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Activate the Alleyways! 
Too many narrow spaces between and behind buildings  
have gotten a bad rap 

BEFORE AFTER 

A lleyways are generally perceived as 
sinister places where bad things happen 
and good people don’t go. The truth is, 

alleys are whatever they’re used for. Those that 
aren’t intentionally used in a productive, pleas-
ant way can turn bad. 

The cities of Camden, South Carolina, and 
Oconomowoc, Wisconsin, each wanted to make 
good use of a neglected alleyway. Each received 
grant money from the 2017 AARP Community 
Challenge (see page 128) to transform an alley 
space into an attractive and useful connector. 

Camden’s Main Street program transformed 
its Broad Street alley into a vibrant throughway 
for shoppers and diners. The city made the 
makeover a community event by inviting the 
public to stop by and then teaching visitors how 
to make stained glass–like globes out of tissue 
paper. The completed art pieces, LED string 
lights and UV shade canopies helped create a 
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This 120-foot-long 
alley in Camden, South 
Carolina, lacked 
anything inviting. 
Community members 
were encouraged to 
pop in during the alley 
“activation” project 
and make “stained– 
glass” globes that 
would hang alongside 
the new LED string 
lights. More than 100 
people had a hand in 
beautifying the alley. 
“It’s wonderful to see 
the residents who 
created pieces strolling 
through the alley and 
pointing out to friends 
and family where their 
piece is located,” says 
Katharine Spadacenta, 
the city’s Main Street 
program manager. (See 
the back cover for 
another alley photo.) 

decorative, open ceiling. Benches and planters 
were later added to turn the space into an 
elegant outdoor gathering place. 

The word “Oconomowoc” originated with the 
Native American Potawatomi people and 
translates as “waterfall” or “where the waters 
meet,” which makes sense since there are two 
neighboring lakes in the city’s downtown. 

The alley activation project showed the 
community how the useful but stark passageway 
could be a livelier link between the lakefront 
and the downtown retail area. 

The alleyway wasn’t closed during the transfor-
mation work, and passersby were invited to join 
the rejuvenation process by painting a faux foor 
tile or several. Visitors asked about the transforma-
tion happening before their eyes. The project 
sparked conversations about how to activate the 
other downtown alleys so that each could have a 
unique look and offer a distinctive experience. •
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BEFORE 

As the pictures  
here (and the one on 
page 97) prove, the 
alley project in 
Oconomowoc, 
Wisconsin really did 
welcome people 
of all ages. “Before, no 
one cared about this 
alleyway,” says Kristi 
Weber, a city planner 
and community 
development specialist 
for Oconomowoc. “The 
alley is now a bright 
beacon in our 
downtown. Children 
love to hop and skip on 
the colorful geometric 
spaces. People walking 
by can’t help but stop 
and take a look and 
talk about it. People 
now change their 
routes to experience 
the walkway. It gets 
folks to lift their heads 
up, look around and 
enjoy some 
untraditional and 
unexpected art.” 
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