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Sikeston takes next step in its DREAM initiative

Thursday, June 3, 2010
By Michelle Felter ~ Standard Democrat

SIKESTON, Mo. -- Since Sikeston was named a Downtown Revitalization and Economic
Assistance for Missouri -- or DREAM -- community in August 2007, a lot of work has
been completed behind the scenes.

But all that research and the reports written will turn into something tangible in the next
10 years, as committee members work to implement plans and visions brought about in
the past few years. And those goals were recently highlighted during a kickoff for the
strategic plan, the Sikeston Standard Democrat reported.

"This kind of culminates all the reports we've done in the past two and a half years," said
Brandon Kuehn, executive director of the Historic Midtown Development Group. "It
pulls in all the goals from those reports to the top 10 major goals for our organization to
work toward over the next 10 years."

Russ Volmert of PGAV Urban Consulting, the firm hired by the state to facilitate the
DREAM project in its selected communities, gave a presentation, which included those
10 goals.

He also opened up discussion, saying comments would be included in the final report,
which will be given to Sikeston in late June. "That's when your real work begins," he
said.

The goals are: establish a community improvement district; redefine the Historic
Midtown Development Group; develop a wayfinding and signage plan; improve the
sense of place; develop the retail market; renovate Legion Square; redevelop vacant
parcels; develop an identity of Downtown Sikeston; promote single-family home
ownership; and enforce existing building codes.

Volmert went into further detail on some of the goals.

A CID, he noted, creates a sustainable funding source dedicated to downtown
improvements. He said it can be a property tax, sales tax or both.

"Based on some of the discussions we've had, we're recommending a sales tax at this
time," he said. A review of monies spent downtown shows that a half-cent tax would
generate about $40,000 annually. "But I think you might need a little more than that,"
said Volmert.

Some opposition to the idea was raised. "That may make the area not so competitive,"
said Mike Bohannon.

David Friedman, co-owner of Falkoffs, said that while he doesn't think an added tax will
hurt his business, "for some other merchants it might."

Volmert noted there are other options, but said CID funding is more flexible.

The goal in redefining the group is to give it a highly visible presence in the civic and
business community. Also a more sustainable funding source, like a CID, should be
implemented to serve as the basis of the organization funding, along with donations,
fundraising and grants, said Volmert.
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He recalled when he first came to town, he was confused as to where "midtown" Sikeston
is, and said the name may not be accurate. Volmert urged members to use HMDG as the
organization, but refer to the area as Downtown Sikeston.

Wayfinding stations and signage systems will help customers and visitors easily navigate
the area, said Volmert. "Wayfinding signs from I-55, Highways 60, 61 and 114 are
needed to direct travelers to downtown Sikeston," he noted. "The challenge is getting
consumers here and west of Main Street."

One person asked if there is any way to get signs on the interstate that designate
Sikeston as a DREAM community and pointing travelers in the right direction. "With all
of the hotels in Miner, most people don't come west," she said.

The sense of place has already been improved in the past couple of years, with the
installation of benches, streetscapes and more, said Volmert.

"You need to keep things trimmed, maintained and the sidewalks clear," he said. "These
are things that are easy to fix."

In developing the retail market, Volmert urged to have a variety of shops, but to keep the
merchandise unique. "Talk to other merchants in the area and urge them that, if they
expand or relocate, to consider downtown Sikeston," he said.

Renovating Legion Square has been a big topic of discussion and there have even been
architects renderings. But with a $475,000 price tag, it's one that may take awhile to
obtain.

Volmert said funding opportunities are available. He also encouraged the design
committee to start small, and to generate excitement and funding.

With this being Sikeston's sesquicentennial year, Volmert suggested that may be a good
fundraising angle. "What a nice legacy that would be, to bring renovation out of the
sesquicentennial," he said.

Melissa Leible noted the group is aiming to raise $20,000 for a pedestrian clock to be
located near Legion Square. However, only about a quarter of that has been raised.

"I think the clock is a good starting point," she said. "We're getting our feet wet and
getting people thinking more about downtown."

The city is already working to redevelop its vacant parcels, especially those on prominent
corners, said Volmert. Some locations were pinpointed for redevelopment.

Several surveys highlighted a need to develop an identity for the area. That can be done
with signage and events, but Volmert suggested committee members bring about even
more activities to make the area a destination and cultural hub.

Leible noted a lot of things in Sikeston -- such as the caboose -- allow people to look and
are not user-friendly. Volmert agreed, and suggested implementing large outdoor chess
mats, for example, to give visitors a unique experience.

Promoting single-family home ownership will stabilize the neighborhood, noted
Volmert. Also, enforcing zoning and building codes will also give a better impression to
the area.

Kuehn noted that while he took over as executive director once the DREAM process had
already been started, he's been able to catch up and is pleased with the progress.

"Even as a newcomer to the area, it's still very satisfying to see some of the things that
are being proposed and how they will turn things around," he said.

Once the plan is received and reviewed "the ball is in our court," said Kuehn. "It's up to
the city, our organization and our citizens to make sure these things get done."
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