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On  m o r e 
than one 
occasion, 
you may 

h ave  fou nd  you r s e l f 
v i s i t i ng  or  eve n ju st 
travelling through a small 
town or urban enclave that 
impressed you as an idyllic 
scene of true Americana 
right here in the heartland. 
Perhaps you live or work in 
one of these communities, 
and if so, good for you! We 
hope that you continue to 
cherish and protect it for 
future generations to enjoy.

U n f o r t u n a t e l y , 
these Rockwellian scenes 
are becoming scarcer in 
our landscape. After the 
2010 Census reports were 
published, one report pessimistically 
stated that “rural America now accounts 
for just 16 percent of the nat ion’s 
population, the lowest ever. The latest 
2010 census numbers hint at an emerging 
America where, by midcentury, city 
boundaries become indistinct and rural 
areas grow ever less relevant. Many 
communities could shrink to virtual ghost 
towns as they shutter businesses and close 
down schools, demographers say.”1

Despite gloomy prognostications 
such as this, in true Midwestern spirit, 
many communities have found a way to 
create beautiful places that retain young 
and old alike while attracting interesting 
businesses. But how are they doing this? 
Entrepreneurs are often “lone wolves” 
pouring all of their energy into their 
personal projects, which can lead to 
fractured or disorganized commercial 
areas when viewed as a whole. Like the 
wolf, it is important to remember that the 
pack provides strength, and the whole can 
be greater than the sum of its parts. One 
tool that has shown decades of success 
in organizing our local merchants into a 
cohesive group focused on preservation 
of our great places and creating vibrant 
business districts is the National Trust 
for Historic Preservation’s Main Street® 
program.

WHat is main street®?
T h e  p u r p o s e  o f  l o c a l  a n d 

statewide Main Street® programs is 
to ensure the long-term success of 
downtowns by supporting, educating, 
training and empowering revitalization 
organizations that are comprehensive, 
professional and volunteer-based. Since 
1980,  the Main Street® method has 
undergone a few tweaks. Flexibility 
exists for each community practicing 
the Main Street Approach® to annually 
adjust its development plans to meet 
current chal lenges in the market. 
However, the foundation remains the 
same: Working the plan with volunteers 
who operate  on fou r  per m a nent 
committees – organization, promotion, 
design and economic restructuring – 
all based on preservation of historic 
structures, adaptive re-use, and the 
preser vat ion of  loca l  com mu n it y 
culture. The Main Street® program in 
Missouri is coordinated by the Missouri 
Main Street Connection (MMSC).

missouri’s main street success 
stories

Although Main Street® is a national 
program, we have some rather impressive 
success stories right here in Missouri. 
Efforts undertaken in Lee’s Summit, 

W a s h i n g t o n  a n d 
Cape Girardeau are 
indicative of the success 
that can be enjoyed by 
utilizing this program.

Lee’s Summit has 
enjoyed more than $40 
million of private and 
public investment in 
just the past 10 years 
a nd b oa st s  on ly  a 
five percent vacancy 
rate in the downtown 
district, which is a stark 
contrast to the double-
digit vacancy rates that 
persisted 20 years ago 
when the community 
adop t e d  t he  M a i n 
Street Approach®.

Washington has successfully 
taken on such projects as saving 

their historic post office building and 
postal services – a key anchor in their 
downtown. Since Washington began 
using Main Street® as a preservation 
and economic development method in 
1989, its downtown has seen $48,203,000 
in private investment, $28,370,000 in 
public investment, 41 historic buildings 
rehabilitated, eight new buildings 
constructed, 22 new housing units created 
in re-purposed historic buildings, 56 net 
new businesses and 383 net new jobs.

And, as if those statistics are not 
impressive enough, Washington and 
Lee’s Summit have both won recognition 
by the National Trust Main Street Center, 
earning the Great American Main Street 
Award® for excellence in implementing 
t he  comprehe n sive,  i nc reme nt a l 
methodology to revitalize their historic 
business districts.

On a smaller scale, Cape Girardeau 
recently collected data on a Historic 
Preservation Tax Credit project, one of 
many ongoing in that community. The 
rehabilitation project for the 15 N. Main 
Street building incurred over $230,000 in 
expenses for the private owners. Of that 
amount, $212,000 was eligible for the 25 
percent state HP tax credits (translating to 
$53,000 in credits). The economic impact 
of this project is evidence of the Main 
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Street® success in Cape Girardeau:
• Increase in employment from five 

persons to 30 in 5,000 square feet 
of rehabilitated commercial space.

• Went from paying $2,000 per month 
in sales tax to $8,000 - $10,000 per 
month in sales tax. Generating 
approximately $3,600 more per 
month in local  sales  tax;  and 
approximately $4,400 more per 
month in state sales tax.

• Property tax revenue to county 
will increase. (Value of the building 
went from $225,000 to $370,000 
immediately after rehabilitation.)

• Increased property values for 
neighboring properties.

• State income tax will be generated 
on 30 jobs instead of five.

• Once considered an eyesore, this 
building has been transformed into 
a marketable and attractive source 
of inspiration for other building 
owners in the area to address their 
own needs.
W h i l e  d i f f e r i n g  i n  s i z e , 

demographics and local culture, each of 
the communities we offer as examples 
have one thing in common – a large base 
of volunteers. What makes them sparkle? 

Why are they willing to spend so much 
energy, time and other personal resources 
on revitalization work? Their homes, 
families, livelihood and their hearts are 
all engaged in the community. They have 
already “bought into” the local history, 
culture and traditions that make their 
town unique, and they have a stake in 
keeping it that way.

HoW (and WHy) does main street 
Work?

Historic commercial districts in 
small towns as well as urban districts 
are worth preserving for the inherent 
value they hold in the hearts and minds 
of people who live there and nearby. 

Because these historic downtowns often 
do not have all the features that make 
for success in newer, planned shopping 
developments – immediate major highway 
access, proximity to affluent suburban 
households and unified management 
– they have failed to compete and are 
in decline. There are however, ways for 
traditional downtowns to be competitive 
and to regain some of their economic 
vitality. A comprehensive strategy for 
revitalizing is behind the philosophy of 
the Main Street Four-Point Approach®.

Using this approach, MMSC, in 
partnership with the Missouri Department 
of Economic Development and the 
National Trust Main Street Center, offers 

Economic Impact Since Missouri Main Street Connection Began 
Gathering Data From The Nine Accredited Missouri Main 

Street Communities in 2003:
Private dollars invested in 

downtown buildings
$948,670,280

Public dollars invested in 
downtown infrastructure

$104,886,276

Net new businesses 395
Net new jobs 1,921
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training in workshops and conferences, 
plus mentoring directly to Missouri 
communities. The movement in Missouri 
has gained significant momentum in 
recent years since the program began 
in 1989 with six pilot communities, 
expanding to 29 designated Main Street® 
participants this year. Another 118 
communities have attended Missouri 
Main Street® workshops and conferences 
in recent years. 

Main Street® advocates a return 
to communit y sel f-rel iance,  loca l 
empowerment, and the rebuilding of 
traditional commercial districts based 
on their unique assets – distinctive 
architecture, a pedestrian-friendly 
environment, personal service, local 
ownership and a sense of community. 
It is a comprehensive strategy tailored 
to meet local needs and opportunities. 
The Main Street Approach is succeeding 
in communities of all sizes. Nearly 
2,000 communities in the United States, 
both urban and rural in 43 states, are 
implementing the Main Street Four-Point 
Approach®.

The Mai n St reet ® method i s 
incremental; it is not designed to produce 
immediate change. Because they often 
fail to address the underlying causes of 
commercial district decline, expensive 
improvements, such as pedestrian malls 
or sports arenas, do not always generate 
the desired economic results. To succeed, 
a long-term revitalization effort requires 
careful attention to every aspect of 
downtown, a process that takes time, 
skilled leadership and local capacity 
building. 

C i n dy  M i l l e r,  p r e s ide nt  o f 
Downtown Alive! Blue Springs, recently 

commented on the training provided to 
their community as an Affiliate Grant 
recipient. “Thanks to the training and 
assistance the Missouri Main Street 
Program has given to our Downtown 
Alive group, we are implementing a 
comprehensive approach to downtown 
revitalization following the Four-Point 
Plan,” said Miller. "MMSC helped us host 
a downtown meeting to get citizen and 
business feedback, and helped Downtown 
Alive gauge community support. From 
there, we have formed our four groups, 
developed our work plans, enlisted 
volunteers and we are raising funds. We 
have been successful thanks to MMSC’s 
ground-up approach to revitalization.”

are tHere Funds availaBle For 
undertaking tHis Program?

Missouri Main Street Connection is 
not a direct source 
of funds. However, 
MMSC prov ide s 
“b est  prac t ices” 
i n  e d u c a t i n g 
a n d  e n g a g i n g 
community leaders 
who are learning to 
establish successful 
r e v i t a l i z a t i o n 
p r o g r a m s  a n d 
preserving Missouri 
communities. All 
M M S C  s e r v i c e s 
are customized to 
fit the needs and 
resources of  the 
com mu n it y,  a nd 
are designed to help 
local revitalization 
participants learn 

and implement relevant tools and 
techniques to address all aspects of 
commercial district revitalization. MMSC 
provides in-kind services for communities 
who are able to provide a certain level of 
matching funds for the program.

While funding for these programs 
occasionally was provided or subsidized 
by local governments, these tight economic 
times have created a need for sustainable 
funding for downtown organizations all 
over the country. Here in Missouri, cities 
and their downtown organizations are 
increasingly looking to the establishment 
of community improvement districts to 
provide a source of funds for this purpose.

These special purpose districts 
are authorized in Sections 67.1401 to 
67.1571, RSMo. Community improvement 
districts (CIDs), are empowered to 
provide funding for a wide variety of 
public improvements that are perfect for 
the needs of a downtown organization, 
including streetscape, ornamental 
lighting and benches. Additionally, CIDs 
can fund services like the promotion 
of tourism, recreational and cultural 
act ivit ies in the district; CIDs are 
authorized to promote business activity 
and economic development, including the 
recruitment and retention of developers 
and businesses; and can contract for 
economic, planning or marketing studies. 
CIDs are formed as political subdivisions 
or not-for-profit businesses. Political 
subdivision CIDs are authorized to 
impose sales taxes (up to one percent) 
or property taxes, in addition to special 
assessments and user fees.

As an example of how these 
economic development tools can be 
used, the city of Branson and Downtown 
Branson Main Street Association worked 

Downtown Lee's Summit, Mo.

Cape Girardeau, Mo.
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together to establish a CID to provide 
funding for a trolley program to shuttle 
shoppers between the City’s historic 
shopping district and the Branson 
Landing shopping and convention area. 
CIDs are currently being considered in 
Excelsior Springs, Cape Girardeau and 
Lee’s Summit, just to name a few.

tHe Final Word

Like many other Main Street 
communities in Missouri, Cape Girardeau, 
Lee’s Summit and Washington have 
developed a successful revitalization 
program, in some cases over a period of 
25 years, and they know that downtown 
revitalization happens again and again. 
It’s a steady progression, not a project. 
It’s a task that is never finished. That’s the 
nature of preservation-based economic 
development. It’s a relay race that goes on 
and on, with dedicated volunteers.

To be sure,  the enthusiast ic 
cooperation of city government is essential 
for the day-to-day revitalization work 
to continue and sustain success. Both 
public and private sectors have a vital 
interest in downtown. Each has a role and 
must understand the other’s strengths 
and limitations. Working together, the 
public and private sectors can marshal 

complementary resources to create 
successful economic strategies. Whether 
from a public or private background, 
from elected officials and city staff to 
shopkeepers up and down Main Street, the 
Main Street Approach® to revitalization 
is based on volunteer leadership, 
and recognizes that revitalization is 
masterminded by ordinary people who 
accomplish extraordinary results.

(Endnotes)
1  Rural US Disappearing? Population 

Share Hits Low, by Hope Yen, Associated 
Press, July 28, 2011.

For more information about the 
Missouri Main Street Connection and the 
local Main Street programs it mentors, 
contact Gayla Roten, 417-334-3014, glroten@
momainstreet.org, or visit http://www.
momainstreet.org/.

Gayla Roten, state director for Missouri Main 
Street Connection. Gayla has 20 years of exper-
tise in downtown revitalization and the Main Street 
4 Point Approach®. Gayla’s expertise includes 
organizational development, board and commit-
tee development, strategic planning, business 
development, fundraising strategies, marketing, 
grant writing and establishment of taxing districts. 
She has administered and raised funds from 
state, federal and foundation grant programs. 
Contact Gayla at glroten@momainstreet.org.  
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Jeanine Rann, community development co-
ordinator for Missouri Main Street Connection. 
She has been working to revitalize downtowns 
for 20 years as executive director for Down-
town Lee’s Summit Main Street, Inc., War-
rensburg Main Street and the DDA for Grand 
Haven, MI. Jeanine earned her degree in Pub-
lic Relations and is certified as Main Street 
Manager. Contact jrann@momainstreet.org. 
Joe Lauber has dedicated his entire career to 
the practice of municipal law on behalf of public 
entities. In 2010, he established Lauber Munici-
pal Law, LLC, after years of practice represent-
ing public entities at larger firms in the Kansas 
City area. Joe has experience representing mu-
nicipalities statewide regarding a wide variety 
of economic development tools and is a regular 
speaker, author, and contributor for MML. He can 
be reached at 816-525-7881 or jlauber@lauber-
municipal.com.


