have on the com-
munity. “We don’t answer all the city’s
ills, but we do alert members of the com-
munity that architects are interested, and
we get merchants to see the value of de-
sign as a merchandising tool,” he says.

In Fresno the students were given no
program for design beyond the observa-
tion that storefronts were not up to mall
standards and landscaping, and that the
solutions should inspire owners to up-
grade their stores. “The objective solu-
tions that resulted without input or pres-
sure from the property owners or the city
officials are pure design suggestions that
resulted from the freedom of the mini-
R/UDAT format,” says Warren Thomp-
son. Renovation efforts have not yet
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begun on the Fresno mall, but Thompson
notes, “I think we’ll see the mini-
R/UDAT solutions used as a guide when
people begin to remodel. It’s a first step.”

Visalia’s mini-R/UDAT should have a
more immediate impact since the city ac-
tively is planning a downtown renova-
tion. A consultant hired by the city had
Jjust completed an 18 month study on
downtown renovation when the mini-
R/UDAT was held.

“The problem was to generate some
creative solutions to existing store and
building fronts, alley entrances and pro-
totype entrances to the city,” says Larry
Segrue, AIA | organizer of Visalia’s mini-
R/UDAT. “The emphasis of the char-
rette was on close range visual upgrading
of the area”

The students viewed slides, visited the
site and spent an intensive 20 hours de-
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Visalia
veloping freechand design solutions which
were critiqued by local architects. The
graphic suggestions were presented to the
City Council, the Planning Commission
and the Board of Directors of Visalians
Inc., a merchants group. “The response
was excellent,” Segrue says.

The City presently is working with
merchants and architects to determine
the cost and procedure necessary to im-
plement the suggestions made by the con-
sultant and the mini-R/UDAT. “The
R/UDAT gives a general plan on how
to improve the downtown. It’s an idea
generator which helps local people see
how outsiders perceive our environment,”
Segrue says.

The mini-R/UDATs generate a lot of
goodwill. “In Fresno, this community in-
terest project has increased our visibility
with officials and the downtown people,”
says Warren Thompson. “It’s well worth
the time.”

Larry Segrue notes, “City officials were
floored by the fact that we spent the time
and money to present this as a gift to the
community. They saw that we architects
are not just here to make a buck: we’re
here to help improve the community.”

The Chapter’s community involvement
is ongoing, and will be seen next in Ma-
dera, where the mini-R/UDAT team al-
ready has enlisted the Rotary Club’s sup-
port. Whether the mini-R/UDAT idea
will catch on in areas other than Califor-
nia’s Central Valley remains to be seen.
But the concept was received enthusiasti-
cally when it was presented to architects
from around the country who attended
AIA’s Grassroots in January.

The mini-R/UDAT program offers tre-
mendous benefits, and is quite easy to
start. “All it takes” says Paul Neel, “is a
local architect who loves the idea and a
professor who’s cooperative.”

— Janice Fillip



