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Gov. Jack Markell rolling out his $7 million plan to revitalize Delaware downtown areas 

Days after signing this year’s budget, Gov. Jack Markell is readying the push to roll out his $7 million plan to 
revitalize Delaware downtown areas hit by blight and economic stagnation.

The specifics for his Downtown Development District Initiative, included in a draft application packet and 
guidelines released Wednesday, provide a glimpse of the size and scope of potential projects.

The state’s cities, towns and unincorporated areas will have to compete against each other through the 
application process to receive one of the Downtown Development District designations from the state. The first 
three districts selected would include one in each county.

Once areas are designated, projects within the districts qualify for grants of up to 20 percent of the construction costs. The grants are available for any 
type of project, from residential, to mixed-use.

Wilmington City Council President Theo Gregory said he hopes the city of Wilmington will get one of the first designations. The city has two shovel-ready 
projects: the Arts District and East Side Rising.

“These projects would change the whole complexion of the area,” Gregory said.

The arts project would be focused on a neighborhood along Tatnall Street, off of the west of Market Street. Right now, the area has many vacant houses 
and apartments, but the thinking is to take the whole district – a four- to five-block radius – and turn it into “a kind of artsy area,” Gregory said.

The East Side Rising project, led by Councilwoman Hanifa Shabazz, seeks to transform a low-income and high-crime part of the city’s east side. The 
project will include the refurbishment and construction of more than 100 homes, and beautification through the planting of trees and vegetable gardens.

Both projects meet the parameters outlined by the program. Districts can be no more than 85 acres for proposals with less than 9,000 people, and no 
more than 170 acres in areas with over 9,000 population.

Markell’s initiative aims to create as many as 15 Downtown Development Districts that would be eligible for grant money, tax credits and other incentives. 
Projects backed by the initiative could involve redevelopment of dilapidated properties or new construction. The program is administered by the Office of 
State Planning Coordination.

The governor will select three projects at most in its first year, taking into account need, the quality of the development plan, and the local incentives 
offered.

The final application to become a district will be released later this month and the designations made by the end of the year. Designations last 10 years.

In Dover, newly elected Mayor Robin Christiansen said he hopes the state’s capital city would secure one of the first designations.

The incentives and grant money could help the city broaden its tax base and bring some life back to Loockerman Street, the heart of the city, he added.

“It’s always been my belief that if we revitalize our downtowns, and have a strong town center, it will emanate to the rest of the community,” he said. “It 
[Loockerman Street] was the original commercial zone of our city; then everyone went and packed up to the mall.”

The Downtown Development District plan was a hallmark of Markell’s 2014 agenda, even attracting national attention. Applications would be open to any 
cities, towns or unincorporated areas.

“The program has tremendous potential to strengthen neighborhoods, to spur private investment in our downtowns, and to improve housing for persons 
of all incomes and backgrounds,” Markell said in a statement. “To realize that potential, it is important that cities, towns, and other stakeholders lend their 
insight and expertise as the program takes shape.”

Contact Jon Offredo at (302) 678-4271 or at joffredo@delawareonline.com or on Twitter @jonoffredo.
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