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Introduction 
 
Main Street Economic Vitality Committees are charged with strengthening the downtown district’s 
economic base:   

► Economic Vitality is economic development within the context of historic preservation. 
Wetumpka’s historic, cultural and natural resources are significant assets which set it apart and 
help to distinguish Downtown Wetumpka in the market.    

► Unlike “textbook” economic development, downtowns have an existing infrastructure and 
economy to work within. Economic Vitality strategies seek to capitalize on prior investments 
made by the private and public sectors in the downtown’s built environment, maximize space, 
and accommodate contemporary, market-driven uses and businesses. 

► Effective Economic Vitality initiatives for Main Street include strategies and actions for business 
retention, expansion and recruitment. Working with existing businesses to identify opportunities, 
grow and capture an increased market share is among the very best economic development 
strategies, and sets the stage for long-term business recruitment success.  

► Economic Vitality plans and strategies should consider the full range of uses that make for a 
vibrant downtown. Business development and clustering strategies must extend beyond retail 
and promote the many different types of commercial, civic, residential and recreational uses that 
are part of a healthy, sustainable and vibrant downtown community and economy.   

 
The key to improving the economic performance and prosperity of Downtown Wetumpka ultimately lies 
in the development and implementation of market-driven development and marketing strategies that 
capitalize on the community’s assets and emerging opportunities. Identifying trends, capitalizing on assets 
and promoting business and investment opportunities within an ever-changing and evolving economy will 
be critical to the success of Wetumpka’s Main Street program and the community’s downtown 
revitalization initiative.   
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Observations  

 The Wetumpka Main Street organization is effectively engaging community leaders, organizations 
and individuals from throughout the community on the ground floor of the organization’s 
development and planning activities, including stakeholders who will be important partners in 
downtown economic vitality initiatives. 

 The downtown business mix includes a strong representation of office and service uses, and, to 
lesser extent, retail and eating establishments that cater to the local and county market, visitors, 
downtown area employees, and activity revolving around the Elmore County Courthouse. 

 The 2014 Downtown & Riverfront Revitalization Plan provides a strong framework for economic 
development initiatives and should be used to help set the agenda for the Main Street 
organization’s economic vitality committee and work plan.   

 A number of ground level spaces and storefronts in the downtown are vacant. Local leaders 
indicate that few properties are move-in ready, and that many, or even most, require some 
degree of work or staging to become show-ready or move-in ready.  

 The upper levels of downtown buildings are largely unoccupied; the community’s application to 
Main Street Alabama estimated 80% of upper level space in downtown buildings is unoccupied. 
Opportunities for infill and mixed-use redevelopment also exist. 

 Impending construction for the downtown streetscape project will disrupt the downtown way of 
life, and could potentially result in adverse impacts to downtown businesses. The project offers 
an opportunity for the new Main Street organization to play a value-added role in effort to 
mitigate disruptions. 

 Business development strategies and proposed incentives should continue to consider how 
Wetumpka’s setting on the banks of the Coosa River, its historic assets, institutional anchors and 
surrounding attractions might be better capitalized upon to more fully develop the downtown’s 
retail and eating & drinking sectors.  

 The City of Wetumpka’s recent establishment of the Downtown Redevelopment Authority, along 
with powers extended by Amendment 772, could potentially provide the structure and tools 
needed to play a more pro-active role in efforts to advance development and redevelopment 
proposals, including concepts and strategies outlined in the 2014 Downtown & Riverfront 
Revitalization Plan.  

 The 2014 Downtown & Riverfront Revitalization Plan recommends the B-3 Zoning be revised, and 
the specific provisions and area be amended. These changes should work to ensure compatibility 
with development, business types and uses targeted for, and appropriate to, the downtown area.  

 Current concerns and issues revolving around parking in the downtown area appear, in most 
cases, to revolve around the management of the parking supply, as opposed to the supply of 
parking. The 2014 Downtown & Riverfront Revitalization Plan recommends a three-step approach 
to parking management, and offers longer-term solutions to meet growing parking demand in the 
future.  
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Over-arching Themes 
 

 Plan Your Work, Work Your Plan.  The 2014 Downtown & Riverfront Revitalization Plan provides 
a sound framework for the Economic Vitality Committee’s agenda and work plan. The work plan 
will be among the committee’s most valuable management and economic development tools as 
it works to implement strategies and actions consistent with broader economic development 
goals. Early work plan projects and activities should focus on essential groundwork which will be 
necessary to understand the market, and on efforts to more fully engage stakeholders and 
partners, in order to position the Main Street organization for the long-term as an effective 
resource, a one-stop clearinghouse for information on downtown, and as a facilitator, partner and 
catalyst for economic development.  

 
 Build Team Leadership. Distribute responsibility for work plan projects to team leaders, and tasks 

to team members. Include in the work plan only those projects that are supported by the team, 
which have assigned project team leaders, and team members (volunteers) committed to 
performing assigned tasks. 

 
 Quality over Quantity. It is better to select a smaller number of projects for implementation 

which team leaders and members are fully committed to – and to follow-through on 
implementation – than to create a laundry list of projects with inadequate commitments and 
resources. The latter approach too often sets up organizations and committees to fail.  Make sure 
that each project selected for implementation addresses a clear need, goal and objective – and 
include a way to measure results and success.   

 
 Become The Downtown Expert.  The Wetumpka Main Street organization should work to position 

itself as the expert and authority on all things downtown.  This should not be taken to suggest 
that the Main Street organization should be “the keeper” of all things downtown, but rather to 
serve as the primary source and one-stop shop for information, resources and referrals on all 
things related to the downtown. 

 
 Build and Maintain Relationships.  Relationship-building with property owners, business owners 

and community & economic development partners will be critical to achieving success. 
Relationships with property and business owners, in particular, will require a commitment of time 
and the ability to listen, and to respond accordingly, to concerns, needs and opportunities. 
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Strategies and Actions 
 
Planning and Programming 
Getting in Position 

Position Wetumpka’s Main Street organization as the authority on all things Downtown Wetumpka, as a 
hub for downtown information, resources and communications, and as a partner and initiator for 
downtown-focused, community-driven economic development initiatives. 

 Work in the capacity of liaison and facilitator to build relationships and promote partnerships. 
These ongoing efforts will be among the most important and critical activities undertaken by the 
Wetumpka Main Street organization, and potentially the most influential in efforts to: 

o Bring city and county officials, economic development partners and downtown property 
and business owners together to streamline development and permitting processes; to 
craft viable solutions to address development-related issues, such as parking, building 
maintenance, regulatory enforcement, etc.; to promote a user-friendly, business-friendly 
environment that supports investors and entrepreneurs; and to heighten awareness for 
downtown opportunities.  

o Involve community & economic development partners, major employers, local industries 
and other players and stakeholders in redevelopment, investment and business 
development initiatives that: address issues related to a lack of move-in ready space or 
turn-key opportunities to accommodate new and expanding business ventures; 
strengthen connections to surrounding visitor and community attractions; improve the 
community’s quality of life; and to advance broader community & economic development 
goals.  

 Create and maintain a current downtown property and business inventory. Use information to 
profile and match prospects or opportunities to available properties, spaces and sites, and to 
maintain a current business directory. 

 Track and maintain data benchmarking and measuring economic conditions, activity, changes and 
progress in the downtown area, including data and statistics reported monthly to Main Street 
Alabama, traffic counts available from Alabama Department of Transportation, and other locally 
determined tracking measures that might be more unique to the Wetumpka downtown district 
and local initiatives.   

 Work with the City of Wetumpka to review and revise or amend zoning to implement the 2014 
Downtown & Riverfront Revitalization Plan to ensure compatibility with goals for targeted 
business types and uses; upper level housing rehabilitation and adaptive reuse; infill 
development; mixed-use and higher-density housing development; and other uses, including 
recreational uses, that are central to achieving the community’s vision for Downtown Wetumpka. 
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Business Development 
Business Retention, Expansion and Recruitment 

Work with program partners and existing businesses to identify opportunities to grow, to capture an 
increased market share, and to lay a solid foundation for long-term business recruitment success.  

 Organize and implement an ongoing Economic Vitality Committee volunteer-led business 
visitation program to engage businesses, share information, identify needs, and promote 
opportunities for expansion, collaboration, etc.   

 Work with the City of Wetumpka, Elmore County, and downtown property and business owners 
to manage downtown parking, and to overcome negative perceptions and misconceptions 
revolving around downtown parking. 

o Consider preemptive parking management measures for implementation in advance of 
and during streetscape construction including:  

 Identification and improvement of temporary parking areas to help alleviate 
pressure on the parking system during the streetscape construction project. 

 Identification and mapping of preferred downtown business owners and 
employees parking areas. 

 Promotion of “Good Business Neighbor” and “Customer First” parking policies 
and a peer-driven enforcement campaign that encourages business owners and 
employees to park in designated areas, and makes the most convenient parking 
spaces available for downtown customers. 

 The clean-up and enhancement of properties in the view shed of public parking 
areas, including temporary parking areas that might be created. 

 Temporary signage to identify public parking areas, to direct motorists to 
available parking, and to help pedestrians navigate the downtown area during 
streetscape construction.    

o Revisit parking program management strategies outlined in the 2014 Downtown & 
Riverfront Revitalization Plan and implement selected strategies, as may be revised or 
adapted based on current conditions and patterns. The parking management program 
will require continuous monitoring, and the City should be prepared to make adjustments 
based on changing demand and patterns, with additional consideration for shared parking 
opportunities to accommodate the downtown’s various users during different days and 
times. Special consideration may be required to address the needs of current and new 
eating & drinking establishments and entertainment venues that operate into the 
nighttime hours, and the need to accommodate downtown residents as new housing 
options are developed in the downtown area. 

o Examine and pursue, when and where appropriate, long-term parking supply and 
management options, including potential sites for additional parking identified in the 
2014 Downtown & Riverfront Revitalization Plan, as redevelopment and development 
occurs in the downtown area.  
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 Complete the Main Street Alabama-commissioned market analysis process scheduled for 2017 
and assess findings and implications for the Wetumpka Main Street organization, program 
partners, and the downtown business community. Incorporate appropriate strategies and 
projects in the Economic Vitality Committee’s work plan, and use the results to qualify and refine 
the starter list of “top prospects” for expansion and recruitment that, based on input collected 
during the Resource Team Visit, could include: 

o Outfitters 

o Restaurants and eateries 

o Small market/grocery store 

o Specialty retail 

o Unique shops with local artisans 

o Wine shop  

 Distill and condense market analysis information and findings in fact sheets or summary collateral 
materials for widespread distribution and promotion. 

 Share market information, including results from the 2017 market study, with existing businesses, 
economic development partners, etc. to enhance awareness and promote expansion 
opportunities in the downtown district. Use the proposed committee-led business visitation 
program to share information and findings with downtown business and property owners on a 
one-on-one basis. Utilize social media to release “Survey Says!” or “Did you know?” market 
analysis snippets, facts and findings as a means to generating awareness and interest.  

 Identify and inventory business assistance resources, technical assistance providers, incentives, 
etc. and create fact sheets for distribution to existing businesses and prospects. Use concise 
descriptions of programs and include contact information. 

 Develop an online “Business Tool Kit” as part of the Wetumpka Main Street organization’s 
website. Materials could include: 

o Business resources and assistance directory 

o Market study summary 

o Information on available properties and spaces 

o Information and downloadable fact sheets briefly describing special business 
development programs, incentives (i.e., historic reinvestment tax credits, property tax 
abatements or sales tax rebates, façade or façade component grants, etc.) and other 
financial-related programs and technical assistance  

o Tracking data demonstrating investment, business activity and positive changes 

o “How to Start a Business in Downtown Wetumpka” step-by-step guide, checklist or 
process map and downloadable brochure 

o Testimonials and success stories 

o A list of “Top Reasons to Invest or Do Business in Downtown Wetumpka” 
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 Use an annual or biennial downtown business survey, along with ongoing business visitation and 
networking programs, to identify areas of need and interest for workshops, seminars, and 
continuing education opportunities that will help businesses compete in today’s marketplace. 
Work with existing organizations (i.e., Wetumpka Area Chamber of Commerce, Wetumpka 
Business & Innovation Center, area colleges, universities and extension offices, etc.) to develop 
and promote programming. As a starting point, topics identified in the 2014 Downtown & 
Riverfront Revitalization Plan include: 

o Merchandising 

o Customer Service 

o Advertising and Joint Advertising 

o Storefront Window Displays  

 Assess the need to augment certain market study data and findings with additional data and 
primary research yielding qualitative information to more closely examine opportunities in the 
marketplace. Examples include: 

o Consumer focus groups or Internet-based polls to more fully profile business types that 
might be targeted for expansion and recruitment. 

o Downtown employee and consumer intercept surveys to capture input from the current 
downtown users group; questionnaires should be brief and focused on one or two specific 
topics. 

o Visitor intercept surveys designed to assess the effectiveness of marketing strategies and 
communications channels; and to identify opportunities for business types, products, 
services, amenities, facilities, events and attractions that might strengthen connections 
to surrounding tourism assets and enhance the visitor experience in the downtown area. 

o Housing study activities specifically designed to gauge demand for housing of various 
styles and price points that could be developed within or in close proximity to the 
downtown district.    

 Update and maintain base maps from the 2014 Downtown & Riverfront Revitalization Plan to 
graphically display and highlight available properties and opportunity sites in relation to 
surrounding attractions and businesses.  
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Development and Redevelopment 
Catalyzing Investments and Intensifying Uses 

Work in partnership with the City of Wetumpka, the newly formed Wetumpka Downtown Redevelopment 
Authority (DRA), downtown property owners, investors and developers to identify, promote and catalyze 
opportunities for investment and redevelopment in downtown Wetumpka. 

 Work with the City of Wetumpka, Wetumpka Area Chamber of Commerce and other partners to 
develop and implement a public relations campaign to promote the downtown as a business-
friendly place that welcomes and encourages development, business, investment and 
entrepreneurial activities.  

 Work with willing property owners, brokers and agents to clean-up and stage properties and 
spaces currently available for sale or lease. A number of unoccupied properties in Downtown 
Wetumpka suffer from a lack of curb appeal and could benefit from simple clean-up activities. 
Others require interior clean-up, work and staging assistance to make them “show ready” for 
potential tenants, and could benefit from a proposed “show ready” incentive program. 

 Use window treatments (i.e., “This space is not empty, it’s full of opportunity!” posters, backdrops 
and poster clings, etc.) to market opportunities on the street and to identify the Wetumpka Main 
Street organization as a resource. In addition to posters and other temporary storefront 
treatments (see Design section of this report), display windows could also be used to display 
products from other downtown businesses, to showcase Wetumpka area attractions, and to 
promote upcoming events, Main Street activities and volunteer opportunities.  

 Using information from the property inventory, along with information provided by property 
owners, brokers and agents, maintain a current “Hotlist” on the Wetumpka Main Street website’s 
proposed “Business Tool Kit” feature, and in print-on-demand format to identify, profile and 
promote properties and spaces available for sale or lease.  

 Work in partnership with downtown property and business owners, City of Wetumpka, 
Wetumpka Business & Innovation Center and other potential program partners to develop and 
promote small business and entrepreneurial opportunities in the downtown district. Examples 
include:  

o Working with the Promotion Committee to organize and promote “Pop-up Shops” as 
special event components, and/or as an ongoing feature in select downtown spaces. 

o Working with property and business owners to identify “shared space” opportunities that 
might make smaller portions of larger storefront spaces, or spaces otherwise 
underutilized by current tenants, available to “Pop-up Shops,” smaller-scale outlets or 
display areas for visitor attractions, and for other specialty retailers, artists, makers and 
entrepreneurs on a limited-time or test market basis. 

o Working with Wetumpka Business & Innovation Center, downtown property owners and 
other program partners to produce a business plan contest that awards contest winners 
with free or substantially reduced rent during the initial term of a lease agreement, along 
with additional marketing and operations support from program participants and 
sponsors.  
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 Work with the City of Wetumpka and the newly formed DRA to fully explore options to catalyze 
or play a more active role in development and redevelopment processes, including opportunities 
provided by the DRA’s enabling legislation that might enhance the ability to, and offer alternatives 
for: dealing with problem/dilapidated properties; promoting and investing in quality infill and 
mixed-use development projects; partnering on Community Initiated Development projects; and 
in other site preparation, business expansion and development activities. 

 Using the 2014 Downtown & Riverfront Revitalization Plan as a starting point and guide, work 
with the City, DRA, downtown property owners and other partners to identify key historic 
buildings (i.e., former hotel and former theatre) and opportunity sites, and to develop and 
promote concepts to accommodate new commercial and housing uses in the downtown area.  

 Promote housing opportunities in the downtown and immediate surrounding area. Housing 
rehabilitation and development opportunities could include apartment, loft, extended stay and 
alternative lodging styles and models, and could offer chances to partner with other community 
development partners. Activities and programs to promote upper level rehabilitation and reuse 
might include a fire & safety incentive program, including incentives or other assistance to install, 
upgrade or stub connections for water feeds adequate to support fire suppression systems during 
the downtown streetscape project.  

 Work with the City of Wetumpka, local financial institutions and other partners on business 
development, building improvement and property redevelopment efforts targeting opportunity 
sites in the Main Street district and surrounding area. Work together to research and assess the 
potential feasibility of, and applications for: 

o The packaging of technical and financial assistance for existing businesses, property 
owners, new businesses and investors (i.e., property “show ready” grants, façade grant 
and/or low-interest loan program, signage and awning grants program, design 
consultation services, rent rebate program, sales and/or property tax abatement 
program, utility connection fee waivers and utility expense rebates, etc.).  

o Alabama Property Tax Incentive (Wallace Property Tax Relief Act). 

o Tax credits, including federal historic reinvestment tax credits. 

o US Environmental Protection Agency Brownfields technical assistance and grants to help 
assess and address contaminated sites. 

o Tax Increment Financing. 

o Refer to the Main Street Alabama Development Guide for information on programs listed 
above along with additional examples and resources. 

 www.mainstreetalabama.org/pdf/Main-Street-Development-Guide.pdf 

 Celebrate successes and progress (i.e., new business openings and business expansions, public 
and private sector improvements, business anniversaries, new product unveilings, etc.) and use 
testimonials to promote opportunities and positive changes occurring in the Downtown 
Wetumpka business district. 

 
  

http://www.mainstreetalabama.org/pdf/Main-Street-Development-Guide.pdf
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Streetscape Management and Communications 
Surviving and Thriving During Construction  

Wetumpka’s new Main Street organization should seize upon the opportunity – and challenges – inherent 
in the streetscape construction project to demonstrate its “business retention is priority one” 
commitment and its value-added role as a new member of Wetumpka’s community & economic 
development team.   

 Work with the City to set expectations high, and make expectations clear, for the selected 
contractor with respect to business access provisions, contractor and subcontractor parking and 
staging areas, scheduling and notices of utility disruptions, provisions for vendor deliveries to 
downtown businesses, and other work methods and staging impacting the downtown way of life. 
Consider, too, possible contract provisions (i.e., no-work periods, milestones, etc.) to 
accommodate traditional events staged in the downtown area during the construction period. 

 Designate a primary point of contact for all project-related communications. A single person, or a 
telephone number routed to a small management team, should be established and heavily 
promoted as the person or number for all project-related concerns, inquiries and information. 
The person(s) staffing the “project hotline” should be well-versed with the project, and able to 
get answers or route inquiries to appropriate project personnel and resources. A “project hotline” 
could also provide a great sponsorship opportunity for a local wireless provider. 

 Communicate information to businesses as final decisions, plans and other construction project 
logistics are determined and formalized. The “unknown” is among the greatest fears and 
challenges facing downtown Wetumpka business owners. Decisions and details regarding the 
project’s schedule, staging, work methods, etc., along with challenges and progress made as the 
project proceeds, must be promptly and effectively communicated to business owners. These 
communications should employ a high-touch/high-tech approach. Examples include: 

o Email blasts or text alerts 

o Social media posts and updates 

o Business visits (re: Economic Vitality Committee volunteer-led business visitation 
program) 

o Construction Coffee events for businesses held periodically (i.e., weekly, bi-weekly, 
monthly) involving the Main Street organization’s leaders, City of Wetumpka, Wetumpka 
Area Chamber of Commerce and Contractor representatives) 

 Work with the City and downtown property owners to explore and assess opportunities for 
upgraded utility services and connections to downtown properties that could be completed as 
part of the project. For example, a larger water service feed, connection or stub might be installed 
as part of the construction project to facilitate the installation of a sprinkler system as part of a 
future building rehabilitation or adaptive reuse projects. Accomplishing these upgrades during 
the streetscapes reconstruction would help to dramatically reduce costs to building owners at a 
later date, and would help to eliminate the need for “patchwork” sections of the new streetscape 
that might otherwise be necessitated if upgrades are made at a later date. Options to 
accomplishing this work might include the introduction of a cost-sharing incentive program, as 
previously mentioned in this document, or a City-driven loan program offering a no- or very low-
interest loan to property owners with generous payback period, secured by a lien on the property.  
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 Work with building owners and the contractor to identify unique building elements that may 
require special measures of protection in advance of the project. Offer suggestions and assistance 
to building and business owners, where appropriate, to cover, remove or otherwise protect 
unique building elements and features that could potentially be damaged during construction.  

 Encourage building owners, in advance of construction, to: 

o Review property insurance policies and coverage with insurance carriers to ensure proper 
protections are in place even in a worst-case scenario. 

o Perform an inspection of their basements, sublevels or foundations to identify possible 
needs for tuck-pointing or other foundation work in advance of the project. 

o Elevate or move any stock or equipment off the floors of building areas that may be 
susceptible to seepage during the construction project. 

o Photograph or video buildings – interior and exterior – just prior to the commencement 
of construction so that a record of pre-construction conditions is established. 

 Develop a project theme and graphics to be used consistently in all construction-related 
communications and promotional activities. The theme and graphic might relate to, and 
essentially be used to “brand,” the 2014 Downtown & Riverfront Revitalization Plan to 
continuously promote progress being made as a result of the 2014 planning initiative. 

 Inform and keep the community updated on the project, project changes, and progress. Design a 
communications system and plan that manages content, and that incorporates a variety of media 
and communications channels including: 

o Website feature, hosted and/or linked on the City of Wetumpka’s website 

o Social media, with an emphasis on Facebook 

o Local media, including the local newspaper and area radio and television stations 

o Presentations to community groups and civic organizations 

o Newsletters and internal communications systems maintained by area schools, large 
employers, etc. 

o Project posters and brochures placed at high-profile and higher-traffic generating 
locations both within and outside the downtown district 

 Engage businesses in the communications system and in themed promotion and marketing 
activities. Themed activities and events, like a “Hard Hat Thursdays” retail event and a “Touch-a-
Truck” youth-oriented activity, can help to continuously communicate the fact that “downtown is 
open” and inject fun and intrigue into the project. 

 Encourage businesses to work together, and to create and promote cross-marketing 
opportunities that leverage traffic generated by key businesses that will continue to draw patrons, 
in many cases, regardless of the construction.  Certain convenience, personal care and service-
oriented businesses, such as financial institutions, personal services providers, barbershops and 
salons, tend to have a loyal clientele that will not be deterred by construction. 

 Work with businesses and the contractor to identify needs for temporary signage. Possibilities 
include additional signage to direct motorists to available parking, and pedestrian-oriented 
signage to help visitors navigate the downtown area. Temporary signage should be adaptable and 
portable to changing conditions as the project proceeds through its various phases.  
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Exhibit: Economic Vitality Committee Checklist Example 
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Exhibit: Cost of an Empty Storefront 
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Example: Parking Management Promotional Flyer for Downtown Businesses (1) 
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Example: Parking Management Promotional Flyer for Downtown Businesses (2) 
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Example: Opportunities Hotlist 
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Example: Online Business Tool Kit and Property “Hotlist” 

Visit: http://www.wausauriverdistrict.com/files/DoingBusiness.php 
 

 

 

  

http://www.wausauriverdistrict.com/files/DoingBusiness.php
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Example: Market Analysis Fact Sheet (Side A) 
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Example: Market Analysis Fact Sheet (Side B) 
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Example: Business Assistance Promotion 
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Example: “Information for Developers” Online Content – Decatur, Alabama 
 

Visit: http://www.decaturdowntown.org/properties-lofts/developer-info 
 

  

http://www.decaturdowntown.org/properties-lofts/developer-info
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Example: “Starting a Business” Guide/Resources Directory – Biddeford, ME (Panel 1) 
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Example: “Starting a Business” Guide/Resources Directory – Biddeford, ME (Panel 2) 
 

  



Wetumpka Main Street Resource Team  
Economic Vitality 

Wetumpka Main Street Resource Team | Economic Vitality                                                                             Page 24 

Example: “Starting a Business” Guide/Resources Directory – Biddeford, ME (Panel 3) 
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Example: “Starting a Business” Guide/Resources Directory – Biddeford, ME (Panel 4) 
 

  



Wetumpka Main Street Resource Team  
Economic Vitality 

Wetumpka Main Street Resource Team | Economic Vitality                                                                             Page 26 

Case Study: Entrepreneurial Development – Project Bright Idea | Mount Vernon-Lisbon, Iowa 

 
 

Background: 

The Mt Vernon-Lisbon Community Development Group (CDG) was approached by a building owner who had used a 
TIF grant to rehab a building, taking it from an eyesore to a very attractive space.  The ground floor had initially been 
occupied by a coffeehouse, but there had not been enough traffic in the local market to sustain it.  The building had 
then been occupied by the owner’s own tech company, which had proved very successful and had then needed to 
move to a larger space.  The building owner wished to “give back” to the community and offered the space at no 
charge, including free utility support, for a two-year period.  A committee was formed and came up with the “Project 
Bright Idea” space giveaway.  An application process, including a timeline, with the committee acting as judges, and 
the building owner given ultimate veto power, was developed. 
 
Incentives: 

► Free rent, up to two years 

► Free utilities, up to $200/month, two years 

 
Results/Conclusions: 

Project Bright Start was kicked off with a press conference, teased by informing press that they had a “big 
announcement,” that was kept under wraps until the actual date of the announcement.  The press conference was 
conducted in the actual space available, and was attended by three TV crews, as well as print and radio journalists.  
The effort to get the word out was also supported by a Facebook presence.   

Thirty initial applicants were narrowed down to seven, who the committee worked with until they ultimately chose 
one winner.  That winner is still occupying the space, but is nearing the end of her two-year term.  Her business has 
proved to be successful, and they hope to find her another space, as staying in the space is not a long-term option 
of this prize.  The building owner, and the committee, hope to repeat the process, and will use the same space to do 
so, in effect using the space as an incubator to attract new businesses on a rotating basis. 

The CDG Executive Director indicated that if they do one thing differently it may be to do more of one thing they did 
the first round, but had not perhaps foreseen to be as essential as it proved: open houses in the actual space.  These 
were done each Friday evening and proved invaluable in narrowing the field, as potential occupants who seemed 
like viable candidates would sometimes review the space and realize it was not a viable option for the use they 
intended.  Additionally, the open houses kept interest high and helped build momentum. 

The CDG Executive Director indicated that while they would not have excluded an arts-based business, they never 
considered targeting this niche, and probably would not do so lacking multiple spaces, and the ability to open 
multiple art-based businesses simultaneously. 
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Case Study: Entrepreneurial Development – Business Plan Contest | Duluth, MN 
 

 
 
Background: 

The Greater Downtown Council of Duluth conducted the “Go Downtown, Grow Downtown Great Space 
Giveaway” in 2011.  In advance of the giveaway nine vacant spaces were secured as potential sites for 
winners to occupy.  The contest consisted of an initial round, requiring a brief (no more than two page) 
concept plan.  The second round invited a narrowed field of applicants to submit detailed business plans, 
and finalists were provided with access to professional assistance in developing their second-round formal 
business plans. 

The object of the program was to select three winners to occupy spaces in the district, and great care was 
taken to develop a deep and rich prize package, to ensure winners not only located a business in the 
district, but had the best possible chance to succeed.  The total package value was estimated to be more 
than $55,000. 
 
Incentives: 

► Free rent for the first twelve months of a three-year lease term, excluding common area 

maintenance expenses, utilities and taxes, in a prime retail space along Superior Street. 

► One-year free advertising package with the Duluth News Tribune 

► Free marketing service provided by Out There Advertising 

► Free start-up business consulting and a $5,000 loan at 3% interest for 3 years from the Northeast 

Entrepreneur Fund 

► Free monthly retail mentoring services provided by Maurice’s 

► Free one-year membership in the Greater Downtown Council 

► Exposure to various media outlets during announcement of the winning submissions 

Results/Conclusions: 

The first round, brief business concept, phase of the contest attracted 56 submissions.  These were 
narrowed to 15 finalists, who worked to develop detailed business plans.  Three winners were selected 
and, of those, two opened a business in the downtown district.  The third winner dropped out before 
opening her business, due to sudden unanticipated health issues.  The two businesses that did open are 
still operating successfully.  The Greater Downtown Council Director indicated they found the contest 
method of recruitment to be ideal, especially because they garnered not just local, but also national, 
notice to a degree they never anticipated.  The Greater Downtown Council Director further recommended 
having multiple spaces available for winners to choose from, noting that even with the nine they had 
initially offered, one of the winners found none of them suitable for their use, and the program had to 
find a tenth space, in a location with a business mix that was more suitable to that use.   
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Example: Entrepreneurial Development – Business Plan Contest | Red Wing, MN 
 

Visit: http://downtownredwing.org/retail-challenge 
 

 

http://downtownredwing.org/retail-challenge
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Sample Template: Promoting Progress and Results 
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Example: Window Treatments and On Street Opportunities Marketing 
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Example: Testimonial-driven Economic Vitality Campaign  
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Examples: Construction Campaign Themes and Graphics (1) 
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Examples: Construction Campaign Themes and Graphics (2) 
 
 

 
 

 


