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Upstairs Downtown

A downtown revitalization program in
lllinois is breathing new life into upstairs
spaces in historic buildings.

housands of buildings in America’s older down-
towns have vacant upper floors. These spaces
have a central location, high visibility and com-
plete community infrastructure and are prime
candidates for redevelopment. The state of
Hlinois has tackled this problem (opportunity) head-on with
its “Upstairs Downtown program. This award-winning ini-
tiative helps owners reclaim and reuse these vacant upper
floors and turn them into income-producing properties.

The Upstairs Downtown training program was devel-
oped by the Illinois Historic Preservation Agency (IHPA)
and the community of Rock Island, IL, for the Ilinois Main
Street program. It is designed for building owners, contrac-
tors, architects, city officials, preservationists and downtown
professionals.

The IHPA Main Street program was adept at designing
improvements to the building fagades that give such a great
identity to the older downtown but they recognized that
something more was needed. In the words of Mike Jackson,
IHPA’s Chief Architect, “Improving the facades was only part
of the goal, and we needed to do something to actively help
owners figure out how to use the empty spaces behind these
great facades. We started looking around our state and noted
the success coming from Rock Island, IL, which set in
motion a partnership that is still working today.”

The Rock Island program (Dan Carmody, director)
involved a number of different organizations. Renaissance
Rock Island, a multi-faceted organization promoting and
developing downtown Rock Island, provided expertise in
developing difficult projects and doing the creative financing.
The City of Rock Island had developed a unique financial
support tool that was specifically aimed at assisting small
properties to put housing back downtown, and the IHPA
provided the skills in historic preservation in both design and
the use of public financial tools, such as the historic rehabil-
itation tax credits. All of these came together in the Upstairs
Downtown program.

The program quickly came to realize that this was not
just about buildings, but about building the community’s
capacity to understand real estate development and preserva-
tion. Putting these upper-story spaces back into use in the
community created a crash course in real estate development
for a highly defined typical building: Like the Main Street
program, Upstairs Downtown emerged as an economic
development program based on historic preservation with a
total awareness of the bottom line. Owners needed to know
about real estate development and finance, cities needed to
know about rehabilitation building codes, and communities
needed to know if they possessed all the required skills.

Though it started as an annual event in Illinois, the
Upstairs Downtown program found an audience nationwide.
A half-day presentation at the National Town Meeting on
Main Street in 2005 resulted in calls from other states. In 2006
the program won an Honor Award from the National Trust
for Historic Preservation. This innovative workshop has now
been sponsored by more than ten states around the country.
John Simone, President and CEO of the Connecticut Main
Street Center, said, “The Upstairs Downtown program put together the resources
to help ‘mom and pop’ building owners. This was a great new tool for the toolbox
of downtown development.”

The Upstairs Downtown program approach to training is one that the IHPA is
sharing through a special website, www.upstairsdowntown.org. Presentations by
many different specialists are provided as research documents. Case studies of proj-
ects in Illinois are also included. Downtown tours of completed and undeveloped
spaces are one of the noteworthy aspects of this coordinated approach to redevel-
opment. These tours have become annual events for many downtown organiza-
tions and they help build public awareness of their community assets.

Case Studies

Several communities throughout Illinois have model Upstairs Downtown projects,

with mixed-use occupancy adding vibrancy and character to the downtown districts.
The McKesson Lofts in Rock Island, IL, are a prime example. Take a long-

standing brick building with lots of character and charm. Add a healthy dose of

contemporary styling and you've got a great place to live in downtown Rock
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The spacious McKesson Lofts feature contemporary styling; the average size is 1,200 sq.ft. and the average price is
$175,000. Photo: Rock Island Renaissance

A $6.6 million project, the McKesson Lofts in Rock Island, IL, will offer 17,000-sq. ft. of commercial space on the
first floor, plus condos on the second and third floors. It will also have a green roof, underground parking and 25 other
green characteristics. Photo: Rock Island Renaissance

Island, an economically and socially diverse community in northwestern Illinois.
The lofts are located in the center of a vibrant neighborhood near artists” galleries
and studios, restaurants, a brew pub, coffee shops, nightclubs, a comedy club, a
botanical center, a dinner theatre, unique shops and a hotel. Located at 100 19th
Street, the McKesson Lofts, a $6.6 million project, will offer 17,000-sq. ft. of com-
mercial space on the first floor, 10 condos on the second floor and 12 on the third.
Amenities include a green roof, underground parking and 25 green characteristics.
With an average area of 1,200 sq. ft., the condos cost between $129,900 and
$249,000 for the penthouse, with an average price of $175,000.

This project is currently still in development, although some tenants have
already moved into their new homes. It represents just one endeavor of the Rock
Island Economic Growth Corporation (GROWTH), which works under the
multi-faceted Renaissance Rock Island program. GROWTH is locally responsible
for housing, neighborhood and community marketing programs. Many of its
housing programs have become national models. Locally, GROWTH has served as
a catalyst to help spur the commitment and investment of many public and pri-
vate partners.
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Lincoln Lofts
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This article was prepared by Mike Jackson, chief archiress, Mineds Historic Presersation
Agercy (IHP: Anma Margarer Barris, THPA pwjiovt « L and Daor Blanchette,
THPA public imformation officer

Nnmmmlmkpﬂmwmnmvﬁocndmmsmmluh
Alton, IL. creating the Lincoln Lofts, with guidance from the Upstairs Downtown program,
Protos Amthory Rubena, IHRA

The long-abandesed spaces in the Lincoln Lofts are now 11 apartments. Photo: Anthory
Rubano, 1HPA
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