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A Brief Overview of

Elbert & Jackson Wards

Overview and Background…



In the Beginning…





Elbert and 

Orleans

Laid Out 

in Early 1800’s



1853

Early 

Development 

Pattern





Elbert Square



1930’s

Loss of  Three 

Squares





The Former Civic Auditorium 

On Orleans Square…. 



The Municipal  Auditorium on Orleans Square



 From the Ralph Mark Gilbert Civil Rights Museum, Frederic Baldwin Collection



 Later Developments... 



Greatest Hits 

of the 

  60’s 70’s and 80’s…









Evolution & Loss…











Evaluating the Site…

Old Civic Center Complex







The Civic Center Structure

Urban Overview…





How the Building Works…







The Civic Center and its frontages



  First Focus on 

Oglethorpe Avenue 

Frontage…



  Oglethorpe Avenue
An Unsuccessful Frontage Condition…







Potential for 60,000 or 120,000SF of Space for Infill

Mixed-Use Retail / Office / Municipal Space



Large Infill Site on Oglethorpe Avenue



Recent Mixed-Use Space

  in the City Center…



Retail and U.S. Attorneys Offices, Ellis Square



The Johnny Mercer Theatre

Taking a closer look



Entrance Can be Challenging for Pedestrians and Visitors



The Existing Civic Center Lobby



The Theater can be Retained, Renovated, and Provide 
Continued use to the Community





Now to the Old Arena…







New City Arena



Is Retaining the Arena a Practical 
Option?



• The Johnny Mercer Theatre is still profitable and 

serves a unique function.

• The Old Arena is not profitable and no longer 

serves a unique function.

• Significant Repairs to Old Arena needed.

Observing the Current State of the Civic 

Center…



Conceptual Studies for 

Redeveloping the Civic 

Center

Restoration of 

Elbert and JacksonWards









A New Entry Facade for the 

    Johnny Mercer Theatre…





Potential Usable Space

 

Retail / Office / Municipal Space

on Oglethorpe Avenue…





Elbert & Jackson Wards

Long-Term Scenario

Complete Ward Restoration 







Mixed-Use Infill on One 

of the Original Ten 

Blocks
Remaining 3 Blocks 

Restored and full 

Elbert Square



City Council Direction 

for 

Further Study





•  Acoustical and Facility Analysis

•  Cultural Landscape Analysis

•  Phase I Archaeology Report

•  Detailed Civil Site Survey

Additional Preparation



Recommendation of the ULI Atlanta 

Study
   

Acoustical and Facility Analysis…





Economic Viability of the Civic Center Site

Panelists	spent	two	days	using	the	Civic	Center	as	a	base	for	this	

project.	…included	in	the	process	was	a	tour	of	the	facility,	use	of	

the	meeting	rooms,	and	a	walk	around	the	exterior	of	the	site.	

Though	this	review	was	very	high-level	and	brief,	the	team	

explored	the	condition	of	the	building,	the	possibility	of	re-use/

repurposing,	along	with	possible	scenarios	of	partial	re-use.	We	

recommend	a	detailed	assessment	by	a	consultant.





“While the existing Johnny Mercer 
Theatre 

is certainly very tired from aesthetic 
and functional perspectives, there is no 

doubt that the facility is a valuable 
community asset that could be 

transformed to play a leading role once 
again in the cultural life of Savannah.”

- Paul Scarbrough















Scenario 1



Scenario 1



Scenario 2



Scenario 2



“We believe that there is great potential for 
redeveloping the Johnny Mercer Theatre to 

bring it up to contemporary standards of 
acoustics, theatrical functionality, audience 
comfort, and performer accommodations 
while greatly improving its architectural 

ambiance.”



 Cultural Landscape Analysis…

Ethos Preservation





















Phase I 

  Archaeological Report

Completed



Detailed Site Survey 

Completed
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Community 



▪ Stakeholder	Meetings		
	 Thursday,	April	25:	Series	of	sessions	with	representatives	from	the		business	

community,	Metropolitan	Planning	Commission,	Neighborhood	Associations,	Arts	

community,	and	other	community	stakeholders.	

▪ Community-wide	Open	House		
		 Tuesday,	May	7,	from	6	to	8	p.m.,	Civic	Center	Ballroom	

▪ Virtual	Community	Meeting		
			 Thursday,	May	16,	at	6	p.m.	,	See:	www.SavannahGa.gov	

▪ Community-wide	Open	House		
		 Saturday,	May	18,	from	11	a.m.	to	12:30	p.m.,	John	Delaware	Community	Center	

▪ Community-wide	Open	House		
			 Monday,	May	20,	from	6	to	8	p.m.,	The	Armstrong	Center	Southside	

Public Input Events



















Facility

Theater	

Arena	Space	

Ballroom	

Multi-Purpose	Rooms	

Lobby	



Community 

MLK,	Jr.	Legacy	

Historic	Preservation/Cultural	Landscape	

Arts	Community	

Businesses	/	Retail	

Neighborhoods



Future

Affordable	Housing	

Mixed-Use	Retail	/	Office	/	Municipal	Space	

Parking	

Future	Land	Use	

Public	Green	Spaces	

Gateway	Entrances	
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Future 



Thinking About the Future…

20 Years of Planning 



2001: Existing Civic Center site ranked as least favorable site for new arena. 

2005: Liberty Street Parking Garage opens to serve the Civic Center and allow for the 

future redevelopment of its surface parking lot.

2013: The Mayor and Aldermen endorse the Springfield Canal City Lot site as the 

location for the new arena.

2014: The City establishes six advisory subcommittees to provide input during the 

initial phase of the new area project.

2016: Arena Advisory Committee for Utilization of the Current Civic Center 

recommended retaining the Civic Center. Concurrently, the Proposed Arena Feasibility 

Study, advised against preserving the arena due to substantial costs associated with 

repairs to bring the building into life safety compliance. 

Timeline of Civic Center Redevelopment



 Deciding the Fate of the 

Heart of Savannah

Mayor and Council Vote





June 2024:

The	Mayor	and	Aldermen	of	the	City	of	Savannah	vote	to	

proceed	with	the	removal	of	the	arena	and	renovation	of	the	

theatre,	ballroom,	and	community	meeting	rooms.	



City Council Resolution



• Achieves	an	equitable	approach	to	redevelopment	of	the	area	

• Retains	the	name	and	legacy	of	Dr.	Martin	Luther	King,	Jr.	

• Restores	as	much	of	the	Oglethorpe	Plan	as	feasible	

• Prioritizes	housing,	including	affordable	and	workforce	housing		

• Prohibits	the	development	of	new	hotels	and	restricts	the	use	of	short-term	

vacation	rentals	

• Optimizes	space	for	public	and	municipal	use,	as	well	as	appropriate	retail	

and	commercial	spaces	

• Achieves	future	parking	needs

City Council Resolution Requirements
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