Meeting Notes
Downtown Action Alliance
January 27, 2010
Partners in Attendance:
Alison Fried, BID; Joan Redeen, BID; Steve Alley, BID; Julie Duffy, BID; Carol Lindseth, CVB; Sarah Converse, CVB/TBID; Sue Ferrin, DGFA; Chuck Fulcher, First Friday Art Walk/Ad Club; Robert Smith, VISTA; Ellen Sievert, HPO; Patty Caldwell, Neighborhood Council (NC); Carrie Koppy, NeighborWorks (NW); Carol Bronson, Weed & Seed (WS); Melissa David, VISTA; Carol Place.
I. Call to order: Alison called the meeting to order at 9:07am.
II. Conference Call:  Carol Bronson provided an explanation of the International Economic Development Council (IEDC) and their time here in Great Falls in September, 2009.  The DAA is an off-shoot of the meetings that took place in September.  Swati has been provided the MOU and the notes from these meetings.  We’ve been awaiting their final report that will provide us with recommendations on how to proceed with downtown revitalization.  Swati Ghosh with the IEDC phoned in and informed everyone present that the draft of the final report would be e-mailed to Carol Bronson within a day.  There should be no surprises as the final report falls in line with their final presentation but Swati is anxious to get our comments on the report.  The report stresses the need to establish a lead organization, this was the one need that all of the experts who came stressed.  There are a number of organizations who are doing a tremendous amount of work but there should be one organization whose job is to do nothing but think about downtown.  Great Falls has the capacity and the resources we simply need someone to take the lead and move forward.  Swati asked that we have as many people as possible review the report so that we can get as many comments as possible and find areas where we might need additional information.  Carol B asked that Swati elaborate on the lead organization; were they suggesting a separate new organization or one of the existing organizations?  Swati noted that there are existing organization’s that could expand their capacity.  Great Falls already has the BID and DGFA, typically most cities have these two organizations set up as one, not two separate boards.  One suggestion is to bring these two organizations together, whether it is a direct merger or house them in the same building but strengthen the partnership and work better together.  DGFA could take the initiative with support from the City and Weed & Seed.  Swati will e-mail Carol the draft version and once we have all reviewed and given Swati our comments she will send a hard copy as well as e-mail the completed report.  It is approximately 70-75 pages long, the actual report being 20 pages with three in-depth case studies and resources making up the rest of the report.  Carol inquired if the experts recommended the Main Street program as a model.  Swati noted that it was not specified but that is another option.  Swati added that the point of the report is that Great Falls does not need to establish another public organization it’s the concept that needs to be applied.  Steve Alley inquired about how we can dispel the perception that downtown is not safe.  Swati noted that there is no simple way to dispel perception.  Marketing campaigns of what is going to happen or what is happening as long as they relay the truth can be helpful.   Small things like organizing evening events downtown and showcasing new things can also help such as offering tours of new residential opportunities.  Swati noted that the process of downtown revitalization is a long-term process, it will not happen overnight.  Carol inquired about what the IEDC has found works best in other communities similar in size to Great Falls, as far as what organization might be best to take on the lead in revitalization.  Swati commented that every downtown is different but the experts felt that the downtown association was likely in the best position to take on the challenges of downtown revitalization.  On that note, the conference call with Swati was ended. 
Discussion followed on the information Swati had provided.  

Carol L inquired how Swati’s suggestion was different from what BID & DGFA are already doing.  Alison noted that Swati was not suggesting a new program.  She noted that when IEDC was here the experts were saying that organizations are doing this and doing that but other organizations did not know what each was doing, hence this group.  She also noted that there are times we think we are not accomplishing anything but even the little things are accomplishments.  She believes that since they were here in September we have accomplished many things. Sue wondered about what we are not doing that we should be doing.  Carol B noted that we need a plan to get things done; we need to coordinate our efforts.  If we do this things will get done faster.  If we had some sort of lead agency that agency would be tasked with insuring that things were getting done.  Alison mentioned that she feels we are not missing much.  Having the folks with Weed & Seed come in and offer their perspective provides us with another way of looking at things.  We could just make our efforts work better.  This report justifies that so we are heading in the right direction.  Carol L commented that this report makes us aware of the potential and also of where we’ve been.  Alison added that this report will let us celebrate what we’ve done.  Julie commented that we have done a great deal since the experts were here in September, but she feels that we do need to step it up a notch.  She is starting to feel that the DAA needs to take on some project as a group.  Carol L suggested that we create a measurable objective.  Carol B agreed and added that we need to have a shared vision.  She also recalled that someone, she though perhaps it had been Brett Doney, had suggested at a prior meeting that we have someone come in and assist us with strategic planning as a group.  Alison noted that we are accomplishing things and she feels that this report is a perfect baseline from which to move forward.  Carol L commented on the full page spread that the Chamber provided to the DAA in the new Community Guide and suggested that perhaps we have something publicized each month about what the DAA is accomplishing downtown.  Julie noted that since we had the IEDC group here in September we have started these regular meetings, Robert has worked on many tasks and John Beltrone has stepped up to assist with a marketing campaign for downtown.  Melanie inquired about who we were trying to bring downtown, what population were we trying to reach.  Chuck noted that from a marketing perspective we can’t target every age range.  Melanie noted that our downtown area is not clearly defined and as a newcomer it was confusing.  She also commented that she has not experience a sense of community amongst the younger people in town.  Carol L commented that we don’t have a specific group for young adults but our young adults should be encouraged to get involved in the groups that we do have.   Carol B suggested that we all review the IEDC report when it arrives and make comments on it.  Alison suggested that we compile our notes and also make a wish list of what we want to see in one-year, two-years, etc.  Carol B suggested we get it out to as many people as possible, suggesting that we submit it to the Tribune.  Patty commented that it could easily be placed on the City’s website as well.  Alison added that each organization that is part of the DAA should provide a copy of the report to all of the people that each organization represents.  Carol B suggested that we set up some type of a survey to collect comments.  Chuck commented that we need to get the input of all of the businesses that have moved downtown, that are not members of any organization.  He added that these businesses often are unaware that groups like this are working on their behalf.  Sue noted that she welcomes each new downtown business on behalf of DGFA and they are informed about all of the happenings downtown if they join.  In addition they receive a great deal of free advertising as a member.  Chuck suggested that we work on recruiting some of the 10th Ave South businesses to come downtown.  Sue commented that is something that the BID used to work on, but that need a paid individual to do that and that is not how they are set up now.  Steve added that that mall has a marketing person who recruits, and wondered if downtown shouldn’t have that.  Julie added that the BID used to have a recruiter/marketer for downtown.  Currently the BID’s budget is maxed out with grant approvals.  The BID doesn’t have the funding necessary to hire a recruiter/marketer for downtown.  But the downtown has seen more improvement recently as a result of the grant monies that the BID has provided.  Carol L suggested that each person present think of one business on 10th Ave that they’d like to see downtown, approach that business and we work together to assist them in moving downtown.  Robert suggested that we gather a wish list of what is wanted downtown.  Carrie added that a wish list of ten desired downtown businesses could be created and each organization works on recruiting one of those businesses.  Alison suggested that everyone present review the report, think about what downtown already has and what downtown is currently missing and create a wish list.  Also note if something is already here and perhaps we aren’t seeing it, ask why we aren’t noticing it.  
Alison inquired if anyone had anything new to report since our last meeting in December.
Ellen informed everyone that the new City planner is coming on board on February 1st.  Their number one task will be to get working on the downtown master plan.  Robert noted that the grant application is with the EDA.  Ellen added that the City has committed $50,000 to the master plan.  The EDA grant would add an additional $50,000.  She noted that what seems to be missing is a common vision and someone to grab it.  Patty added that she sees value in a lead agency.  If that agency were able to step back and look at what is happening, it would provide more than marketing, it would provide necessary resources.  She believes that the DAA needs a strategic plan in order to not disappear.  Alison noted that the difficulty she sees is where to find the funding to provide a lead agency or a marketer/recruiter.  Julie commented that with the DAA we have many organizations and perhaps each organization could provide some funding.  She added that we could find an individual who could find ways to cover their salary with grants or other funding sources.  Sarah mentioned that there should be some TIF funds available.  Joan added that the master plan would include a study to re-create the TIF district.  If the TIF district is re-created there might be some funds available but those funds are several years away from being available.  Ellen commented that several other cities with active downtown managers draw funding from many different sources.  Julie noted that the BID could support an additional person but the BID budget could not do it alone.  She also added that we have several corporations downtown that might be willing to contribute.  Alison noted that four or five years ago the BID was interviewing for just such a person.  At that time the salaries being suggested were over $100K annually, the BID budget is $150K annually.  Carol B asked Carrie if she’d be able to dig into possible grant sources for funding an individual.  Carrie noted that she would work on it.  
Robert inquired about what projects the DAA might be able to tackle downtown.  Carrie noted that she’d love to see a park downtown, a massive marketing effort for downtown complete with signage, co-marketing among like businesses, recruiting businesses, marketing & developing and grant writing to pay for these things.  Chuck noted that these are all great ideas but there is no one to implement them.  As volunteers we have great ideas but we need to hire someone to implement them.  
Ellen mentioned that there is some funding available though historic preservation that could be used to send someone to the National Main Street conference in Oklahoma City in May.  She’d like to see Great Falls represented at this conference.    She believes that if anyone has any questions this conference is a great place to get the answers.  She noted that we’d just need to identify someone to attend.  She suggested that perhaps Sue with DGFA might be a good choice to send.    
Alison asked if anyone wished to update the information about their MOU’s.  

Chuck commented that he liked the new map that Robert had produced, but he’d love to see art galleries listed on it.  He noted that First Friday Art Walk is Feb 5th from 5-9pm.  Lodestone Gallery will be hosting the Spirit of Women for a wine & chocolate night.  The auction banners are starting to be put up around town.  The Ad Club is working on the white hats project.  They are getting the posters together; they need the local hotels to let them know their art happenings.  
Carol L reported the Advisory Committee on International Relations (ACIR) is working with the Sons of Norway on a heritage day to coincide with First Friday Art Walk in April.  Sue added that DGFA wants to continue to promote First Friday Art Walk and encourage the retailers to stay open late.  She added that community participation won’t happen overnight but hopefully a different theme every month will encourage the community to participate.  She informed everyone that Mardi Gras is set for Feb 5th to coincide with First Friday Art Walk.  She added that the BID & DGFA are sponsoring the trolley for the rest of 2010.  Sue added that the marketing committee met yesterday and one of the committee is going to be asking for is funding to cover a five-year plan for marketing downtown.  DGFA will be kicking off the buy local campaign.  The logo competition is going on now and information is posted on the BID website.  Alison added that the competition information was provided to all of the local high schools and colleges.  Carol L inquired about coordinating the logo with the branding process that is going to be starting in early February.  She added that the state’s branding information was shared with GFDA so that there can be some coordination with the City’s branding process.  Alison noted that GFDA is working on branding the City of Great Falls and branding, logo’s and marketing are all three separate things.  Joan added that last month Sheila had inquired of Brett if DGFA should put their logo and marketing on hold until the City branding process is complete.  Brett had mentioned that he had inquired with Bill Baker, the expert who will be coming to Great Falls, and Mr. Baker had suggested that we proceed forward on the logo for downtown.  
Robert informed everyone that he will be ready to move forward on the historic signs project when he is informed of funding.  He has approached three entities and one has committed he is waiting on word from the other two.  Ellen commented that she is surprised that Robert has been informed that we have to fund the signage, as she is aware of other cities that have had these signs put in place with MDT funding.  Ellen agreed that she would work with Robert to see if MDT will fund.  Robert informed everyone that the new map of downtown was funded by the BID and is at the printer now.  The first run is 1,000 copies and the goal is to get it into hotels, downtown businesses, etc.  He is also working on his way finding project with downtown signage.  This project would provide very specific signage to key downtown locations.  
Carrie reported that NeighborWorks is still looking at two downtown buildings, but currently waiting on the possibility that private developers might develop these buildings.  Steve inquired about when NeighborWorks deadline is on the potential funding.  Carrie noted that she believes it is July and Sheila is prepared to have a straight forward talk with the developers if they have not moved forward.  Carrie also mentioned that NW kicks off their annual fundraiser on March 4th.  It runs for 12 days.  
Ellen reported that she and Mike Haynes have an appointment with Set Free to discuss the Rocky Mountain Building.  The goal is to find out what Set Frees plans are and see how the City can assist.  The engineers have reported that the building is structurally sound and could be saved.  Carol L inquired if the City can put a time constraint on the project.  Ellen responded that the City can do that and will send letters with deadlines, as needed.  Julie inquired if Set Free would be open to the idea of an exchange.  Ellen noted that Set Free doesn’t seem open to the idea as they love the building.  
Patty reported that Neighborhood Council #7 is very proactive.  She suggested that someone from that council attend the DAA meetings.  They have developed goals for the next year and working on community policing and a downtown police officer are two of their priorities.  Patty noted that if the citizens let the City know that a downtown police officer is a priority the City will have to take some action.  
Joan mentioned that at DGFA’s potluck Mike Haynes had been the guest speaker and he had listed his Top 10 for Great Falls.  After being a resident for a short time, these are areas that he believes Great Falls can work to improve upon.  1. Historic preservation; 2. Unique specialty businesses (work to attract more); 3. Residential downtown; 4. Parking; 5. Alternatives to the automobile (bike lanes, racks); 6. Streetscaping & public art; 7. Real estate (City – creative solutions to encourage private development); 8. Police & Code enforcement (Downtown police officer); 9. Downtown events and 10. Have a strategic plan (Strategic view of development - one that includes tourism).
VI. Adjournment:  The meeting was adjourned at 10:55am.
