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The downtown business district of Frankfort is the 

heart and soul of the entire community of Franklin 

County. As a Kentucky Main Street program, 

Downtown Frankfort, Inc, has the responsibility of: 

 expanding the economic base of downtown and 

identifying opportunities for economic growth,  

 preserving and enhancing the historic and 

physical appearance and the inviting atmosphere 

of the downtown commercial district, and  

 encouraging people to work, live, shop and play 

downtown. 

 

Following are some highlights of the progress we 

have made in the past year toward strengthening our 

downtown.   

 

Marketing 
 

An important part of the economic development of 

downtown is enticing people to come downtown. 

We need to be a destination for the entire central 

portion of Kentucky, but we also need the active 

support of all Franklin County residents. 

 

In order to revitalize our community, to entice 

private investors to purchase and rehabilitate 

properties, and to insure widespread support of 

public monies being spent on this revitalization, 

there must be some enthusiasm and demand for 

this throughout the entire community.  With that 

in mind, DFI has taken on efforts to actively 

market/brand the downtown area:  

 

Branding – A long-term marketing committee 

has been tasked with determining the most 

appropriate message to convey about downtown 

Frankfort, and 

developing the 

image and the 

various methods in 

which we will 

convey that message.  

DFI is currently 

deciding on how we 

will make use of the Frankfort brand. 

Steve Siler State Journal articles – DFI board 

member Steve Siler writes a bi-weekly column for 

the State Journal and a 

webpage blog that 

focuses on people, 

businesses and qualities 

of life that reflect a theme 

of “Frankfort, do you 

know how special you 

are?” Based on comments 

made to the DFI office, 

the State Journal, and to 

the author, they seem to 

have been very successful 

in building an 

appreciation for what we 

have. 

 

Social media – DFI has made a concerted effort to 

increase visibility about downtown – our businesses, 

our events, our 

history, and 

our efforts in 

beautification 

and economic 

development. 

We have 

instituted some 

social media 

“projects” 

which included 

posting regular 

Siler blogs, 

photos of 

downtown 

building adornments, and day-to-day downtown 

living. This has greatly increased the number of 

people who follow our page (4914 to date) while 

also getting those followers to “engage”. Over the 

past year, the social media campaign has allowed us 

to grab the attention of and actually build 

relationships with residents and persons interested in 

visiting downtown Frankfort, resulting in better-

attended events, and giving downtown businesses 

another platform to market their events, services, 

and products.  



Economic Development 
 

There are both challenges and opportunities as it 

relates to the potential for economic growth 

downtown. Several new businesses have opened 

recently and the change in ownership in several 

properties and the resulting beginning rehab of these 

properties have led to some optimism. On the other 

hand, many businesses have experienced a sales 

slump due to the closing of the state office tower. 

 

In an effort to spur more growth, DFI has been 

involved in a number of economic development 

efforts this year: 

 

Market study – A consumer market study was 

commissioned to explore current trends relating to 

demographics, purchasing habits, and customer 

expectations and desires.  A goal of 200 respondents 

was set to provide an adequate representation of 

responses.  Within the 3 weeks that the survey was 

being run, we had over 1000 respondents.   

 

Results showed that as Frankfort consumers, our 

desires tend to be pretty conventional. Our favorite 

restaurants are American style, pizza and Mexican, 

our favorite shops are those that have been around 

for a long time, and our favorite homes are 

traditional style. We want more events and more 

restaurants downtown, and millennials want more 

nightlife. In fact, the major barriers to growth are the 

lack of evening and Sunday hours; expanded Sunday 

openings will be a focus of DFI for 2017.  The study 

shows conflicting results as it relates to parking; it 

may be a barrier to growth, but it is considerably less 

of a concern to outsiders than it is to us. 

 

 
 

The raw data and highlights of the results are 

available now through the DFI website. Additional 

summarization and interpretation work is ongoing to 

make it more user-friendly for an individual business 

to refine their target market and subsequent 

marketing.  

EntrepreViewer – In cooperation with the Chamber 

of Commerce, DFI has implemented a single-

business incubator program intended to shelter a 

new business to help them survive the rocky first 

months of operation.  This is done by removing or 

lessening certain stresses (office rental, internet, 

license fees, 

etc.) and 

providing tools 

(business 

coaching, 

accounting aid, 

general 

guidance, etc.) 

to help the 

business take 

its first steps 

and hopefully 

thrive. The first 

client, Jonathan Gaby, with SocialSummit, was 

established on the first floor of the McClure building 

this fall. This front window-based business is the face 

of entrepreneurial development in the community. It is 

an important step in helping make Frankfort more 

entrepreneurial friendly. 

 

Bourbon strategies – DFI has initiated a number of 

strategies in an effort to build a closer relationship 

with the bourbon industry. All of these are in very 

early stages of development, and some will likely 

take several years to actually come to fruition. One 

volunteer has 

spent an estimated 

60+ hours of time 

in developing 

these ideas, 

visiting important 

players, and 

generating 

interest. These 

strategies include: 

 Recruitment 

of a craft distillery,  

 Encouraging development of a bourbon 

storefront visitors center, 

 Cross marketing plans with Buffalo Trace, 

 Connecting Frankfort to the Kentucky Bourbon 

Trail, 

 Hosting numerous bourbon-themed events, 

including a signature bourbon festival, 

 Beginning and promoting a “Capital Area 

Bourbon Trek,” and 

 Development of a bourbon history exhibit and 

walking tour at the state and city museums. 

  



New businesses and 

building rehabs – Nine 

new businesses have 

been established in the 

downtown commercial 

district (five with street 

level store-fronts, 

and four 

professional offices 

in the McClure 

Building). At least 

nine buildings have 

undergone some 

extensive 

renovation during 

the year. 

 

Business management aids – A major focus of our 

program is developing ways to help individual 

business owners become more profitable. With that 

intent, a substantial grant program was applied for 

that included business management training for local 

artists, a business plan coaching program was 

offered for downtown merchants, and a Growing 

Your Business e-newsletter was established. The 

grant application was not successful, but plans are to 

reapply next year. At this point, one downtown 

business owner is currently taking advantage of the 

intensive 16-week coaching program.   

   

  

Design 
 

Downtown 

banners – Last 

spring, a group 

of very creative 

DFI members 

came up with an 

idea for some 

unique street-

light banners 

throughout the 

downtown area. 

The idea of 

developing 

pictures of 225 

years’ worth of famous Frankfort faces was pitched 

to the Capital City Museum for possible funding, 

and they funded the entire project.  It has generated a 

great deal of very positive response for downtown, 

and has generated a several-fold increase in traffic to 

the museum’s Facebook page and website. It is an 

example of how DFI collaborates with other 

organizations. 

 

 

 

 

 

Building rehabilitation grants – DFI has helped 

promote the building rehab and reinvestment grants 

that have been very beneficial to local property 

owners. DFI has a representative that sits on the 

selection board of the reinvestment grant. 

 

City beautification – A group of representatives 

from the city, the county, DFI and a few other 

organizations have been developing plans to 

improve the looks and the cleanliness of the 

downtown area. Some t-shirts have been purchased 

that will highlight a community “green-team” that is 

intended to build some enthusiasm for a volunteer 

base to help with streetscape cleanup. A local 

businessman/property owner recently donated 

several days’ use of an employee and a power 

washer to wash down the sidewalks on St. Clair and 

part of Broadway.  

 

The beautification team has been trying for a long 

time to come up with some way to mask the empty 

lot next to the Brick Alley on St. Clair. DFI worked 

with the Hospice of the Bluegrass to develop a 

“Before I Die” wall, a social activism/ public art 

phenomena that is catching on throughout the world.  

This blackboard-type wall allowed us to visually 

cover the “hole” with a something that has had a 

very positive response and public participation. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Downtown landscaping – 

Money has been provided by 

both city and county 

government for hanging 

flower baskets and bourbon 

barrel planters across the 

downtown area.  DFI has 

worked with Parks and Rec 

to develop specifications for 

this spring, in order to 

provide a more show-

stopping look to our 

downtown landscaping by 

Derby Day. 

 



Building inventory – A few years ago, a downtown 

historic building inventory program was developed, 

but we found that it was not meeting the needs we 

had for economic development, so DFI recently 

commissioned a Frankfort-based GIS company to 

develop a state-of-the-art program that would be 

widely useful.  The program is searchable, with 

photographs, based on a GoogleMaps-friendly 

database, to let potential businesses & developers 

know of space opportunities. Developers, realtors 

and property owners helped determine data that is 

needed and we are currently working with city IT 

personnel to streamline it with City government 

needs. It is anticipated the software will be launched 

by April. 

 

 

Promotions 
 

Ongoing events – Over the years, DFI has 

organized numerous events that are intended to bring 

people downtown. This past year, our ongoing 

events included the Derby Day celebration, the 

Summer Concerts series, ArtWalk, and the 

Candlelight Tradition.  These have been successful 

for a number of years, and are so because we do 

them well. We have the expertise, we have the 

volunteers, and we have the network and the support 

of the downtown 

community. 

These events are  

successful in 

bringing people 

downtown, and 

the market study 

very clearly 

showed that more 

events were vital 

for downtown 

development. 

Candlelight has been 

named as one of the  

top ten fall events in  

the state, and business owners state that it is critical 

to their profitability for the year.  

 

Economic impact of summer concerts – Most 

downtown business owners agreed to provide sales 

information of summer concert nights to the DFI 

director, so that we could determine the true 

financial benefit of the summer concert series. A few 

businesses are still gathering their final data, so the 

analysis is not yet complete, but preliminary 

numbers show a significant economic benefit to 

downtown merchants. 

Bourbonanza – As a part of the efforts to help 

downtown partner with our signature bourbon 

industry, DFI initiated an event to highlight bourbon 

and help local businesses capitalize on the product. 

It tied to a themed ArtWalk, and included two 

separate events that showcased both a new events 

business and a newly gutted downtown business 

property. 

Bourbon-

anza 

culminated 

with a 

bourbon 

auction that 

raised over 

$7000 as 

seed money 

for future 

bourbon events.   

 

 

Operations 
 

In order for an organization to effectively carry out 

its mission, it must have the structural capability to 

operate efficiently and generate enthusiasm for its 

efforts:   

  

Volunteerism – The work of DFI is accomplished 

by 1½ staff members and some 70+ volunteers.  We 

documented 1945 hours of volunteer time last year.  

Based on the national estimate of the 

value of volunteer time ($23.52/hour), 

Frankfort area volunteers have 

invested nearly $46,000 of their time 

in making our downtown a better place 

to live, work, shop and play.   

 

Membership – The value of an 

organization can be reflected in its 

number of members, and in its 

membership growth.  We grew by over 

40% last year. Our 70 business members 

represent nearly every business in the downtown 

area.  There has been an 87% growth in the number 

of downtown businesses paying for the Business 

Plus membership level, as compared to the Basic 

membership level.   
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