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 The Las Olas Boulevard Six-
Month Safety Improvements 
Demonstration Project in Fort Lau-
derdale, FL (est. pop. 178,752), is 
part of an overall Community Invest-
ment Plan that includes safety and 
traffic calming improvements that 
will create a safer connection between 
the central business district, the busy 
boulevard, and local beaches. Tem-
porary installations aim to increase 
safety for drivers, bicyclists, and 
pedestrians while also balancing the 
needs of residents, business owners, 
and visitors. 
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The temporary installations 
allowed the city to test ideas quickly 
and inexpensively. “The project was 
installed in four weeks compared to 
a full reconstruction project, which 
would take approximately 12 to 18 
months,” says the city. “The cost 
to install the demonstration project 
was two to five percent compared to 
a complete roadway reconstruction 
project.” 

The city provides information 
about the project on its website, 
social media platforms, through press 

 From Small Business Saturday 
through Christmas, city centers are 
finding creative ways to attract more 
foot traffic and capture more holi-
day spending each year. Shop local 
programs, community tree lightings, 
unique celebrations and more pro-
vide holiday magic that entices more 
customers into downtown’s shops 
and restaurants. 

 It’s never too soon to begin plan-
ning for the holidays. In Chillicothe, 
MO (est. pop. 9,714), Main Street 

Chillicothe spent one summer polling 
merchants to discover what worked 
and what did not in the city’s holi-
day event calendar. This early input 
allowed the organization to keep the 
best aspects of its holiday promotion 
while tweaking others to better meet 
the needs of downtown merchants. 

 Surveys were emailed to down-
town businesses asking whether 
events should be held in November 
or December, whether one large 

Downtown
Idea Exchange
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 The new Grow St. Charles Monday Minute 
video series is allowing the Economic Develop-
ment Department in St. Charles, MO (est. pop. 
69,293), to highlight everything from retention 
and recruitment efforts to its thriving defense, 
aerospace, and healthcare industries. 

 The series, which launched in March, is 
part of the city’s overall marketing strategy to 
establish “a pattern of awareness,” says David 
Leezer, director of economic development. 
“What we are talking about is the goal that we 
somehow, some way, touch our sphere of influ-
ence, our outside influencers, our community, 
through Facebook, Twitter, print and electronic 
newsletters — something that keeps us front 
and center, top of mind.”

 The videos “have subtle context, but are a 
consistent way to be in front of the people we 
need to be in front of,” Leezer says. Pressure 
was on for the department to do a blog, but 
there is a proliferation of blogs, “and I also felt 
that fewer and fewer people are actually read-
ing them. It’s hard to get through that jungle 
of blogs, so we had to do something different. 
We are calling this our vlog. We are trying to 
separate ourselves out from everyone else. In 
economic development, you have to differenti-
ate yourself.” 

 Because the city has its own media depart-
ment, there are no production costs associated 
with the Monday Minute series. Leezer writes 
the scripts, and is always jotting down notes 
about timely topics and upcoming calendar 
events. “I always have in the hopper 10 to 15 
stories that we are going to be talking about,” 
he says. Leezer also “stars” in the videos, but 
notes that St. Charles is the true star of the 
show. He takes pains to film in the city council 
chambers so that the city logo is prominently 
featured in each video. 

 “I shoot five or six at a time,” he says. “I’m 
probably more blessed than some because we 
have a media department, but I think if some-
body else wanted to do this, and they don’t 
have somebody to do it internally, they could 

AttrAction

Weekly, one-minute videos keep 
city center top of mind

develop a relationship with a community col-
lege or high school. Even a high school kid 
with a camera could do this without a hitch. 
I’m sure there is somebody out there that would 
do it for no cost or a very low cost.” 

Topics have included an explanation of 
the rigorous process his department underwent 
to be recognized by the International Eco-
nomic Development Council as an Accredited 
Economic Development Organization; an 
explanation of ways that a university’s pres-
ence and investment add to the area’s quality of 
life, a showcase of local Small Business Week 
award winners, and more.

One upcoming Monday Minute will attempt 
to put a positive spin on road construction. 
“Everyone hates road construction, but I love 
road construction,” Leezer says. “I love what it 
means, which is that we have growth and invest-
ment. If you don’t have road construction, it 
means you don’t have anything going on!” 

 As the series expands, guest hosts will also 
be featured. “We don’t want to turn it into a 
commercial for another company, so you’ve got 
to be very careful with that, but for example, in 
one upcoming show, I have an intern from the 
Center for Advanced Professional Studies who 
attends the high school program here,” explains 
Leezer. “I will introduce him, and then he will 
sit where I was and take over, talking about 
what he does. And I’ve got a guy who works 
for me — we do 1,000 business retention visits 
a year. I’m going to have him talk about our 
retention program.” 

 The primary target audience is site locators, 
developers, and brokers, but also key contacts 
within the greater St. Charles area, members of 
the local business community, and “key thought 
leaders,” Leezer says. “We want to reach not 
just the city council, but people who have lived 
in the area for their entire lives and only see 
the community in one way. I want them to see 
St. Charles in a favorable, but different, light. 
In one recent video, I talked about our historic 
Main Street. One of St. Charles’s claims to 

DowntownDevelopment.com

To view an assortment 
of Grow St. Charles 
Monday Minutes, visit 
our website and click 
on Web Extras. 
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Demonstration project educates and 
engages the public — Continued from page 1

releases, educational brochures, and via a video 
explaining the responsibilities of each type of 
traveler within the color-coded demonstration 
area, and another explaining new rideshare 
zones. Blue sections of the roadway indicate 
the pedestrian travel lane and areas where land-
scaping may be installed. While green indicates 
bicycle travel lanes, where drivers must yield to 
peddlers when turning. 

In addition to the painted lanes, there’s a 
green “bike box” at a traffic light, indicating 
that bicyclists should stop in the box when the 
light is red, and that vehicles must stop behind 
the green area. Sections of the bike lane are 
also buffered by plastic delineators and rubber 
curbs. And along areas of the boulevard where 
bicyclists may use the entire roadway, green 
painted sharrow markings alert both peddlers 
and drivers to the shared space. 

The Demonstration Project also includes 
designated rideshare zones along the boulevard 
for drivers to pull in and drop off passengers. 
The zones provide a safe area on the side-
walk for those waiting for Uber, Lyft, and 

other rideshare cars. And there are designated 
loading/unloading areas on side streets off the 
boulevard.

The city took pains to spells out how the 
project benefits each type of traveler, as well as 
business owners: 

fame is that we were the start and end point 
of the Lewis and Clark expedition. We are 
very proud of that … [but] we’ve got a digital 
business incubator on Main Street that people 
don’t know about. So I want people to know 
that Main Street is not just about history, but 
better yet, making our own history.” 

Leezer does not believe the videos 
alone will inspire a company to locate in St. 
Charles, but rather that, “it keeps us top of 
mind and lets people know how good things 
are here. Also, there are 16 [cities named] St. 
Charles in the United States. I’ve got to make 
sure when you say St. Charles to a [major site 
selection company] they think St. Charles, 
Missouri rather than another St. Charles in 
another state.” 

 Grow St. Charles Monday Minutes are 
pushed out via the economic development depart-
ment’s social media accounts, Leezer’s LinkedIn 
account, and through several other city depart-
ment’s social media connections. The videos are 
featured on the growstcharles.com website and 
also drive viewers to that website. 

 Leezer did caution that, “as a public entity, 
when you post something on social media, you 
can’t stop public comments. Like anything else, 
there have been a couple of people who didn’t 
like what we said or didn’t agree, but 99 percent 
have been very complimentary. The response has 
been very good, and people are sharing it, which 
is what I wanted to see.”

Contact: David Leezer, City of St. Charles, (636) 
949-3231, david.leezer@stcharlescitymo.gov. 

Temporary, color-coded lanes indicate dedicated pedestrian and 
bicycle lanes during the Las Olas Boulevard Six-Month Safety 
Improvements Demonstration Project. 

diX
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• For those who drive, slower travel speeds 
reduce the chances of severe crashes, and, 
“the demonstration project also allows people 
driving to move efficiently by allocating dif-
ferent areas for all the users that previously 
shared the asphalt space, like people making 
deliveries, people dropping off or picking up 
passengers or goods, and people that bike at 
slower speeds.” 

• The reduced travel speed also decreases 
the odds of pedestrian- or bicycle-car colli-
sions. The project includes a reduced crossing 
distance at one crosswalk along with an 
advance stop bar on both sides of the intersec-
tion to provide greater pedestrian visibility 
to drivers. And the designated bike lane 
increases the comfort level for people who 
“are interested in biking but are concerned 
with biking with moving vehicles,” says the 

city. The bike box also “gives people 
riding bikes a safe and visible way to 
get ahead of vehicles at the intersection 
during the red light phase.” 

• Designated rideshare zones “dis-
courage unsafe practices such as double 
parking or stopping in the travel lane to 
pick up or drop off passengers,” says the 
city. 

• And for business owners, the 
city notes that, “biking infrastructure 
increases the number of people biking, 
which increases retail sales.” 

In March, the city began offering an 
evaluation survey on its website. Once the 

comment period ends, the project will be evalu-
ated based on a number of criteria, including: 

•  statistics on crashes and injuries for 
motorists, pedestrians, and bicyclists;

•  the number of people driving and biking;

• user satisfaction;

•  and input from business owners, residents, 
and the city’s first responders. 

 Evaluation of the rideshare and loading 
zone initiatives will include input from delivery 
service and rideshare providers, as well as busi-
ness owners along the corridor. 

 An evaluation report, along with recommen-
dations for next steps, will be presented to the 
city commission later this summer for consid-
eration. Recommendations could include any 
required city ordinance changes and a mitigation 
plan for any parking revenue impacts. diX

 In her annual State of the City presentation, 
Nancy Harris, mayor of Duluth, GA (est. pop. 
29,331), highlighted the continued buildout 
of downtown’s Parsons Alley as an important 
accomplishment for the city. The mixed-use 
development welcomed several new restaurants 
and a retail shop last year. 

PAthwAys And Public sPAces

Blending old and new in a successful alley redesign
 The project saw a historic alley in the city 

center reimagined as a 30,000-square-foot 
restaurant and retail hub. The alley now boasts 
a large plaza to serve the downtown area and 
adjacent restaurants with seating, a bocce ball 
court, performance stage, public art, outdoor 
signage, outdoor lighting, and redesigned sur-

DowntownDevelopment.com

To view videos 
educating the 
public about safety 
improvements and 
new bike lanes and 
rideshare zones, visit 
our website and click 
on Web Extras. 

Small-scale demonstration moves project forward
The tiny town of Bennett, NB (est. pop. 814), created a temporary 

improvement at the Bennet Village Park before investing in a perma-
nent installation. A splash pad was created by drilling holes in PVC 
pipe. Volunteers added signage and spray painted walkways leading 
to the demonstration site. The splash pad was a “rousing success and 
offered visitors a chance to imagine what their park could look like in 
the future,” says the Citizens’ Institute on Rural Design. The day-long 
event, which also included community art projects and a free movie in 
the park, cost about $1,766, and was successful in attracting plenty of 
feedback from residents of all ages. 
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face parking. Renovated historic buildings and 
new construction host a wide range of dining 
and shopping. 

 Eric Bethany, a project manager with 
design firm Kronberg Wall, says that several 
important design elements come together in the 
alley and contribute to its success as a “vibrant 
public gathering spot and a destination.”

 Bethany explains the core design principles 
and details that were essential to the Parsons 
Alley redevelopment:

 Storefronts you can touch. Aluminum 
storefront is affordable and efficient, says 
Bethany, but it’s not nice to touch or look at 
and it is difficult to incorporate into a design 
with traditional references. Instead, the design 
team opted for fiberglass frames for most of the 
retail storefronts, because these are closer to 
the wood storefronts you would see in a tradi-
tional commercial building.

 It’s all about the glass. Retailers and 
pedestrians alike love huge panes of glass at 
eye level. Expansive clear glass at the pedes-
trian level allows for inviting window displays, 
while divided transom windows bathe the 
interior spaces with a softer light.

 Perimeter parking. Pushing parking to 
the perimeter of the site places the emphasis on 

the pedestrian within the shopping district, says 
Bethany, while still accommodating transporta-
tion by car.

 Great public space. Parsons Alley is ide-
ally located at the end of Duluth’s Town Green. 
In designing the public space, project partner 
TSW used the community-focused plaza to 
extend that civic space into Parsons Alley and 
create a natural community gathering space and 
showcase for public art.

 Familiar materials. One of the challenges 
of the project was making sure that the two 
adaptive-reuse buildings and four new-construc-
tion buildings spoke the same visual language, 
says Bethany. The form and scale of the new 
buildings were designed with that in mind, as 
well as the selection of familiar materials such 
as wood, brick, and clear glass.

 Attention to detail. A lot of the detail-
ing of the brickwork, storefronts, roofs, and 
cornices was inspired by traditional retail 
buildings that you might find in a historic 
commercial district.

 Variety. One great way to kill walkability, 
says Bethany, is to design boring buildings 
and public space. Variety of form, color, and 
material keeps pedestrians at Parsons Alley 
engaged. diX

econoMic Growth

Community Revitalization Ownership Project 
supports new developers and entrepreneurs

In Milwaukee, WI (est. pop. 595,047), 
the city is looking to its underused assets for 
opportunities to increase entrepreneurship 
and provide needed businesses in underserved 
communities.

The city owns a significant inventory of 
tax-foreclosed commercial buildings in low-
income neighborhoods that lack access to 
many necessary goods and services, says Ken 
Little, commercial corridor manager. “These 
vacant buildings are highly visible symbols 
of distress; targets for vandalism and criminal 

activity that threaten the value and image of 
nearby properties.

“We wanted to design a project that would 
make these buildings into opportunities to 
increase property ownership and build wealth 
among people who care about the health of 
low-income neighborhoods,” says Little. “We 
believe that, once renovated, these modest 
buildings can provide low-cost commercial 
space in underserved markets. Many are 
located in neighborhoods adjacent to Milwau-
kee’s current downtown revitalization boom.”
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 The city has entered into a three-year 
contract with Boston Garden Development 
Corporation to revitalize the drab and unde-
rused plaza with seasonal programing and 
amenities, including:

•  the Wachusett Brew Yard, which is host 
to several local breweries;

•  ice cream from a local creamery; 

The project moved forward with support 
from the National League of Cities Equitable 
Economic Development (EED) Fellowship. 
The fellowship provides one year of technical 
assistance to a class of six cities annually to 
help them pursue more equitable and inclusive 
economic development policies and programs 
in traditionally underserved communities.

Working with the Fellowship team, the 
city developed the Community Revitalization 
Ownership Project (CROP) which seeks to 
spur neighborhood revitalization by provid-
ing space for entrepreneurs and emerging new 
uses such as maker spaces. The CROP project 
has four goals: 

• Increase the sale and redevelopment of 
tax-foreclosed commercial buildings owned by 
the city.

• Provide opportunities for minority and 
immigrant developers to obtain development 
experience by purchasing and renovating small, 
tax-foreclosed buildings.

• Attract entrepreneurs to occupy vacant, 
renovated properties.

• Return jobs and business activity to dis-
tressed commercial districts.

Key strategies for the project include 
targeting minority residents interested in com-
mercial development, creating partnerships 
to develop a pipeline to entrepreneur tenants, 

identifying renovation financing, and identify-
ing technical assistance resources to support 
entrepreneurs. 

One component of the project is a 
nine-month commercial real estate training 
program for minority participants. During the 
2016/2017 program, students developed revi-
talization and re-use concepts for city-owned 
foreclosed commercial properties as part of 
their course work.

“We are continuing to work with several 
of the students to determine whether they can 
actually pursue purchase and development of 
the properties on which they focused during 
their classwork,” says Matt Haessley, the city’s 
real estate specialist. “We have identified city 
funds that could provide gap financing for sev-
eral CROP development projects.” 

The EED team also created an advisory 
committee which includes representatives of 
lending institutions, the U.S. Small Business 
Administration, and Wisconsin’s largest micro-
lender. The committee provided advice about 
financing opportunities and undertook a space 
needs survey among local start-up businesses. 

Little and Haessley shared details on Milwaukee’s 
experience participating in the EED Fellowship 
program during a Cities Speak interview. The EED 
Fellowship program is ongoing, accepting six new 
cities annually. For details, visit nlc.org and enter 
“EED Fellowship” in the search bar.

PAthwAys And Public sPAces

Placemaking projects activate areas  
around city halls

 A trip to city hall in Boston, MA  
(est. pop. 673,184), might also now include 
beer, ice cream, and mini golf, at The 
Patios, a placemaking initiative launched 
this May at City Hall Plaza. The Patios 
joins several projects nationwide that are 
activating the once-staid plazas and gardens 
surrounding governmental buildings in city 
centers.

diX
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•  the Boston Public Library’s  
Bibliocycle, a mobile library 
which offers pop-up storytimes, 
book checkouts, and card  
sign ups;

•  and numerous events, including 
visits with adoptable puppies.

The Patios is the city’s first sum-
mertime offering. Cold weather 
activation brought a skating rink, après 
ski lounge, and gift chalets to city hall 
plaza over the winter. 

Civic space upgrades around the 
country

 Boston is not the only city hoping to 
make its municipal public spaces more attrac-
tive. Last summer, the city of Philadelphia, 
PA (est. pop. 1,526,006), used a placemaking 
grant from Southwest Airlines to enliven its 
city hall courtyard with a pop-up beer garden. 
While one municipal plaza in front of Phila-
delphia City Hall was refurbished four years 
ago and is managed by the Center City Dis-
trict, the city’s courtyard, portal walkways, 
and sidewalks are “in tatters,” according to 
The Philadelphia Inquirer. 

 Renovating those outdoor areas would 
cost millions, so in the meantime, the pop-up 
beer garden aims to lure the public to the 
area. The grant paid for seating, umbrel-
las, a performance stage, and “an ambitious 
schedule of events being curated by the city’s 
culture staff,” says the Inquirer. 

This spring, city leaders in San Fran- 
cisco, CA (est. pop. 805,235) were consid-
ering the “Civic Center Commons” as the 
rebrand for public space around city hall, and 
exploring the option of management by an 
“outside organization,” says the San Fran-
cisco Examiner. The long-term strategy for 
the space may include new amenities such as 
a café. 

 The café initiative is being explored by 
the city’s Recreation and Park Department, 
which recently broke ground on two replace-
ment Civic Center playgrounds using a $10 
million grant from a local foundation. The 

gift of the playgrounds has spurred interest in 
further Civic Center improvements.

While the department has been offering 
food carts daily, and a weekly food truck 
event, there still seems to be a desire from 
the community for a fixed food and drink 
amenity, Recreation and Park spokesperson 
Connie Chan tells the Examiner.  

 Small cities are also looking to activate 
their city hall parks and plazas. Colleyville, 
TX (est. pop. 22,807), gathered public input 
this spring for the design of a new Plaza at 
City Hall. Three designs are under consid-
eration. Each takes a different approach to 
traffic flow in the area. 

 One option calls for keeping the lane 
between the plaza and city hall open to traf-
fic and retaining about 16 parallel parking 
spaces. Another option calls for temporary 
closure of the lane with bollards so that 
food trucks and maintenance vehicles could 
still access the plaza, but there would be no 
regular traffic flow. A third option would 
require complete closure of the lane to traf-
fic. Eliminating vehicular traffic, parking, 
and sidewalks would increase the plaza size 
by 50 percent and strengthen the connection 
between the public space and the municipal 
complex, designers say. 

 Other elements of the plan that can be 
altered to fit the budget are the size and inter-
activity of a water feature, the type of shade 
structures offered, and the inclusion of string 
lighting over the lane and seating areas.  

The Plazas design incorporates a blend of reclaimed wood and greenery. 

diX
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To view the Main Street 
Chillicothe merchant 
survey, visit our 
website and click on 
Web Extras.

Exploring ways to expand the holiday  
season downtown — Continued from page 1

event or a series of smaller events was pre-
ferred, which day of the week was best, and 
how late businesses wished to remain open. 
Business owners were also asked to rank event 
options, and were given write-in opportunities 
to suggest new events and new ways to promote 
events. Write-in suggestions included that, 
in the days leading up to an event, merchants 
receive mini candy canes with labels on them 
containing event information to insert into bags 
along with customer purchases, and to have 
someone with a great “Santa voice” do all of 
the seasonal radio ads and be the one inviting 
people to come downtown. 

Campaigns battle big-box and  
online shopping

From Black Friday to Cyber Monday and 
beyond, downtown organizations work dili-
gently on campaigns to help small, independent 
business owners attract and retain holiday shop-

ping dollars.  
• Asheville, NC, ran a “Taking 

Back Black Friday” campaign. 
“Instead of waking up at 4 a.m., 
waiting in long lines, bumper-to-
bumper traffic, the frenetic madness 
of sales and crowds, we invite you 
to slow down and enjoy the day 
after Thanksgiving,” read PR for the 
event. “Asheville has 250 indepen-
dent restaurants, a dozen shopping 
districts filled with local entrepre-
neurs catering to unique tastes, 
hundreds of artists who open their 

studios to the public, and galleries that show-
case them.”

• Local First Indiana created a Think  
Local First Holiday Guide filled with gift ideas 
from local, independent businesses in Bloom-
ington, IN. The guide included gift ideas to 
suit various budgets and recipients, a list of 
gift cards and gift certificates available from 
local merchants, and a list of events happening 
during its Plaid Friday promotion and through-
out the holiday season. 

• To leverage national marketing efforts 
surrounding Small Business Saturday, the 
Downtown Schenectady (NY) Improvement 
Corporation launched its annual Holiday Shop-
ping Pass promotion the first Saturday after 
Thanksgiving. Downtown customers could pick 
up passes at nearly 30 participating business 
locations. Merchants stamped the passes in $5 
and $10 increments. Once cards were filled 
with $150 in purchases, customers dropped 
them off at any participating location to be 
entered to win prizes, including a $250 down-
town shopping spree and tickets to holiday 
events. 

 To create a festive downtown vibe, the 
Improvement Corporation also sponsored a 
Holiday Window Contest for downtown busi-
nesses so that retailers would look their best 
for all the extra customers brought in by the 
shopping pass promotion. A panel of judges 
selected winning windows. Downtown visitors 
also got to vote, and everyone who voted was 
entered into prize drawings. Winning busi-
nesses received a congratulatory ad in the local 
daily newspaper.

• To encourage more holiday shopping in 
their district, the Flatiron 23rd Street Partner-
ship in New York City hosts a gift wrapping 
station, complete with seasonal refreshments, 
entertainment, and prize drawings, in a public 
plaza each Friday during December. 

Customers need only bring their gifts and 
the receipt showing proof of purchase for $25 
or more from the month of December to the gift 
wrapping station. A list of qualifying stores is 
provided to consumers via an annual shopping 
guide and on the partnership’s website.

• The Downtown Albany BID created 
its Jingle Elf Quest to draw more customers 
downtown. Pictures of jingle elves were hidden 
“in plain sight” inside businesses throughout 
downtown. Customers located elves, snapped a 
photo of themselves with the elves, and shared 
the images on the BID’s Facebook page, Insta-
gram account, Twitter account, or by email to 
the BID. Each photo with an elf at a different 
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location was worth one elf point. The “jingle 
elf quester” to earn the most elf points was 
awarded the grand prize. Posters marketing 
the promotion and depicting the elves helped 
consumers know what to look for, as did the 
list of participating businesses available on the 
BID website.

Special events draw visitors for timeless 
activities and new traditions 

City centers offer extra glitter and excite-
ment with holiday lighting and special events 
for every taste and every age. 

• The Christmas on the Square Holiday 
Light up in Sir Winston Churchill Square, 
Edmonton, AB, Canada, takes place from 
afternoon through dusk. Attendees at this 
Downtown Business Association event can 
get a jump on holiday shopping at Christmas 
Market vendors while listening to choirs sing. 
Santa Claus makes an appearance to light 
the 70-foot-tall white spruce bedecked with 
hundreds of LED lights, and there’s a sound, 
light, and fireworks show at dusk.

• The Lighting of Atlantic Station sees 
an eight-block area of Atlanta, GA’s Mid-
town district ablaze with more than 250,000 
holiday lights. Events begin at noon when 
St. Nick arrives. There are kids’ activities all 
afternoon, including make-and-take crafts. 
There’s also a holiday fashion show, live 
music and entertainment, and, to add that 
extra bit of holiday magic, realistic “snow” 
falls over the area.

• Thanks to its two-week-long Christmas 
Prelude celebration, Kennebunkport, ME, 
has been named the Number Two Christmas 
Town in the nation by HGTV. The celebra-
tion features art shows, fish chowder dinners, 
trolley tours, and more, but one of the most 
unique offerings is the annual Hat Parade 
on the first Saturday of the celebration. A 
Prelude Hat-Making Workshop is offered 
earlier in the afternoon for those who want to 
don DIY headgear, but participants of all ages 
wearing handmade or purchased holiday hats 
are welcome to march through town behind 
the Patriot Fife and Drum Duo. The parade 
ends at the sponsoring business location, 

where prizes are awarded in various creative 
cap categories.

• By mayoral declaration, Manchester, NH, 
celebrates an official Ugly Christmas Sweater 
Day. The announcement, and awards for Ugli-
est Individual Sweater, Ugliest Team Sweater, 
and Worst Holiday Outfit, take place at a 
downtown plaza that is also home to Intown 
Manchester’s Holiday Market. Attendees are 
urged via traditional and social media, and the 
organization’s website, to shop at the market 
for baked goods, stocking stuffers, hostess 
gifts, children’s gifts, and more following the 
ugly festivities. 

• In Waukesha, WI, the annual Santa 
Run is just one part of a month-long Silver 
Bells campaign that keeps the downtown 
programmed and populated with potential 
customers throughout the holiday season. The 
walk/run is a fundraiser for the local Salva-
tion Army chapter, and it drives the downtown 
economy by bringing participants to the city 
center. The day before the race, participants 
may pre-register and pick up their T-shirts. 
This typically brings an additional 250 people 
downtown. Then on race day, almost 900 par-
ticipants and spectators fill the streets. diX

Custom pole banners 
announce the dates 
of Christmas Prelude 
in Kennebunkport, 
ME, where the Hat 
Parade is a popular 
event.
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To read the Vacant 
Building Registry 
ordinance, visit our 
website and click on 
Web Extras. 

econoMic Growth

Using a “carrot and stick” approach 
to address vacant buildings

 A new ordinance aims to keep better 
track of vacant buildings in downtown Paris, 
TX (est. pop. 25,005), while also incentiv-
izing improvements and penalizing owners 
that allow properties to remain empty and/
or unkempt. The ordinance requires owners 
of vacant buildings to provide their name, 
property address, floor plan, contact infor-
mation, and other data for a new registry.

Proof of insurance will also be required 
when the ordinance goes into effect this 
month, as will payment of a $500 fee. The 
fee will go up by $50 for each year that the 
building sits empty and undeveloped.   

Unanimous passage of the ordinance  
by the city council in April represents a 
marked turnaround from the unanimous 
defeat the measure faced when first pro-
posed in 2017. 

 It has been a process to reach this suc-
cess, says John Godwin, city manager. “We 
started working on this in 2016 and brought 
it before the city council in 2017, where it 
was turned down in a seven to zero vote,” he 
says. Concerns expressed were that the mea-
sure “might make it too difficult for people 
to invest in the downtown, which made no 
sense; that this was a private property issue 
and we couldn’t go telling people how to 
take care of their buildings; that there were 
already codes in place and we just needed to 
enforce those; and, that people who owned 
the buildings were very upset and com-
plained to the council members.” 

 To turn things around, Godwin says, the 
issue was raised on a regular basis before 
the council to provide more education about 
the benefits. A retreat in December provided 
more time to delve into the issue than at reg-
ular monthly meetings, as well. In addition, 
some aspects of the ordinance considered 
“nitpicky,” such as penalizing the aesthetic 
aspects of a building, were eliminated from 
the language of the ordinance, which now 
deals strictly with structural issues. 

 “And we put a new section in talking 
about financial assistance, sort of a carrot and 
stick approach,” says Godwin. “These are all 
grant programs and low interest loans that 
were already available, but we reference them 
in the ordinance so they know that if they are 
in a bind because the city is making them fix 
a property, the city will also help them fix it. 
That makes it a lot more palatable,” he says. 
And the $500 fees collected on vacant prop-
erties, “all stay in the downtown and will be 
spent to make the downtown better.” 

 Prior to the new ordinance, the city had 
only basic fire and building code ordinance. 
Now, every empty building, regardless of con-
dition, will be assessed an annual fee just for 
being vacant, separate from the building being 
in disrepair — which could lead to fines for 
code violations. “This ratchets up the costs for 
people holding vacant buildings because it’s 
cheaper to do so,” Godwin says. “The notion 
is that it will motivate people to think they 
might as well fix the buildings, rent them, or 
sell them.”

 There are about 40 vacant buildings 
downtown at this time. Letters notifying 
owners of the new ordinance, insurance 
requirement, and fee went out in May, giving 
recipients 90 days after the ordinance takes 
effect to comply. The new requirements will 
be enforced via the city’s building inspector, 
fire marshal, and code enforcement officer.

 “Ultimately, how we sold it was by con-
vincing them that we were in it for the right 
reason — because it was a good thing for our 
downtown,” Godwin says. While owners of 
vacant properties may still complain to city 
council members, he says, it is important to 
remember that, “our real customers are their 
neighbors. We want to reward the people who 
have invested in downtown already, not those 
who are doing nothing.” 

Contact: John Godwin, City of Paris, (903) 784-
9202, jgodwin@paristexas.gov. diX

mailto:jgodwin@paristexas.gov
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TIGER becomes BUILD 
 Since 2009, cities have used 

TIGER funds (Transportation 
Investment Generating Economic 
Recovery) for downtown projects 
ranging from pedestrian and 
bicycle improvements to multi-
modal transportation hubs, and 
regional corridor improvements. 
In April, the U.S. Department of 
Transportation announced that it 
has renamed TIGER as the Better 
Utilizing Investments to Leverage 
Development (BUILD) program. 

 The Transportation for 
America blog notes that this is 
more than simply a name change. 
“The criteria for funding under 
BUILD and TIGER are essentially 
the same — with one big caveat. 
Under BUILD, the USDOT is put-
ting a new emphasis on securing 
and committing new, non-federal 
revenue for projects requesting 
funding.”

 To learn more about BUILD 
grants visit www.transportation.
gov/BUILDgrants.

City uses soft touch  
to improve parking

 A new parking app in Port-
land, OR, is gaining acceptance 
with its practical parking tools 
and cuddly branding. Parking 
Today notes that parking in the 
state’s largest city 
can be difficult. 
“Cars often circle 
looking for space 
downtown and 
homeowners in 
historic neighbor-
hoods decry the 

presence of strangers’ cars parked 
in front of their homes,” they say.

 The app, called Parking Kitty, 
allows users to pay for parking with 
a debit/credit card and to monitor 
and “feed the meter” remotely.

 Parking Kitty’s feline logo,  
purring reminders, and a music 
video are all part of the app’s  
success. Leah Treat, director of the 
Portland Bureau of Transportation, 
says that the take away for others 
implementing parking apps, or 
other parking programs, is to  
make it fun and unique. “you have 
to be authentic to your own city,” 
she says.

Study reveals 25 actions  
to boost downtown

 A detailed report from the 
UK-based Institute of Place Man-
agement aims to identify factors 
which lead to sustainable high 
streets, or downtowns. 

 Writing in The Conversation, 
three of the study’s authors point  
to the need for all stakeholders to 
work and act together if a down-
town is to thrive. They also suggest 
the following:

 1. Get the timing right. Ensure 
that downtown business hours 
reflect shoppers’ needs. “Many 
shops and services are stuck in a 
nine-to-five trading pattern, which 

doesn’t reflect the time people 
want to use them — especially 
in places with many commut-
ers,” say the authors.

 2. Mix it up. Ensure a 
healthy mix of retail and other 
services to promote multi- 
destination visits. “If visitors 
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cannot satisfy their needs, all in one 
place, then they are motivated to 
find a new location,” the authors 
say.

 3. Spruce up the street. 
Appearance matters, say the 
authors, and while façade and 
streetscape improvements are 
important, they also advise focusing 
on basic cleanliness.

 4. Have a plan. “There needs 
to be a cohesive vision and strategy 
for the location,” say the authors, 
and it must be shared by as many 
people as possible.

 5. Service with a smile. The 
authors point to the importance of 
providing welcoming experiences 
throughout the downtown and 
note that a simple review of the 
comments on TripAdvisor, or other 
online customer review sites, can 
help identify problem areas. 

To read the full report, visit 
DowntownDevelopment.com 
and click on Web Extras.

A sober, safe alternative  
to standard New Year’s Eve 
celebrations

 First Night is a nonalcoholic, 
family-oriented festival of the  
performing arts that has steadily 
grown in popularity as an alterna-
tive for many downtowns to the 
traditional revelry associated with 
New year’s Eve.

 Founded in downtown Boston 
in 1976, First Night was started by 
a group of artists who performed 
in churches, community halls, and 
outdoors in the Boston Common. 

Through performances and exhibi-
tions of music, comedy, theater, 
dance, visual arts, puppetry, story-
telling, and illusions, First Night can 
serve as a showcase for the area’s 
cultural and artistic communities as 
well as the downtown itself.

 Boston’s First Night serves as 
a model for hundreds of similar 
celebrations worldwide and has 
grown to a two-day celebration 
now called First Night First Day. 
The 2018 event schedule is online 
at firstnightboston.org.

Spring construction season gets  
a little more colorful

Two blocks in downtown Iowa City, IA, are under construction this 
spring and summer as the city works to upgrade underground utilities; 
increase the width of sidewalks; distribute parking on both sides of the 
street; enhance accessibility; create healthier planting areas; and mod-
ernize lighting, seating, and other amenities.

To reassure shoppers that the area is open for business, the Iowa 
City Downtown District is organizing interactive public art and hosting 
special events. 

While the district is coordinating these activities, the city is provid-
ing financial support, as well as discounted parking and transit fares. 
Geoff Fruin, Iowa City’s interim city manager, explains the strategy to The 
Gazette. “The businesses know the best ways to market to the community 
so we are helping provide resources and physical space and letting them 
go to work on their plan,” says Fruin. 

The public art project encourages passersby to select a brightly 
colored vinyl ribbon from a bucket and tie it to the chain link fence sur-
rounding a portion of the project area. 

Betsy Potter, operations director at the Iowa City Downtown District, 
tells The Daily Iowan that the project has already proven a success. “The 
Downtown District has heard a 
lot of positive feedback about 
how many people are engag-
ing with the project and how 
‘fun and simple’ it is,” she says, 
adding that, “many businesses 
around the area like how com-
munity members stop by and 
participate in the project.”
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