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Our Partnership

Downtown Strategies appreciates partnering with the City of Alachua
on an action-focused 5-Year strategic planning process for Downtown
Alachua.

In Alachua, Downtown Strategies conducted an in-market workshop
including a Strategic Visioning Workshop and provides strategies
within this 5-year action plan that are implementable, practical, asset-
based, and market-driven.

This action-oriented plan was informed by an extensive Market
Analysis, electronic community survey, and input from a Stakeholder
Input Session held on January 25, 2024. Below is an overview of the
partnership schedule:

Partnership Began August 2023
Kick-Off Call October 2023
Strategic Visioning Workshop January 2024
Market Analysis Presentation February 2024
Strategic Plan Presentation March 2024
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FOCUS AREA 1

Policy & Administration

Policy & Administration involves creating a strong foundation for a sustainable
revitalization effort, including cultivating partnerships, community involvement,
and resources for the district.
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FOCUS AREA 2

Design

Thoughtful design supports a community’s transformation by enhancing the environment
for people and creating vibrancy in the downtown area.













Outdoor Dining

Focus Area 2: Design
Strategy (2.2)

Several factors contribute to creating a vibrant downtown atmosphere. A clean downtown makes visitors feel
safe. An attractive streetscape with street trees, benches, and other amenities make visitors feel welcome.
Activated storefronts create an interesting experience. All of these factors are important to creating a vibrant
atmosphere, but nothing attracts people better than other people. Seeing activity like people shopping,
jogging, biking, walking dogs, and other activities will do more to attract visitors to the downtown than any
other strategy.

One of the easiest ways to encourage this type of activity is through outdoor dining. Colorful umbrellas,
planters, furniture, and other fixtures adds to the streetscape while people utilizing the dining space adds
activity and attracts other visitors.

Some communities can accommodate outdoor dining areas within the existing sidewalks. Even a simple two-
top bistro table adds activity and interest. In communities with limited sidewalk space, parklets have been
used to create spaces for outdoor dining. Parklets are temporary or semi-permanent installations that convert
a single parking space into a space for outdoor dining. Parklets range from basic barriers with picnic tables to
extravagant enclosed structures. Incorporating planters, colorful furniture or overhead coverings, string lights,
etc. can really create an interesting destination for people.

In Alachua

Visually Downtown Alachua is a postcard downtown, but it lacks the constant activity needed to be a truly
vibrant downtown. Activity can be generated through events and promotions, but the goal is to establish a
consistent and predictable daytime population in the downtown core. The existing restaurants can be used to
create a spark.

The narrow sidewalks create challenges, but community leaders should explore opportunities for adding
spaces for outdoor dining by converting existing curb extensions into dining areas; encouraging businesses to
redesign alleys and unused spaces; or adding parklets to strategic locations. Overhead string lights, colorful
umbrellas, colorful furniture, or other amenities could provide a spark of activity to the sidewalks. Many of the
existing restaurants are clustered together so the addition of outdoor dining could create an immediate
impact on the perceived activity and vibrancy of the downtown core.
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FOCUS AREA 3

Tourism & Promotion

Smart promotion initiatives position your Downtown or commercial district as the center
of the community and hub of economic activity, while creating a positive image that
showcases a community’s unigue characteristics.



Wayfinding Signage

Focus Area 3: Tourism & Promotion
Strategy (3.1)

Guiding and directing visitors around the community creates a welcoming experience and educates visitors on
the various attractions and destinations. Consistent signage allows visitors to easily navigate the community and
find key destinations. Many communities have established a comprehensive wayfinding signage system which
includes directional signs, welcome signs, gateway signs, parking signs, and even street signs. Signage systems
provide an opportunity for incorporating a clear community brand (logo) and color palette to further create a
sense of place.

In Alachua

Linking Downtown Alachua with key attractions and destinations like the San Felasco Hammock Preserve
State Park, Tech City, etc. is key to raising the awareness of the district and increasing visitor traffic. A
Wayfinding Master Plan was developed by CHW Professional Consultants in August of 2019. The plan
included a comprehensive wayfinding signage system with directional signs, public parking signs, gateway
signs, and other types of signage. The plan has not been implemented, but the desire and need for
wayfinding signage still exists within the community. The costs of the custom signage is likely a barrier for
implementing the system on a large scale. However, breaking the overall system down into smaller projects
can make the overall initiative more attainable.

The initial phase of the wayfinding signage system should include the installation of public parking signs within
the downtown core. The sign design concept could be simplified to reduce the costs of the project. The
scope of the public parking signs project would create an easier starting point for the local team.

A mid-term strategy should include the development of custom and branded “Open” signs for downtown
businesses. These branded signs will showcase local businesses and add vibrancy to the downtown sidewalks.
Future phases of the wayfinding signage system could include custom street signs within the downtown
district and directional signs.

A long-term phase of the project should include the installation of a gateway sign at the intersection of Main
Street and Highway 441. The Wayfinding Master Plan developed a concept for a large cross-street sign over
Main Street. This concept would make a visual statement and gateway entrance into the downtown core. If
costs are a barrier, perhaps the design could be divided into phases. The initial phase could include one or
both of the columns (similar to Gateway Type ‘B’ on page 32). Then the cross-street portion could be added
later. The custom nature of the design could also be simplified to make the project more attainable.
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Wayfinding Signage

The Wayfinding Master Plan developed by CHW Professional Consultants in August 2019 included the Gateway Signage concepts above.
Phasing the implementation of the wayfinding signage system is key. For example, the large cross-street gateway sign (Gateway Type ‘A’) could
potentially be installed in phases. One column could be installed as an early gateway sign similar to Gateway Type ‘B.” Another column could be

added at a later date. Finally, the cross-street portion could be added as resources allow.
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Small-scale Retail Promotions

Focus Area 3: Tourism & Promotion
Strategy (3.2)

In simple terms, tourism involves connecting visitors with retailers and restaurants. This can take place
through large community-wide events and festivals or small-scale retail promotional events. Rather than
large events and festivals that require extensive planning and resources, the largest return on investment
can often come from simple but targeted promotional events. Coordinating with retailers and
restaurants to create an experience for customers can drive activity into the downtown area and have a
financial impact the businesses. Simply give people a reason to come downtown and visit a local retailer
or restaurant.

Small-scale retail promotions can take many forms. Reoccurring extended hours promotions such as
Third Thursdays, First Fridays, Last Fridays, etc. are very common. Open Houses are also a common type
of small-scale promotion. These are typically focused on a season (Spring, Summer, Fall, Holiday) and
encourage visitors to shop local for the upcoming season. These styles of events coordinate the hours of
downtown merchants which likely requires them to remain open longer than usual, merchants often offer
a specific sale (10% off, BOGO, etc.), and in return the lead organization heavily promotes the event.
Occasionally additional amenities are added such as live music or local art.

Sip-n-shop style events are also very popular. Sip-n-shops are similar to the extended hours promotions
but add a culinary component with wine or beer tastings and appetizers. These are ticketed events,
which provides fundraising opportunities, for a limited number of participants. Each participating
merchant provides an appetizer and provides a tasting of wine, beer, or other beverage. Participants are
given a tasting cup and are encouraged to visit each participating businesses to taste the various
offerings. These events create tremendous opportunities for partnerships (wine provider, local
breweries, beer providers, etc.) and sponsorships (event naming sponsor, tasting cup branding, etc.).
Some communities have used the same approach for a more family-friendly event with a “Cookie Stroll.”

Cultural events like art walks and art crawls are also popular. Art walks place local artists at participating
merchants to either sell their wares or conduct live demonstrations (painters, potters, etc.). Similarly, art
crawls pair artists with merchants, but add a sip-n-shop element of a wine or beer tasting. Both styles of
events generate traffic for the merchant and provides exposure for the artist.
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Small-scale Retail Promotions

Focus Area 3: Tourism & Promotion

Case Studies

Olde Towne Clinton, Mississippi unlocked the key to attracting a younger demographic to the downtown core
through their “Olde Towne After Dark” series that featured Trivia Night. Teams of 4 participated in the event
for $10 per team. Participants brought their own lawn chairs and set up on the historic brick streets while an
emcee guided the trivia competition. Harry Potter night was by far their most successful event!

Laurel Main Street in Laurel, Mississippi, home to the popular HGTV show “Hometown,” took a creative
approach to the sip-n-shop style events. During the Christmas shopping season, they hosted a “Cookie Stroll”
to encourage last minute shoppers to patronize local merchants. The family-friendly event also featured live
music, sales, and other special activities.

The Hattiesburg Pocket Museum in Downtown Hattiesburg, Mississippi, is one of the quirkiest attractions you
will ever see and hosts a variety of creative events and promotions. The “Tiniest Museum” is housed in a former
newspaper stand along a downtown alley. The star of the show is the quirky exhibits, but the museum hosts a
variety of events and maximizes the use of social media for promotions. Creative events and activities include an
“Eye Spy” scavenger hunt style activity and “Ink in the Alley” tattoo event. They also organized a “Duck Hunt”
featuring rubber duckies that were scattered around various downtown businesses. Social media was used to
promote the activity and provide clues to the locations of the ducks. This creative promotion encouraged
customers to visit various merchants to “hunt” the ducks in order to receive special deals and prizes.

Several communities have organized “Howl-0-ween” events focused on pet-themed promotions. Pet parades,
costume contests, and other activities encourage pet owners to visit downtown and local businesses.
Oftentimes fundraising for the local Human Society or shelter is incorporated into the event.
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Small-scale Retail Promotions

Focus Area 3: Tourism & Promotion

Case Studies (continued)

Starkville, Mississippi is a small college town that is home to Mississippi State University. Despite the presence
of the major university and the tens of thousands of tourists that visited the community for various university
athletic events and other activities, Downtown Starkville was not capitalizing on the tourism potential. In 2011,
the community began efforts to revitalize the downtown and better capitalize on being a college town.

For example, at that time 50,000+ visitors would attend a football game on Saturday, but very few visited the
downtown area. There was nothing to do on Friday night prior to the game and all restaurants and businesses
were closed on Sunday. So, there was very little opportunities to generate an economic impact from the large
number of tourists.

The initial focus of downtown revitalization efforts focused on creating opportunities for visitors to experience
local businesses during their football weekend. “Bulldog Brunch & Browse” was created to provide a Sunday
shopping and dining experience for university visitors. On the Sunday after a home football game, downtown
retail businesses were open and offered a small discount; and restaurants offered a brunch and lunch menu. It
was important that most businesses participate in order to create an enjoyable experience. Rather than
permanently altering their hours, business owners were asked to commit to piloting the event series during
the 6 home football game weekends.

In return the Starkville Convention and Visitors Bureau (CVB) promoted the event heavily on social media as
well as storefront posters. All promotions included the names and logos of the participating businesses. Many
business owners were skeptical but most participated.

The initial Bulldog Brunch & Browse series was a resounding success. Sunday, when they were previously
closed, became one of the largest sales days for retailers and restaurants. Eventually downtown merchants
began planning their own promotions throughout the year.

Today, in 2024, most merchants are regularly open for a few hours on Sunday. Restaurants throughout the city

now offer brunch menus and have a consistent Sunday customer base. The event was a tremendous success,
but only required coordination with the downtown merchants and strategic and targeted promotions.
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Guide the Narrative

Focus Area 3: Tourism & Promotion
Strategy (3.3)

Changing the perception or narrative of the downtown area is challenging. Sometimes
downtowns have the reputation of being unsafe, empty, or simply boring. Changing
that narrative can be jumpstarted through targeted and strategic marketing and
messaging. Community leaders must make the downtown look inviting, interesting, and
exciting. Sharing high quality photographs of events can make them look exciting and
make people want to share in the experience at the next opportunity. Telling the story
of a local business owner or downtown hero makes people feel a part of their story and
creates a connection between the reader and subject. Creating regular posting
showcasing content that tells the story of the downtown can begin to create a buzz
about the district.

In Alachua

Oftentimes organizations such as the Main Street Association, Tourism Association, or
lead downtown organization lead messaging efforts for the downtown. However, many
cities have realized the important role that quality of life plays in the growth of the
community and have started taking an active role in the marketing of the community.
The City of Alachua has recently hired a Public Information Officer for the city. The city,
CRA, or other organizations should partner to develop a marketing series focused on
promoting the positive stories of Downtown Alachua. Content could include photo
galleries from events, highlights of local leaders, spotlights on local businesses, or
simple “Day in the Life” posts about downtown.
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Reestablish the

Farmers’ Market

Focus Area 3: Tourism & Promotion
Strategy (3.4)

Farmers markets allow consumers to have access to locally grown, farm fresh produce; enables farmers the
opportunity to develop a personal relationship with their customers; and cultivate consumer loyalty with the
farmers who grows the produce.

Markets can be located on the highway corridors or in the downtown core. While markets located along the
highway generate easier sales for growers, downtown markets create a unique atmosphere and add to the
community’s unique sense of place. Great markets are created through the clustering of activity. They require
the intentional aggregation of local food production, but also of other services and functions. The food is the
central reason for why people gather, and that gathering creates a hub for community life. Food will always be
the core, but how you build off that depends on local needs. Culinary demonstrations, live music, children’s art
activities, and local plant sales are all ways to grow your market into a true community hub.

Markets positioned properly can serve as business incubators, allowing bakers, artisans, and other makers to
test the market for their products and offerings. These budding entrepreneurs can develop loyal followings at
the weekly or bi-weekly markets, which affords them greater chances of success in the brick-and-mortar realm.

In Alachua

Alachua should reestablish a local farmers’ market located in the downtown core to highlight the local farmers,
growers, and area culinary attractions. The market will serve as a reoccurring anchor event and attract visitors into
downtown. Additionally, the market can serve as an incubator space for local culinary entrepreneurs by providing
a space for them to test products and build a customer base. Vendors can line the street rather than building a
permanent structure.
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Downtown Merchant Meetings

Focus Area 3: Tourism & Promotion
Strategy (3.6)

Communication is key within the network of downtown businesses. Gathering regular feedback regarding the
successes and challenges within the downtown is critical. This is especially true with downtown events and
promotions. The goal of most tourism initiatives is to bring activity into the downtown area in order to connect
customers with local businesses. Ideally retailers and restaurants are able to capitalize on the increased traffic from
the event and increase sales during that time. However, sometimes events hinder downtown merchants in some way.
It is important to understand the issues and identify potential remedies for the concerns.

The appropriate downtown organization (Main Street Association, Downtown Business Association, chamber of
commerce, etc.) should organize a text group for downtown retailers and restaurants. This allows for easy
communication between the organization and merchant group. Text-based communication allows for fast
engagement and response. Apps such as GroupMe are commonly used for this type of communication. In addition to
the text group, regular meetings with retailers should be held monthly or quarterly to discuss topics relevant to
downtown. This allows for organizations to explain upcoming events; notify them of disruptions such as street
closures; outline upcoming policy changes or political affairs; and gather feedback from previous events and
promotions.

Regular communication with the retailers can improve the relationship between the various business owners as well as
with the partnering organization. The organization can utilize the feedback from the meetings to determine what
worked, what did not work, and what can be modified with future events to ensure that the return on investment is
maximized. These meetings should be brief, focused, and productive.

In Alachua

The Alachua CRA should host regular merchant meetings to improve communication between the local organizations
(CRA, city, etc.) and downtown merchants. These meetings will allow community leaders to outline upcoming events,
promotions, and initiatives so that downtown stakeholders are fully aware of current efforts. These meetings also
provide opportunities to gather input and feedback from merchants about past events. The CRA should also create a
group text with all downtown merchants in order to facilitate fast and efficient form of communication. These lines of
communication are key to building trust between the merchants and downtown organizations.
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Google Business Profiles

Focus Area 4: Economic Vitality

Strategy (4.1)

Claiming a Google Business Profile (GBP) — formerly Google My Business — is essential (and free) for small
businesses to manage their online presence. It assists busy residents and visitors to know the hours of
operation of local businesses, as well as to get a quick idea of the business’ aesthetic and offerings by
glimpsing at photos and quick links. Google Business Profile (GBP) serves as a digital storefront in the
online world. Optimizing it is crucial for attracting customers and enhancing a local business’s online
presence.

In Alachua

Hold a training workshop for small businesses on how to claim or create a Google Business Profile and
focus on ways to optimize their listing. Use the worksheet provided as a supplement to the training. Below
are key takeaways for small businesses from our guide:

Complete your business information: Fill out all the relevant fields in your GBP,
including business name, address, phone number, website, business hours, and
categories. Provide as much information as possible to ensure accuracy.

Use high-quality photos: Upload high-resolution images of your business,
including the interior, exterior, products, and team. Visual content helps
customers get a better sense of your business and can improve engagement.

Encourage customer reviews: Actively encourage satisfied customers to leave
positive reviews. Respond promptly to both positive and negative reviews to
show that you value customer feedback. Positive reviews can boost your
business's credibility.

Add posts regularly: Use the "Posts" feature to share updates, events,
promotions, or new products/services. Regularly posting relevant content helps
keep your audience engaged and informed.

Optimize business description: Write a concise and compelling business
description that accurately represents your offerings and highlights your unique
selling points. Use relevant keywords to improve your search engine visibility.

16% of people who conduct

a local search on their
smartphone visit a physical
place within 24 hours.

28%

of those searches result in a
purchase.






Case Study: Real Estate Open House Tour

Sandersville, Georgia: Upstairs Downtown Tour

In many downtowns, limited retail-ready (or restaurant-ready) space is the biggest barrier for entrepreneurs. Potential tenants don’t know which buildings are available, who owns them, or what the
lease prices are, and many times, contact information is not posted at the property. An available property open house tour event showcases available spaces and matches entrepreneurs with
property owners in a fun a light-hearted setting.

In Sandersville, Georgia, the Chamber of Commerce hosts the Upstairs Downtown Tour, which is a ticketed event ($15 per person,) and aims to showcase historical and architectural highlights of

downtown properties in an after-hours organized event. The event in Sandersville has won statewide awards and has given inspiration to other rural communities to showcase their properties for
strategic purposes.

In Alachua, the purpose should be to showcase successfully renovated spaces and highlight available commercial space — connecting entrepreneurs with property owners. In addition to
entrepreneurs, developers, potential investors, and other members of the business community should be invited.
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