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TEXT BY KATELYN DEWRELL

WITH AN EYE TOWARD REVITALIZING  
HISTORIC TOWNS THROUGHOUT OUR STATE,  

MAIN STREET ALABAMA SEEKS TO ENCOURAGE 
ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT IN A  

NUMBER OF WAYS.MAIN STREET  

P H OTO G R A P H  BY  B I L LY  A N D R EWS
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ON THE TOWN

Main Street used asset mapping to 
identify its Pinhoti Trail as a potential 
driver of economic activity. The 
organization launched an initiative 
to bring a spur of the trail directly 
into their district. The spur not only 
leads people directly to City Hall, 
it also connects hikers with another 
community asset, the Calugha Creek 
Park. The town is a great example of 
residents working with city officials 
to make it a place that people and 
businesses can call home.

Jasper Main Street was one of the 
first programs to receive the branding 
service offered by the organization. 
They built upon a slogan of “Flourish 
with us” and created a cohesive brand 
for the entire city. What began as a 
railroad town surrounded by coal 
mines and farms is now a thriving 
center for commerce and business. 
The town offers various shopping 
and dining options and holds annual 
events such as Jasper Eats, which 
celebrates Alabama Restaurant Week in 
August, and a Foothills Festival, which 
takes place in September. Since the 
beginning of the Jasper Main Street 
program in 2015, the downtown area 
has been awarded $68,318 in grants, 
had more than 4 million public and 
private dollars invested, and welcomed 
six new businesses including the 
Tallulah Brewing Company.

Located on the Coosa River and 
known once as “Double Springs,” 
the town of Gadsden holds events 
such as First Fridays, the Downtown 
Art Experience, the Third Thursday 
Concert Series, and ghost and history 
walks. Located in downtown Gadsden 
is the Mary G. Hardin Center for 
Cultural Arts, which features a 72-foot 
model of Gadsden during the 1940s. 
Since the city’s Main Street program 
began, downtown occupancy has 

veryone has a hometown—a place they 
grew up and will always remember no 
matter where they are in life. Alabama 
is filled with historic communities and 
small towns that someone calls home, 
and one organization is focused on 
bringing jobs, dollars, and people back 
to these districts. 

Main Street Alabama is a branch of 
the national organization Main Street 
America, and economic development 
is at the heart of its efforts to revitalize 
historic towns throughout our state. 
Since its beginnings in 2009, the state 
program has received national attention 
and recognition. Highlights include 
winning a nationally competitive 
placemaking training grant, winning  
an Innovation on Main Street Award 
from the National Main Street Center 
in Milwaukee, and launching the  
third Urban Main pilot program in  
the nation. 

 “To truly revitalize a downtown 
involves much more than simply fixing 
up buildings,” says Mary Helmer, state 
coordinator of Main Street Alabama. 
“It is breathing life into relationships 
that have been abandoned for decades.”

Currently 23 cities have been 
selected as designated communities 
with Foley, Scottsboro, and Huntsville 
being added most recently. In order to 
participate, an interested community 
must engage in a competitive five-
month application process. The 
organization is very selective, as it 
takes a lot of hard work to put the 
communities on a strong footing 
and advocate for project funding. 
Workshops are held periodically 
to assist those areas interested in 
revitalization.

“Understanding unique 
circumstances in each community 
is critical to the success of the Main 
Street Program,” says Helmer. Heflin 
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grown from 60 percent to 92 percent 
and has had a net gain of 27 new 
businesses.

Recently, in Alexander City, a 
facade grant was given to a new men’s 
store opening in the district. A Main 
Street Alabama community since 1990, 
this town is home to Lake Martin, 
offering beautiful water and shorelines 
that provide visitors and residents with 
recreation and gorgeous views. This 
is also home to the Wind Creek State 
Park, one of the largest state-owned 
campgrounds in the United States; the 

park has public access to Lake Martin 
and 586 campsites, and offers a variety 
of outdoor activities.

Other communities that have joined 
the Main Street Alabama program 
include Athens, Anniston, Birmingham, 
Columbiana, Decatur, Dothan, 
Elba, Eufaula, Florence, Fort Payne, 
Marion, Monroeville, Montevallo, 
Opelika, Oxford, and Wetumpka. Each 
month these communities report the 
economic impact in their districts, and 
since its inception, the Alabama Main 
Street program has created nearly 2,000 
new jobs and 500 new businesses. The 
program’s four-point approach focusing 

on organization, design, economic 
vitality, and promotion has successfully 
built a sustainable and complete 
revitalization effort for  
our state.

Main Street Alabama continues 
to add new communities to its fold 
each year. It will hold its 4th Annual 
aLABama Downtown Laboratory 
August 22–24 in Eufaula. The 
conference is open to any downtown 
enthusiast. For more information, visit 
mainstreetalabama.org.


