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Downtown Niagara Falls Heritage Path

INTRODUCTION
Over the last 40 years, modern highway features such as the Rainbow Bridge 
plaza, the wide boulevard of  Niagara Street and the former Robert Moses 
Parkway blocked access to the Niagara River Gorge and acted as impediments 
to the free flow of  pedestrians between Niagara Falls State Park and the City’s 
downtown district. While millions of  travelers visit Niagara Falls State park 
each year, many of  them only visit sites within the park itself  and are not aware 
of  the myriad amenities that exist in downtown Niagara Falls. Downtown is 
just steps away from the State Park, but the connections between the park and 
the city are not always obvious and—in some places—are dominated by vast 
open tracks of  vacant land or intimidating street crossings. For the past decade 
New York agencies have been implementing strategies and building physical 
improvements needed to better connect these downtown amenities with the 
natural assets of  the State Park. 

The proposed heritage path will be the latest in a series of  strategic public 
infrastructure investments. The Heritage Path will consist of  several 
checkpoints that link together the numerous cultural, historical and natural 
assets of  downtown Niagara Falls. This will include two gateway features, six 
heritage checkpoints, several smaller learning opportunities and consistent 
wayfinding signage to guide people along the way. The proposed 1.6 mile path 
will form a loop connecting the north and south ends of  Niagara Falls State 
Park, through downtown. An additional east-west connection at the midpoint 
of  the path will run along Old Falls Street, downtown’s most heavily traffic 
pedestrian street and a main connection to the most popular entrance to 
Niagara Falls State Park.

The Heritage Path is also an integral part of  USA Niagara Development 
Corporation’s (USA Niagara’s) “Downtown Niagara Falls Development 
Strategy” which aims to stimulate new growth in downtown that supports 
the tourism economy and local businesses. The Heritage Path will induce new 
activity on several vacant sites in downtown making it an important first step in 
implementing the long-term strategy. 

At a moderate pace, the Heritage Path  could be walked in 32-minutes. This  length is 
comparable to the walk from  Luna Island to the Niagara Gorge  Discovery Center, 
through the Goat  Island Bridge. It is similar to the length  of  the High Line in New York 
City or the Outer Harbor walk in Buffalo. 
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BACKGROUND
What is the Downtown Niagara Falls 
Development Strategy?

The land market in downtown Niagara Falls has 
historically languished because of  a conundrum: 
while the City’s economy was stagnant as it 
restructured away from its heavy industrial base, 
parcels near Niagara Falls State Park continued 
to have high valuation given its proximity to the 
globally-recognized tourist destination. Thus, many 
local and out-of-town investors often practiced 
land speculation—the practice of  holding land 
long-term in hopes of  future appreciation in value. 
This usually leads to owners holding parcels for 
years without building anything new or updating 
existing structures. This resulted in the several key 
properties in downtown Niagara Falls remaining  
largely vacant, partially vacant, or underutilized for 
as long as 30 years. These properties—many dating 
to the city’s ill-fated urban renewal program in the 
1970s and 80s—continue to serve as deterrents to 
significant investments in Niagara Falls State Park 
and Downtown Niagara Falls. 

In 2018 USA Niagara began purchasing vacant 
parcels across Downtown. In total, USA Niagara 
acquired seven buildings and over eight acres of  
vacant land through its Strategic Land Acquisition 
Program. 

With this land now out of  the hands of  land 
speculators, USA Niagara has begun to focus its 
attention on bringing new mixed-use developments 
to Downtown Niagara Falls that will enhance the 
tourism industry, diversify the economy and benefit 

those who live and work in Niagara Falls. The first 
step in this process was the creation of  a formal 
strategy to ensure new development is done in a 
thoughtful manner that responds to the character 
of  Downtown. The resulting “Downtown Niagara 
Falls Development Strategy” illustrates a range of  
interim interventions and attainable development 
guidelines to re-imagine a vibrant downtown in the 
near-term while building momentum to promote 
sustainable dynamic growth and development over 
time.

The design process began with an analysis of  both 
historic and contemporary conditions, followed 
by a study of  the local needs of  the city and its 
citizens. The strategy links the history, community, 
and culture that are embedded in Downtown 
Niagara Falls, ensuring a clear connection to and 
relationship with the City. 

1. Park View
2. Gorge Gateway

3. The Canal
4. Old Falls 5. Upper Rapids

101 Buffalo Ave

305 Buffalo Ave

Rainbow Bridge to Canada

To Old Fort Niagara, 
Amtrak & Lewiston

To Buffalo

State Park 
Main Entrance

1/2 Mile from State Park
Main Entrance

Niagara Falls 
State Park

USA Niagara-Owned Development Sites

Shoreline Bike/Pedestrian Trail

Park Access Points
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Niagara Falls has been an important location in almost every era of  American 
History, a fact that while well known locally is decidedly absent from the 
understanding that most tourists take away from their visits. Uncovering this 
hidden past should be the foundation of  new developments. 

The City of  Niagara Falls’ topography makes it extremely walkable;  it is 
relatively flat and surrounded by a ribbon of  world-class parkland. Creating a 
defined path through Downtown will complete a full circuit that connects the 
State Park’s natural sites with Downtown’s urban amenities. 

Current market conditions may not support ground-up development on all 
USA Niagara-owned land at once. That does not mean the sites should sit 
vacant in the short-term. Interim uses will help to activate vacant land and 
bring foot traffic to long-dormant areas of  the city. 

The end goal is to return all sites back to productive use, but this must be done 
in a way that supports Downtown’s long-term viability. Infill developments will 
not rely solely on tourism-related uses. Mixed-use buildings will integrate hotel, 
residential, retail, restaurants and office uses.

Make History Legible Connect Sites with Each Other and The State Park

Build Critical Mass Through New Activity Infill with Mixed-Use Developments

What are the priorities of the Development Strategy?
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Over time, USA Niagara will work with private sector partners to design and build mixed-use infill developments that reflect the character and history of  
Niagara Falls. Each site has been studied and appropriate future uses are recommended to respond to the urban context, local needs and market conditions. 
Proposals for the sites work together as a comprehensive framework promoting  activity and development, amplifying their cumulative positive impact on 
Downtown and the city as a whole. And while this strategy will serve as a guide for future work, USA Niagara will address each development individually to 
ensure they respond to the ever-evolving needs of  Niagara Falls.

What is the long-Term vision of the Development Strategy?

Long-Term Build Out of Downtown Including Heritage Path and Infill Developments
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FOUNDATION FOR THE HERITAGE PATH
A Storytelling Framework For Niagara Falls’ History

The Heritage Path will uncover the hidden stories about the remarkable events and cultures that have shaped the City of  Niagara Falls. The city has been a key 
location in almost every era of  American History, a fact that while well known locally is decidedly absent from the understanding that most tourists take away from 
their visits. The topics and events included in this path follow the historic events highlighted in the 2013 Niagara Falls National Heritage Area Interpretive Plan. 
Several important themes—explained on the following pages—will be used to tell the story of  Niagara Falls. 
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The Falls
Native

Culture

Haudenosaunee Mythology
The history of Downtown Niagara Falls, not surprisingly, 
revolves around the Falls themselves. For centuries before 
European colonization, the Falls held a central place in 
Haudenosaunee society, both strategically in limiting the 

the importance of the “Western Door” and spiritually 
as an integral part of their mythology which ties the 
creation of the falls during the battle between the thunder-
being Hé-no and the demon Djodi’kwado’; and the 
rescue of Princess Lelawal by Hé-no, marking humans 

LelawalaHé-no and Djodi’kwado’
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The Falls

Western
Romanticism

Native
Culture

Louis Hennepin “Discovers the Falls,” 1677

visiting the falls in person, Father Louis Hennepin, 
reportedly responded in horror. The cultural norms 
of that era considered such raw power to be hideous, 
however, in the thinking of the time, the notions of 
awe, horror nature, and the sublime were deeply 
intertwined in ideas about Romanticism. 
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Western
Romanticism

Native
Culture

Arts

Frederic Edwin Church, Niagara, 1857 Albert Bierstadt, Niagara, 1869

Thomas Cole, Distant View of Niagara Falls, 1830 Ferdinand Richardt, Underneath Niagara Falls, 1862 John Frederick Kensett, Niagara Falls, 1855

Frederic Edwin Church, Niagara Falls, 1856Louisa Davis Minot, Niagara Falls, 1818 Victor De Grailly , View Atop Niagara Falls, 1850

The Hudson River School
By the 19th century, the Falls were an established 
symbol of power, awe, and wonder, attracting the 
preeminent landscape painters of the time. The 
artists of the Hudson River School, known as the 

 
the Falls, some painting it multiple times often on 
monumentally large canvasses. These works were 
shipped out on world tours making the Falls a globally 
recognized symbol of the power of nature.

The Falls



11

500’250’0 1000’

Western
Romanticism

Native
Culture Industry

Engineering

Arts

The Impact of Industry
In the same decades as the height of its artistic fame, 
Niagara Falls underwent rapid industrial development.  

 
overland portage between the great lakes, obsolete, 

 
to divert water from the Niagara River above the Falls 
and harness its power, providing the infrastructure for 
what would become the Mills District.  The prevailing 
thought of the time saw this as progress, taming the 

 
reaction, rather than despoiling a pristine wonder. 

The Falls
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The Falls

Western
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Native
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Preservation & the Niagara Reservation
In the second half of the 19th century, tension began 
to build between industrial and private tourism 
development near the Falls and a growing group of 

as it had been portrayed in the romantic paintings.  
Famed landscape architect Frederick Law Olmsted 

park around them in collaboration with Calvert Vaux. 

eminent domain. 
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Mythical Landscape As Spectacle 
 

was the preservation of a natural wonder, the design 
of the park, in the convention of the time, was much 
more an example of carefully designed romantic 
pastoralism than a preserve of any sort of natural state.  
Olmsted and Vaux carefully framed views to highlight 
“picturesque elements” and shield visitors from the 
sight of the nearby city.  In this way, the Reservation 
further cemented the City’s tourism industry to the 

 
half of the 19th century. 

The Falls
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Technology & Commerce as Spectacle
Tourism in the Niagara region was not limited to the 
naturalistic mode of romanticism, it followed the 
progressive romantic ideas around human taming of 
the wild as well.  The triumphs of engineering, from 

at the Adams Power House to things as mundane as 
the production of Triscuits drew scores of tourists 
in their own right, eager to see what the power of 
Niagara had wrought. 
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The Underground Railroad
The flourishing industrial and tourist economy in 
Niagara, combined with the engineering triumphs 
that produced the multiplying crossings that 
traversed the gorge, all made Niagara Falls the 
perfect, and therefore busiest, terminal of the 
Underground Railroad. Free persons could find 
employment in local hotels serving Southern 
tourists who were accustomed to black servers—less 
common in other parts of the “free” north while 
using their earnings and position to help escaped 
slaves flee to freedom in Canada. 



16

The Falls

Western
Romanticism

Native
Culture Industry

Engineering

Tourism

Civil RightsArts

W.E.B. Dubois and the Niagara Movement
The Falls captivated the imagination of the Niagara 
Movement and its founder W.E.B. Dubois, putting 
the awesome romantic power of the Falls in full force 
behind their quest for full equality. A radical position 
at the time, given that other prominent civil rights 
leaders like Booker T. Washington were decidedly 
not calling for an end to Jim Crow, the Falls gave the 
Niagara movement a potent metaphor for the moral 
force and inevitability of their platform.  While the 
Niagara Movement was short-lived, its members 
would go on to found the NAACP, marking the 
beginning of the modern civil rights movement.



17

The Falls

Western
Romanticism

Native
Culture Industry

Engineering

Tourism

Civil RightsArts

Robert Moses vs the Tuscarora
While engineering prowess and the power of “progress” 
were instrumental in Niagara Falls’ role in the underground 
railroad, the same motives manifest in Robert Moses’s 
drive to complete the Niagara Power Project had the 
opposite impact on the Tuscarora people. The tribe saw 

a fraction of what their white neighbors received. However, 
civil disobedience and legal challenges lead by Tuscarora 
Chief Wallace “Mad Bear” Anderson were early and 

which would gain momentum in the subsequent decades.
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1963
De-industrialization 
The collapse of the Schoellkopf Power Station in 1956—
the impetus for Robert Moses’s work to the north—was 
in many ways the death knell for the industry 
in Downtown Niagara Falls proper. The businesses 
in the Mills District had already been slowly closing 
their doors for at least two decades as transmission 
technology removed the necessity of industry to locate 
directly next to power generation. The collapse of the 

 
the closure of the hydraulic canal and the erasure 
of much of the physical evidence of Niagara Falls’ 
industrial heritage. 

The Falls
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1968
Robert Moses Parkway 
Robert Moses’s activity on the Niagara Frontier was not 
limited to the Power Project.  Right out of the power 
broker playbook, Moses’ Niagara Scenic Parkway strung 
a ribbon of concrete between the city and its namesake 
natural wonder. Focusing, as many Moses projects did, 
on ease of access for vacationing, upper middle-class 

 
 

color from the Falls while also prompting visitors to 
bypass the downtown their way to and from the State 
Park, starving local businesses.

The Falls
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1972
Urban Renewal 
Following the one-two punch of de-industrialization 

 
large swaths of Downtown Niagara Falls were 
designated as blighted and demolished with Federal 
Urban Renewal funds through the Rainbow Center 
Project No. 1 Urban Renewal Plan of 1967 and the East 
Falls Street Redevelopment Area Urban Renewal Plan of 
1972. The plans called for the rebuilding of a brand-
new, auto-centric downtown, though ultimately only 
a few new structures including the Rainbow Centre 
Mall and the Convention Center were built.

The Falls
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1995
Post Urban Renewal 

 in 
the early 1980s and Niagara Falls continued to 

 
much of the planned reconstruction after the initial 
demolition of much of the downtown never came to 
pass. Much of what was built was ultimately closed, 
including the Rainbow Centre, the Native American 
Center and the Niagara Falls Convention and Civic 
Center, which ultimately was transformed into the 
Seneca Niagara Casino & Hotel in 2002. 
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2020

2018

Robert Moses Parkway Removal
Beginning in 2018, the removal of the Robert Moses, 
and the subsequent expansion of the State Park, the 
largest expansion of green space in the city since the 

 
 

time in decades. 
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Old Falls Street Renovation
With the removal of the Rainbow Centre 
Wintergarden structure, Old Falls Street reconnected 
again Downtown to the State Park with a pedestrian-
friendly landscape that brought visitors back into the 
core of Downtown. This action catalyzed many other 
changes in the area. Projects such as the Cataract 
Commons public plaza or the Conference Center have 
given a new vibrancy to Downtown that could extend 
to other sites and arterials through other interventions. 

The Falls
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3.1 Placemaking Through Critical Mass
Engage & 
Organize 
Existing  
Players

Current Graphic IdentityCurrent Graphic Identity Possible Applications in Public Space

programs and institutions starting with Niagara’s 
established graphic identity. 

Heritage
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A new North-South Heritage Path, could run across Downtown and 
connect the State Park with the new Gorge Park and the 3rd Street 
Business District to encourage people to explore more areas of the 
downtown core on foot or by bike.

5.3 Near-Term Proposal | An Opportunity to Rediscover Downtown’s History

HERITAGE PATH COMPONENTS 
The Heritage Path will consist of  several checkpoints that link together the numerous cultural, historical and natural assets of  downtown Niagara Falls. This will 
include two gateway features, six heritage checkpoints, several smaller learning opportunities and consistent wayfinding signage to guide people along the way. 

I. Heritage Checkpoints

II. Gateway Features

III. Wayfinding, Signage and Lighting

IV. Other Learning Opportunities Component Locations on the Heritage Path
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Main St
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Old Falls 

Duggan Drive
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Hydraulic Canal 

Interpretive Plaza

South Gateway Feature:
Upper Rapids 
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Humans of  Niagara 
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Urban 
Renewal 
Checkpoint

Food Cultures 
Checkpoint

Borderland Checkpoint

Power & Industry 
Checkpoint

Niagara Reservation 
Checkpoint

Wayfinding, Signage 
Lighting & Other Learning 
Opportunities at Various 
Locations
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I. Heritage Checkpoints
Heritage checkpoints will include information 
and artistic interpretations that educate visitors 
about the history and culture of  Niagara Falls. 
This will include traditional printed boards and 
other physical exhibits but could be supplemented 
by digital experiences such as augmented reality 
exhibits accessed via mobile devices. Each 
checkpoint will be organized around a single theme.  
The following pages show the proposed themes 
and checkpoint locations. 

Checkpoint Locations Along the Heritage Path
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The “Humans of Niagara” checkpoint is located near 
the Goat Island Bridge at the intersection of 1st Street 

 

the Heritage Path, and secondly to showcase the diverse 
humans that have contributed to the ever-evolving 
cultural landscape of Niagara Falls, from the voices of 
the native Haudenosaunee people to the contributions 
of the current residents and Global tourists. The strategy 
recommends an inclusive approach that represents the 
diversity of people and presents their history from a 
variety of interwoven perspectives.

I. Heritage Checkpoint Theme: Humans of Niagara
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On the opposite end of Downtown, looking to the 
Canadian side, the Niagara Frontier has played a critical 
role through history in the development of social and 
economical relationships. Exhibits featuring the history 
of Native Americans, Freedom Seekers, and others are 
proposed for this checkpoint. A partnership with the 
Underground Railroad Museum could provide content 
and facilitate the execution of this history checkpoint. 

I. Heritage Checkpoint Theme: Borderland
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This checkpoint has the objective to describe Niagara 
Falls industrial history on the site of a portion of the 

industries located in the adjacent Old Mill District. 

implications of large-scale electricity production and 
the changes in the American way of life. A partnership 
with NYPA Power Vista and the Tesla Society could be 
explored. 

I. Heritage Checkpoint Theme: Power and Industry
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This checkpoint could be located on the Southern side 
of Downtown, on a site adjacent to the State Park, 

parks foundation. Famed landscape architect Frederick 

designed the park in collaboration with Calvert Vaux. 
The strategy proposed the construction of an observation 
tower facing Goat Island and the American Falls. 

I. Heritage Checkpoint Theme Niagara Reservation
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On the site of the Imperial Hotel, which was 
demolished due to Urban Renewal, this checkpoint 
could recreate the Downtown’s past. This strategy 
proposed that this space be utilized to represent the 
historical dynamism of Downtown’s hotels, businesses, 
and theaters. The execution of several murals and 
the installation of an information booth could allow 
visitors to imagine the past and guide them through the 
rest of the Heritage Path. 

1. Heritage Checkpoint Theme: Urban Renewal
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This checkpoint is located on 3rd Street and is proposed 
to celebrate the diverse spectrum of food cultures in 
Niagara Falls, which grew through the contributions of 
immigrant populations that followed the development 

I. Heritage Checkpoint Theme: Food Cultures
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I. Heritage Checkpoint: Typical Site Plan

Every Heritage checkpoint will be unique, but they will typically cover 2,500 square feet and include landscaping, lighting and a mix of  other placemaking 
elements such as information kiosks, shelters and seating. They may also be augmented with recreation activities, pop-up retail and food trucks/carts. 

View of a Typical Heritage Checkpoint 
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II. Gateway Features: Hydraulic Canal Interpretive Plaza
The site of  the historic hydraulic canal sits at the north end of  downtown. The canal—which was demolished decades ago—was built to divert water from 
the Niagara River above the Falls power early industry and eventually the world’s first large-scale generating plan. As a way to tell this unique history, the 
public plaza will interpret the historic hydraulic canal that once flowed through the site. Following the historic alignment of  the original canal, the plaza will 
create a new gateway between downtown and the State Park and use other design elements that tell the story of  the canal and the City’s industrial heritage. 
The one-acre plaza will be constructed on a four-acre site owned by USA Niagara. The plaza will remain a public easement while the remainder of  the site 
is filled in with new development in the future.

Hydraulic Canal Plaza location along the Heritage Path Hydraulic Canal Plaza Site Plan
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Existing Site (Looking Southeast from Discovery Way Entrance to Niagara Falls State Park)

Interpretive Plaza Surrounded by Infill Development

II. Gateway Features: Hydraulic Canal Interpretive Plaza
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Interpretive Plaza Surrounded by Future Infill Development

II. Gateway Features: Hydraulic Canal Interpretive Plaza
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II. Gateway Feature: Upper Rapids Observation Deck

At the south end of  the Heritage Path will a circular observation deck will be 
constructed along the border of  Niagara Falls State Park and Buffalo Avenue to 
enable panoramic views of  the Niagara River Rapids, Goat Island and the Falls. 
The deck—to be constructed in partnership with Niagara Falls State Park—will 
be connected to the newly constructed 3rd Street trail that provides a connection 
between the city street grid and the State Park through the site. The location also 
takes advantage of  the high elevation where the deck can be constructed above 
much of  the existing tree coverage in the State Park below.
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Observation Deck Surrounded by Future Infill Development

Observation Deck Concept and Existing 3rd Street Connector Path

Topography of Site Perched Above Niagara Falls State Park

Observation Deck location along the Heritage Path
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Plan View of Observation Deck and Existing 3rd Street Connector Path

II. Gateway Feature: Upper Rapids Observation Deck
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II. Gateway Feature: Upper Rapids Observation Deck

Side View of Observation Deck (looking east)
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Aerial View of Observation Deck and Existing 3rd Street Connector Path Stairs

II. Gateway Feature: Upper Rapids Observation Deck
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View of Observation Deck and Existing 3rd Street Connector Path Stairs From below in Niagara Falls State Park

II. Gateway Feature: Upper Rapids Observation Deck
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View from Observation Deck Looking Toward Goat Island and The Upper Niagara River

II. Gateway Feature: Upper Rapids Observation Deck



42

III. Wayfinding, Signage and Signature Lighting
3.1 Placemaking Through Critical Mass

Engage & 
Organize 
Existing  
Players

Current Graphic IdentityCurrent Graphic Identity Possible Applications in Public Space

programs and institutions starting with Niagara’s 
established graphic identity. 

The design of  the Heritage Path will include a brand identity that is consistent with the current communications and marketing materials of  Destination 
Niagara, the County’s marketing organization. The final design will include signage design standards and recommended locations for new physical 
signs, maps for distribution and other digital collateral to be used by local businesses and agencies for marketing and promotion of  the Heritage Path. 
Additionally, the legacy of  Niagara as one of  the first energy production hubs and its clean energy production capacity today could be narrated through a 
performative light path that would bring spectacle and safety to downtown while enhancing the visitor experience.

IV. Other Learning Opportunities
The foundation of  the Heritage Path and branded signage will create a framework that other additional points of  interest along the path can be plugged in 
to. These could be places where significant events occurred, landmark structures or formative geological features. Additionally, this framework will create a 
road map for further connecting the downtown with additional paths to other business districts in adjoining neighborhoods.

Examples Existing Branded Signage in Niagara Falls Aerial View of Heritage Path at Night Lit by Signature Lighting



43

ENGINEERING CONSIDERATIONS AND 
CONSTRUCTABILITY
Various engineering and design considerations and evaluations were made 
regarding the constructability of  envisioned Heritage Path components.  
Overall, these evaluations did not suggest any significant constraints to 
implementing the proposed features, considering their anticipated scale and 
extent.  

Information regarding these factors is presented in the following sections.

Culture, Terrain, and Climatic Conditions

Culture (Development Patterns & Land Use)

The City of  Niagara Falls has a rich history of  development related to both 
the heavy industrial and tourism economies related to the city’s location 
next to the Falls.  Near the turn of  the 20th century, the City became home 
to one of  the world’s first hydropower plants.  This facility, the Schoellkopf  
Power Station, was built with intakes located on Buffalo Avenue along 
the Upper Niagara River and the Hydraulic Canal traversing diagonally 
across the downtown area to the holding ponds on the Plant’s site in the 
northwest portion of  downtown on the Niagara Gorge.  The establishment 
of  the Plant spawned the development of  a series of  emerging industries 
that required a large and reliable source of  power—including metals 
processing, abrasives and chemical establishments. After a catastrophic 
collapse from a seismic event in 1957, the Schoellkopf  Power Station was 
replaced by the much larger Robert Moses Power Project in Lewiston, 
north of  the City.

Concurrent with its early industrial development, Niagara Falls also fueled 
a large and emerging tourism industry in the city.  However, by the late 
1800s, the natural beauty of  the Falls started to suffer from industrial 
development along the Niagara River.  In addition, many private entities 
had begun to buy up land areas surrounding the Falls in order to control 
tourism dollars.  In the late 1860s, a group of  community leaders and the 
nation’s first landscape architect, Frederick Law Olmsted, founded the 
“Free Niagara” movement, and urged the State of  New York to reclaim 
the Falls and the area around it for the public’s enjoyment.  In 1885, the 
State created the Niagara Reservation (now Niagara Falls State Park) 
and awarded a commission to Olmsted to design a plan for a naturalist 
landscape to preserve the beauty and setting of  the Falls.

Today, land use patterns in downtown Niagara Falls are predominantly 
influenced by Niagara Falls State Park, which encompasses a large area 
on the perimeter of  the downtown area.  While an overall mix of  land 
uses exists, the predominant use within the downtown core are primarily 
commercial in nature, with a particular focus on tourist-related facilities 
such as hotels, parking, and retail space.  

Terrain

The project area is primarily an urban environment located within the 
Erie-Ontario Lake Plain physiographic province.  These plains border 
Lake Erie and Lake Ontario and extend for several hundred miles east and 
west from the Niagara River.  The Lake Plains decrease in altitude from 
about 800 feet above mean sea level (AMSL) at the base of  the Allegheny 
Upland to about 350 feet AMSL at the level of  Lake Ontario (Whittemore, 
1976).  This descent comes mainly in the form of  steep, north-facing 
slopes called escarpments.  The project area is situated to the south of  the 
northernmost escarpment – the Niagara – which is most prevalent in the 
town of  Lewiston, NY.  At this point, the escarpment rises more than 200 
feet above the Ontario Plain.  The escarpment formed from the erosion of  
an old coastal plain where sedimentary rocks were deposited in seas dating 
millions of  years ago.  After the seas withdrew, wind and rain and running 
streams wore away much of  the rock, however thick beds of  resistant 
limestone protected and maintained the cliff-like formations (from Niagara 
Land - The Geography, Katheryne Thomas Whittemore, 1976).

The overall terrain of  land in the project area is generally flat, although 
there is a slight decrease in grade from the northern portion of  the project 
area (i.e., in the vicinity of  Main Street) to areas along the Upper Niagara 
River in Niagara Falls State Park.

Climatic Conditions

The project area experiences a fairly humid, continental-type climate, but 
with definite “maritime” characteristics due to strong modification from 
the Great Lakes.  This includes particularly mild summers and cold winters, 
influenced by its proximity to Lake Erie and Lake Ontario.  Monthly mean 
temperatures fall below 30 degrees Fahrenheit (F) from December through 
March and rise to an average of  75 degrees F or higher with low humidity 
from June through September.  The project area is also subject to the free 
movement of  air across the Niagara River corridor and the water’s final 
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descent over the falls into the gorge, and thus temperatures can fluctuate 
downward in localized areas during the summer and winter.  In addition, 
portions of  the project area may experience periods of  intermittent cloud 
cover that form from the waterfall mist.

Soil and Foundation Conditions

The vast majority of  the soils in the project study area are Urban Land 
(Ud) as mapped by the Soil Survey of  Niagara County, NY (US Soil 
Conservation Service 1986).  These soils are typified by urban fill, nearly 
level and at least 80% of  the soil surface is covered with non-absorbing 
surfaces (e.g. pavement, buildings, concrete, etc.).

Overall, the soil and foundation conditions in the project area are not 
highly unusual, allowing standard and construction methods to be 
employed.  The only potential exception to this would be shallow bedrock 
in land areas closer to the Gorge and the Falls, however, it is unlikely that 
the scope of  improvements considered in the project would be affected by 
these features.

Geotechnical

While portions of  roads/highways along the Niagara Gorge rim were 
constructed on rock and soil fill material excavated during construction, 
all portions of  the project area are located far enough from the Gorge 
that its unique conditions would not affect structural stability. No special 
geotechnical measures would need to be employed within the project area.

Drainage Systems

On all parcels and roads in the project area, surface water drainage is 
collected by closed systems that tie to a combined sanitary/storm water 
system owned by the Niagara Falls Water Board.  The project would not 
significantly impact drainage nor be impacted by, existing drainage features 
in the area.  The components of  the Heritage Path would not create any 
dramatic increase in stormwater runoff, nor would generate any sanitary 
sewer flows.

Hydraulics

None of  the components of  the proposed Heritage Path would have any 
effect on hydraulic capacity, insofar as no water crossings are proposed.

Utilities

The project area is served by all major utilities including electric, natural 
gas, water, cable/data, and telephone lines.  Except in limited locations 
along Buffalo Avenue, Third and Fourth Streets, these services are 
provided by underground facilities or aboveground facilities located within 
street rights-of-way.

The project would not significantly impact, nor be impacted by, existing 
utility features in the area.  During final design, contact/coordination would 
be conducted with local water, gas, electric, and telephone, cable television 
and sewer utility companies to determine exact locations of  underground 
facilities.

Past Environmental Constraints/Contamination

Given the commercial and industrial legacy of  Niagara Falls, USA Niagara 
commissioned the undertaking of  Phase I and, where required, Phase 
II Environmental Site Assessments (ESAs) for each property that the 
agency acquired, and now form the component sites for the Heritage Path.  
Overall, USA Niagara-owned properties that had previously supported 
only past residential uses have little indication of  constraints from past 
releases or deposits on hazardous or contaminated wastes, while other 
downtown properties—which in selected cases could be considered 
“brownfield sites”—indicate the potential to encounter soil contamination, 
but unlikely at levels consider “hazardous” under State or Federal guidance 
documents or regulations. 

For example, Phase I ESAs completed for USA Niagara-owned former 
residential properties on Buffalo would have very limited risk to encounter 
hazardous waste or contaminated soils.  However, the Heritage Path would 
also use a portion of  the location for of  former Hydraulic Canal.  This 
canal, which once fed the Schoellkopf  Power Station, was closed/filled 
beginning in 1959 with  municipal solid waste (MSW) and construction/
demolition (C&D) waste and was listed in 1999 on the NYS Department 
of  Environmental Conservation (NYSDEC) List of  Inactive Hazardous 
Waste Sites [AKA “State Superfund Program”].  Subsequent testing and 
evaluation prompted a determination by NYSDEC that the site should no 
longer be listed, and that no further remedial action was required.  Phase 
I and II investigations on the proposed Plaza site indicated no further 
investigation for hazardous substances but recommend soil management 
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procedures for any contaminated, but non-hazardous soils.

Similarly, Phase I and Phase II ESAs indicated that the proposed locations 
for other components of  the Heritage Path not on the Buffalo Avenue 
properties would have the potential to encounter contaminated soils typical 
of  urban sites and could be addressed with standard soils management 
provisions and protocols incorporated into construction documents.

In addition, there is a limited level of  risk to encounter another type of  
contaminated material where project components might disturb portions 
of  the subbase of  local streets.  In the 1950s and 1960s, nearby industrial 
facilities often sold waste slag from aluminum and other metal processing 
that contained traces of  radioactivity, now known as technologically 
enhanced naturally occurring radioactive material (TENORM).  This slag 
was often used as subbase material in local street and highway construction 
projects.  As part of  the final design process for the removal of  the former 
Robert Moses Parkway along the Gorge rim, site scanning indicated that 
it could be encountered on locations in and around former plant sites and 
streets near the former Schoellkopf  Power Station.  While it is unlikely 
that components of  the Heritage Path would disturb street subbase 
levels in areas that have not already been remediated, as part of  the final 
design process, USA Niagara will undertake scanning of  project areas to 
determine the likelihood of  encountering TENORM and if  discovered, 
coordinate with NYSDEC to ensure that proper protocols for interim 
stockpiling and disposal are incorporated into construction documents. 

Acquisition/Right of Way Needs 

No acquisitions of  land would be required to accommodate the proposed 
components of  the Heritage Path, nor would any additional right-of-way 
be required for any of  the recommended improvements.  Coordination 
with the City of  Niagara Falls would be undertaken for certain components 
that would be co-located in local street rights of  way (e.g., trail blazing 
signs, selected checkpoint features).

Ownership and Maintenance Jurisdiction

Current ownership and maintenance responsibilities for locations of  
project components include USA Niagara parcels, City of  Niagara Falls 
street rights of  way, and Niagara Falls State Park owned by the NYS Office 
of  Parks, Recreation and Historic Preservation.  These responsibilities 
are anticipated to continue after completion of  the project. During final 
design, the facility owners will review existing ownership and maintenance 
responsibilities to determine if  any special considerations need to be 
included.
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IMPLEMENTATION

Planning & Funding Steps
 x Identify agencies/entities and funding 
source(s) for capital and associated design 
services

 x Identify involved agencies and create project 
working group.

 x Identify funding for final design services, and 
construction & enter agreements with funding 
entities e.g., if  using federal transportation 
funds, add to TIP.

 x Engage a final design consultant team through 
competitive bidding process.

 x MOUs or other agreements as needed for 
access.

Design & Build Steps

 x Supplement final design/construction working 
group (as necessary).

 x Undertake final design process:

 – Identify branding and wayfinding identity

 – Design capital elements at each checkpoint

 – Design lighting package

 – Determine phasing (if  applicable)

 x Design evaluations/decisions

 x Develop construction staging plan

 x Prepare final design/construction documents 
and engineer’s estimate

 x Sign MOUs or other maintenance/access 
agreements.

 x Procure general contractor through 
competitive bidding process. To expedite 
the delivery, the project can be bid as three 
separate packages—(1) Hydraulic Canal 
Interpretative Plaza / Industry & Power 
Checkpoint, (2) Upper Rapids Observation 
Deck / Niagara Reservation Checkpoint, and 
(3) Remaining checkpoints (4 in total) and 
wayfinding signage.

 x Project management provided by USA Niagara 
with administration support from design 
consultant through end of  construction phase. 

Evaluation Steps

 x Promote through local businesses and other 
regional agencies

 x Review program and installations annually 
with stakeholder to maintain relevance 

 x Update path (if  needed) as development 
progresses 

Project Schedule

Tasks 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20 21 22 23 24 25 26 27 28 29
PLANNING

Funding Award
Funding Agreements
Design Authorization

DESIGN
Consultant Selection
Final Design & Stakeholder Outreach
Final Design Report (FDR)
Final Plans Specifications and Estimates  (PS&E)
Construction Phase Authorized
Project Advertised
Construction Permits
Letting Held

CONSTRUCTION
Contract Awarded
Construction
Final Inspection Performed
Punchlist Completed

CLOSE OUT
Final Payment Submitted
Required Documentation Submitted

Months 




