Meeting Notes
Downtown Action Alliance
December 23, 2009
Partners in Attendance:
Alison Fried, BID; Joan Redeen, BID; Michael Haynes, City; Carol Lindseth, CVB; Sarah Converse, CVB/TBID; Sue Ferrin, DGFA; Chuck Fulcher, First Friday Art Walk/Ad Club; Steve Malicott, Chamber; Brett Doney, GFDA; Ellen Sievert, HPO; Patty Caldwell, Neighborhood Council (NC); Sheila Rice, NeighborWorks (NW); Bill Bronson, Weed & Seed (WS); 
I. Call to order: Alison called the meeting to order at 9:05am.
II. Introductions:  Introductions of new partners were made.  
Alison noted that this is the fourth meeting of the Downtown Action Alliance.  Discussion last month centered around the possibility of the DAA taking on a big project.  Alison expressed to everyone present that the BID would like to see everyone working in their specific areas of expertise, working on projects supporting downtown.  The other partners involved in the DAA meetings would be available to assist and support each organization in their projects.  This would be a place to come each month and have a conversation, to learn about the various projects we are all working on and to provide support and accountability on those projects.  Carol commented that if each organization focuses on their downtown projects and reports on those projects at these meetings we would have the opportunity to form partnerships and assist one another. Brett noted that the MOU is a good start and having the agenda focused on the MOU will allow us to update each other every month.  
III. Progress Reports on MOU Commitments:  
a. BID:  Alison reported that Joan continues to keep the DAA organized.  The BID is still at work on replacing 39 dead/dying trees within the district.  In connection with this project the BID is looking into creating an Adopt-a-Tree program as we’d like to get the community involved.  Alison reported that getting the downtown trees decorated for the holidays was quite an achievement as this was the first year we’ve used a private contractor.  The contractor has committed to doing it for the next three years.  Sheila asked Alison if the BID would add the Grants approved & paid out to the MOU so that everyone present is informed about downtown grant activity.  Alison noted that she’d be happy to report on the BID’s grant activity each month.  For the past month the BID has not awarded any new grants.  The BID hosted a realtor open house of the downtown residential opportunities, the Montana Building and the Johnson Hotel building.  Alison encouraged anyone who has not toured these buildings to find an opportunity to do so.  
b. DGFA:  Sue reported that DGFA is always working on events for downtown that will help to market downtown.  The Stroll, Parade of Lights and the coupon book have all been successful.  DGFA has officially joined AMIBA and is listed as “Buy Local Downtown Great Falls”.  There will be an official kick off of this campaign coming.  The Marketing Committee has met one time.  This is a long term goal working on a comprehensive marketing plan that will run for 3-5 years.  DGFA is still working with John Beltrone.  He put together a branding package for us and he will present it to the marketing committee in January.  DGFA is working on a Mardi gras event in connection with First Friday Art Walk in February.  This is not going to be a money maker; it is simply an event to get people downtown.  Alison noted that she had 1,273 in her store in a three hour time period during the Christmas stroll.  Dragonfly was able to sell all of their stroll buttons and she felt that the holiday season was very good overall.   Brett also commented that the stroll was very good.  Sheila mentioned that the City has provided free parking this week downtown, from the 19th until the 25th.  She would like all downtown employers to emphasize with their employees that this parking is not being made available for them; the free parking is supposed to be available for shoppers who are visiting our downtown retailers.  
c. Chamber:  Steve reported that the Chamber has committed a one-page spread to the DAA in the Community Guide.  This guide has changed its design to be geared toward visitors, tourists and potential re-locators.  The one-page spread is focusing on downtown.  This publication, along with the Chamber’s new membership directory, will be available in January.  Their annual dinner is scheduled for January 21st.  They will be recognizing the Business of the Year in three categories, large, medium and small.  They’ve received 13 nominations for the Aethna award and those have been narrowed down to five finalists.  The Chamber is working on getting a Chamber TV spot with KRTV with Great Falls Teachers Credit Union as a sponsor.  They will highlight downtown.  
d. GFDA:  Brett reported on GFDA’s commitments:  1. Downtown loan fund – Prairie Mountain Bank has pulled out, but the other banks have stepped up to fill that gap.  City Commission gave their final approval and GFDA is underwriting their first loan now.  They will publicize it when it is final.  2. There are a large number of folks who are getting technical assistance.  Some companies are realizing they need to step up.  GFDA has been so busy they are shifting resources to meet the need.  They are creating a Business Development Admin Assistant position.  3. GFDA will want people who have made recent investments in downtown on their Downtown panel.  The Summit will take place on March 25, 2010.  4. Has been completed and submitted, GFDA hopes to hear that it’s been approved by the end of the 1st quarter for 2010.  5. This new program will be up and running by February 2010.  6. The VISTA volunteer has been working on several projects.  Robert has presented his highway signage proposal to the BID and TBID already.  He has printed a number of copies of his Downtown investment packet.  If anyone needs more just let Robert know and he can print more of them.  He is also working on the way finding project.  7. Delivered sets of the Main Street materials to the City Planning office and the BID office.  8. Nothing to report on this yet. 9. The dates for the community branding specialist are set for February 3 & 4, 2010.  Bill Baker, of Seattle and author of Destination Branding for Small Cities, will be in town to facilitate.  Sheila inquired if the consultant would advise us on developing a downtown brand and a community wide brand that complement each other.  Brett noted that Bill Baker will be addressing three issues and that is one of the issues he will address.  We’ve also got all of the individual organizations that have their own branding as well.  We will need to get buy-in from the different organizations.  The hope is that we spend this year developing a brand with the knowledge that it will take a few years for everyone to adopt the brand.  Sheila questioned if DGFA should continue in their branding efforts or hold off.  Brett noted that he had asked Bill about this.  Bill informed Brett that things don’t change from year to year with your brand promise.  Ads, logos, taglines are all part of a marketing plan not branding.  Brett has ordered several copies of his book.  He has also found four consultants that could potentially be used and noted that Great Falls has a number of great design companies.  He suggested that DGFA not stop moving forward.  
e. HPO: Ellen attended the Dept of Commerce Main Street Program Strategic Planning on December 2nd with Carol Bronson.  They are really getting focused on downtown revitalization.  They are looking at the kinds of services that Montana Main Street can deliver to communities within the state.  Small Business Development Center will be funding workshops in Missoula, Great Falls and Billings.  They are having two people from Arkansas come to town to help with store front design, window design – how to compete with Wal Mart.  It is scheduled for 4/21/10 in Great Falls and they plan to meet with five to six businesses.  There will be a two-hour open presentation.  Sheila inquired about the status on the Rocky Mountain Building. Ellen noted that she is going to get proactive and will be scheduling a meeting.  They’ve toured the building with a state architectural specialist.  Alison inquired if Ellen would be willing to add the Rocky Mountain Building to the MOU so that she can report on the status each month.  Ellen said she would be willing to do that.  Joan was instructed to add the Rocky Mountain Building to the MOU for Ellen.   
f. NC: Patty has been forwarding relevant e-mails from the DAA to the Neighborhood Councils.  Sue’s Tuesday Minutes and Joan’s e-mails regarding free parking were some examples of forwarded e-mails.  NC #7 is very proactive.  They are working on the Gibson Park lighting project.  Aaron Weismann has set goals for 2010-11; he has a very good working relationship with NC #7 and can help to coordinate anything.     
g. NW: 1. Met with the three VISTA volunteers.  Robert spends 75% of his time on downtown projects and is enjoying the work.  2. Grant writing staff – they are still available to help with the Rocky Mountain Building but will yield to the City.  3.  This happens every month.  4.  A private developer is now looking at 412 Central, the former First American Title building.  NW will continue to pursue opportunities downtown.  5. Sheila noted that she has not met with Brett yet.  She asked Brett to characterize New Markets Tax Credits.  Brett noted that this was a Clinton plan.  It is a federal tax credit for investors who put money into business or community real estate in a distressed census district.  Downtown qualifies as a distressed census district.  Brett gave examples and noted that he has seen deals that have tax credits as high as 47%.  
h. W&S:  Bill reported that Carol was in Billings and while there she was meeting with Bill Mercer.  Bill Mercer has been actively involved in Weed & Seed and has a lot of insights into the program.  
IV. New Commitments:  
a. Cascade: No one was present at the meeting from Cascade County.  The County has been in contact with the BID and would like to remain informed with the possibility of getting involved as soon as they are able.
b. City: Mike reported that he is currently interviewing three candidates for the Comprehensive Planner position.  This individual would work on the downtown master plan.  He hopes to be able to introduce whoever they hire at our February meeting.  Bill commented that the City is doing some reorganizing, with the retirement of some city employees. Mike noted that with the retirement of Mike Rattray they are combining the Planning & Community Development departments.  Mike will be in charge of the newly formed combined department.  It will be more efficient and will provide one stop for all development functions.  
c. CVB: Carol noted that she is trying to come up with something specific that CVB can do for downtown.  She noted that CVB promotes all of Great Falls.  She was recently asked what a hidden gem in our community is and her response was downtown.  A possible commitment the CVB might consider is to work on bringing more people to experience downtown.  Alison mentioned that she requires ID’s for all credit card purchases and the majority are out of state ID’s.  She often wants to inquire how they find us.  Carol commented that she also thinks the Buy Local campaign will be a very good thing.  Alison added that Great Falls is the different thing for out-of-towners.  Great Falls offers the largest men’s store, western store, toy store and specialty store in the state.  These are Great Falls anchor stores and they are all within walking distance of each other.  Brett noted that the whole idea is to get people to stay an extra day as that will add hotel beds, restaurants, etc.  
d. Art Walk/Ad Club:  Chuck noted that downtown should have a stroll every First Friday.  He is not sure how Art Walk can commit except to agree to hold the event every month.  They would like to know what they can do to help downtown.  Downtown is all about slowing down and exploring.  Chuck commented that downtown needs more artists.  As for Ad Club Chuck noted that we are 70 days out from auction week.  He feels that Ad Club can look at commitments to downtown after the auction.   They might look into putting ½ page ads in downtown publications.  Alison mentioned that downtown commitments continue to evolve; it is something we are constantly thinking about.   Brett commented that he’d like to see downtown get new art each year.  Chuck mentioned that every bronze person wants to do a bronze downtown.  He inquired if there were City ordinances that might need to be addressed to get art out on the street.  Mike said that he’d look into that.  Sue commented that she has a list of stores that would like to display art during the First Friday events.  If Chuck were able to get Sue a list of artists she could work on matching them up with stores.  
e. GFRA:  No one was present at the meeting from GFRA.  
f. HBA:  No one was present at the meeting from HBA.  They have been contact with the BID and wish to attend as soon as they are able.     
g. TBID:  Sarah reported that she has an office at 1324 Central Ave West.  They are working on their website and expect it to launch on 1/1/10.  When events are going on downtown they can add them to their website.  They’ve started to receive some grant applications.  Sue inquired about how much money will be available. Sarah noted that with the TBID being new they don’t know exact amounts yet.  Sue inquired about who is eligible to apply.  Sarah noted that anyone or any event that brings in extra beds is eligible.  The specifics are in the application.  Some of the individuals/organizations that have inquired are Bluegrass on the Bay, Russell Museum, and the Soccer Foundation.  Carol commented that this is unencumbered money that is dependent upon a seven-member board without rules & regulations attached to it.  Sarah added that if the TBID agrees to fund a specific task, for example marketing an event, the funds will need to be used for marketing.  Alison mentioned that several media outlets have contacted her to inquire how business is.  These media outlets have said that they want to figure out how they can help downtown.  Alison noted that she hasn’t heard that in the past and we should figure out how we can use their help downtown.  
V. General Info:  
· Brett inquired if anyone knew the status of the IEDC information.  Joan informed him that Carol had e-mailed Swati and was informed that she was in India and upon her return Great Falls would become her priority.  Carol was anticipating having something from Swati sometime in January.  

· Sheila inquired if there were any organizations or groups that were not here that should be invited.  Sue suggested the Parking Commission.  Alison noted that Chuck is now on the Parking Commission so they are represented here.  Brett suggested the concert association and symphony association as they draw people downtown from all over.  Brett noted that this is an alliance of organizations.  We all have to rely on each other and the assumption is that other’s voices come here through each of us.  We need to continue to reach out.  He mentioned that he is excited about the MOU.  Sheila noted that we all need to informally commit to give regular updates of downtown to our Boards.  

· Sheila wondered if it would be helpful to attend a work session with the new City Commissioners to inform them about what’s happening downtown.  Bill noted that he would encourage that but suggested that a conversation happen with Greg.  Alison mentioned that the DAA has had ties to the City with Greg attending each meeting but she wanted to be sure the City Commissioners know that they are welcome to attend at any time.  She inquired if we should send a formal invitation to all of them.  Bill suggested that a formal invitation be sent.  
· The next meeting of the Downtown Action Alliance will be held on Wednesday, January 27, 2010 at 9am in the NeighborWorks Learning Center.   
VI. Adjournment:  The meeting was adjourned at 10:47am.
