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So says a local realtor about 
Asheville, North Carolina, and 
it is no coincidence that this pro-

motion begins with a focus on the city’s
downtown. By all accounts, Asheville
has masterfully leveraged its cultural and
physical legacies to transform its center
city into a thriving downtown where
people want to live and spend time 
and money. 

The story of the transformation of
downtown Asheville is compelling and
instructional for local governments in
North Carolina and beyond. The value
of the story, though, is not as a winning
recipe for downtown development. Strat-
egies for development must respond to
the particularities of a downtown, and as
downtown development professionals
will quickly point out, “Downtowns are
absolutely unique places: no two are
alike in form, structure, or functional
composition.” 

Rather, the value of the Asheville story
lies in the inspiration it offers to local
governments daunted by the prospect of
creating leadership capacity within and
through alliances with others to enhance
the well-being of their communities. By
focusing on the particular role of the
public sector in revitalizing downtown
Asheville, this article offers local govern-
ments insight into the multifaceted na-
ture of downtown development efforts,
describes a model of public leadership
within the context of a public-private
partnership for revitalization, and sets
forth a general framework for consid-
ering the requirements for leading a
change initiative.

The Asheville Story

After decades of deterioration, many
downtowns across the country are ex-
periencing a marked resurgence.2 As
more and more communities begin to
consider downtown development to be
a key component of their overall eco-
nomic development strategy, new opti-
mism surrounds the economic potential
of urban centers. An increasing number
of public officials now proclaim with
great excitement and fanfare their plans
to revitalize their downtowns. However,
many local officials are at a loss for
specific public strategies to reposition
their downtowns and attract new invest-
ment, business, and residents. 

Although Asheville certainly did not
act alone in transforming its downtown,
the city’s critical role in initiating and

leading the revitalization stands without
question. As one of the most successful
private developers of downtown proper-
ties readily asserts, “It would not have
happened had it not been for the city’s in-
volvement.”3 By serving as the effective,
committed initial sponsor of the down-
town turnaround, the city provided
direction, resources, sacrifice, and the
imperative for change in the critical
early stages of the revitalization era. 

Essentially this chapter of the Ashe-
ville story begins in 1981 with the
emergence of a critical consensus about
the future of the city’s downtown and
the city’s consequent role as a change
agent. The chapter closes in 1993 with
the election of new members to the City
Council and a significantly changed role
for the city in downtown development.
For purposes of setting a context and en-
suring chronological accuracy, we briefly
consider a number of actions that oc-
curred before 1981 and after 1993.

Hitting Rock Bottom
Twenty-seven years ago, “downtown
Asheville was a virtual wasteland. Most
of the buildings were uninhabited, few
people lived in town, and fewer still
came downtown.”4 Seventy-five percent
of the buildings stood vacant, and the
minimal stirrings of street life and foot
traffic included not one but two red-
light districts.5 The demise had been a
long time in the making, but the
opening of the Asheville Mall in
November 1973 marked a real and
symbolic acceleration in the physical
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and emotional abandonment of down-
town.6 As the department stores and
other retail operations migrated to the
mall over the next decade, downtown
Asheville lay on the verge of decay.
Former Mayor Louis Bissette recalls,
“We used to say, ‘You could shoot a
rifle down the street any night, and 
you wouldn’t hit a thing.’”7 Downtown
had hit rock bottom. 

Asheville attempted to respond to the
demise of its downtown. In 1977 the
City Council created the Asheville Re-
vitalization Commission. The commis-
sion published a revitalization plan in
1978, which noted,

The physical and economic condition
of downtown Asheville has been 
unhealthy for several decades. Devel-
opment of suburban shopping cen-
ters increased concern for the down-
town’s future. Recent construction 
of three new commercial buildings
and a civic center did not seem to
significantly improve the overall
economic climate. Thus, it became
the consensus of business, civic and
political leaders that some form 
of local governmental intervention
was needed.8

The plan recommended a “villages
concept” to promote the distinct char-
acter of the fourteen neighborhoods of
downtown. Unfortunately, despite at-
tempts at public participation in devel-
opment of the plan, sufficient support
failed to materialize. Dissatisfaction with
downtown continued to build. 

Although civic leaders in Asheville
had begun to focus on downtown, there
were no large-scale successes. Ironically,
many people in Asheville point to a large-
scale project that failed to be realized, as
the watershed event in downtown revi-
talization. Without the proposal for this
project, the efforts to revitalize downtown
might well have withered on the vine. N
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Finding an Effective Catalyst
In 1980 a national developer approached
city leaders with a proposal to build a
seventeen-acre downtown mall and
convention center. The plan, which
would have necessitated leveling eleven
city blocks in the heart of downtown,
promised approximately 700,000 square
feet of retail space, a hotel, 125,000
square feet of office space, and 3,500
parking spaces. Total project costs were
estimated at $116 million, with the city’s
contribution pegged at $40 million.9

Some people in Asheville embraced
this plan, but others cried out against it.
Those in favor of it were buoyed by the
developer’s interest in
downtown, and they
pointed to the likeli-
hood that the project
would bring an in-
creased tax base, more
jobs, and many tourist
and convention dollars
to downtown. Those
opposing the plan
argued vehemently
that it posed untenable
losses of historic
buildings, and risks to
the environment and to small businesses
already existing in downtown. 

An intense civic debate ensued for
months. Opponents emerged victorious
in 1981 when they succeeded, by a 2-to-
1 margin, in defeating a referendum that
would have provided general obligation
bonds for the project. 

The proposed downtown mall pro-
voked an important debate about the
future of downtown and caused the
citizens of Asheville to organize and be-
come involved in downtown issues. How-
ever, in the wake of the referendum, there
were deep, open wounds created by fiery,
targeted civic discourse. This result was
costly in many ways: years of friendships
were severed, business relationships
ended, and political allies turned on one
another. Civic energy was depleted. 

Ironically, out of this difficult period
emerged an important positive legacy: 
a catalyzing of the historic preservation
movement in Asheville. Loudly and
clearly, voters sent the message that they
favored saving downtown’s existing
building stock over constructing new
buildings. 

In the next twenty-five years, 
135 income-producing buildings in
Buncombe County were rehabilitated
using federal and state tax-credit pro-
grams for historic preservation, the largest
in number and dollar amount of any
North Carolina county.10 Most of the
buildings are in downtown Asheville. 

Stepping Out: The City Leads
The day after the 1981 referendum, the
city hired Becky Williams (now Becky
Anderson) as an economic developer for
the Asheville Revitalization Commis-
sion. In addition, to respond to the deep
divisions created by the referendum, the

City Council ap-
pointed a Downtown
Task Force to provide
a forum for the
various factions to
talk and determine a
process for moving
the revitalization
efforts forward. 

The task force
eventually recom-
mended the establish-
ment of a commission
to focus exclusively

on downtown. The City Council agreed
and created the Downtown Commission
in 1982, charging it to “develop the
Central Business District as the region’s
primary office, retail, hotel and cultural
center.”11 Originally the commission
consisted of six members appointed by
the City Council, plus the entire mem-
bership of the City Council itself. The
composition changed in 1986 once the
council determined that the basic ele-
ments of the plan to revitalize downtown
were in place. 

The change in composition created 
an opportunity for the council to ap-
point members who had the single 
focus of revitalization. Also, it provided
an expanded role for the city’s local 
government partner, Buncombe County.
Thereafter the commission consisted 
of two representatives each from the
City Council and the County Commis-
sion, and three others, two representing
the private sector and a chairperson
selected from the community. Many
nonprofits and citizen groups were af-
filiated with and provided support for
the commission.12

The commission’s powers were direct
and broad.13 To carry out its purpose, the
council gave the commission “the power
to do all things, subject to limitations as
may be imposed by the North Carolina
General Statutes or by the ordinances of
the City of Asheville, necessary and con-
venient to carry out the purposes of the
Commission for the public welfare.”14

Building the Capacity to Lead and
Manage a Renaissance 
Asheville’s City Council took further
decisive and unified action to ensure
that the emerging vision and affinity for
downtown would be implemented and
sustained.15 In April 1986 the council
appointed Douglas Bean as manager of
Asheville. Bean’s hiring reflected a top
priority of the council: hiring a manager
with revitalization experience. Bean had
led the successful downtown revitaliza-
tion effort in Morganton, North Caro-
lina, and had a reputation for bringing
disparate interests together. 

Almost as soon as he began the job,
Bean realized that the private sector was
neither organized nor leading the revitali-
zation. Clearly the city would have to
create a strong, coordinated effort to re-
juvenate the downtown. Consequently
Bean created a new city department, the
Downtown Development Office (the
name “Office” was intentionally used
so as to seem less bureaucratic). With
guidance from the commission, the
Downtown Development Office was to
serve as a catalyst for the public and
private sectors as well as to be part of,
and support for, a broader system of
downtown groups.16

Within six months of his appointment
as city manager, Bean selected Leslie
Anderson, a coauthor of this article, to
head the office.17 Anderson went on to
serve almost ten years as director of
Downtown (and later City) Development.

After several years the Downtown
Development Office moved from city hall
to a storefront on a street that was
formerly the “Fifth Avenue of Asheville.”
The office thus served as the physical hub
of downtown revitalization activity.18 It
also served as the nonphysical hub.
Downtown Development Office staff
played a variety of roles, including project
managers, planners, business recruiters,
matchmakers, nonprofit managers,

The proposed downtown 
mall provoked an important
debate about the future of
downtown and caused the
citizens of Asheville to 
organize and become involved 
in downtown issues.
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cheerleaders, party-givers, fundraisers,
parking managers, marketers, and
dreamers. The office had responsibility
for coordinating projects and communi-
cating with all partners and the general
public. The staff coordinated some city
projects directly, assisted other city de-
partments in their projects, and supported
allied organizations in their activities. 

The city manager recommended that
the revitalization effort incorporate the
successful Main Street model of the Na-
tional Trust for Historic Preservation.
Although Asheville was too large to be-
come a Main Street city, Downtown
Development Office staff and volunteers
availed themselves fully of the program’s
resources by attending conferences,
studying the publications, and visiting
thriving towns that had used the model.
Task forces of citizens worked to put
plans in place for each of the Main
Street model’s four arenas: economic re-
structuring, design, organization, and
marketing/promotion. 

Three of the Downtown Develop-
ment Office’s roles were particularly in-
strumental, albeit subtle. First, the office

coordinated a large volunteer program
that was inclusive and hands-on. It in-
tegrated people into an extensive array
of responsibilities in the public and
private sectors—for example, writing
design guidelines, educating the public,
organizing a historic walking trail, de-
termining how to get big projects rolling,
and working through political barriers. 

Second, the Downtown Development
Office responded to, and leveraged the
skills and the influence of, civic leaders
in Asheville. Chief among the advocates
espousing high aspirations for down-
town’s development was the vocal and
articulate Roger McGuire. McGuire and
others fostered community conversations
about the unique purpose and value of
downtown. As former Asheville City
Manager Bean said,

Roger was downtown’s chief salesman.
Roger preached, cajoled, worked, crit-
icized, and wrote about what needed
to happen. He was the conscience of
downtown. He invested his own
resources in downtown, brought
experts to town, and challenged the

city, informally and formally. Roger
forced the city to choose higher stan-
dards than were natural for the city.19

A third key role of the Downtown
Development Office was to create the
proper business-related climate for suc-
cess. From the mid-1980s through the
early 1990s, the availability of commer-
cial and governmental incentives and 
tools was limited. Local banks were rarely
inclined to make loans for renovation 
of downtown properties, and if they did,
they required unrealistic amounts of
collateral. To lower barriers, the Down-
town Development Office responded in
nonbureaucratic, entrepreneurial, and
creative ways to any obstacle preventing
private investment in downtown. Staff
provided marketing analysis for busi-
nesses, served as their liaison to and
advocate with other city departments,
shepherded ordinance changes, expedited
reviews and processes, and matched
investors, property owners, and lessees.
Staff generally opened doors and solved
problems. They worked “outside the
box” a lot.20

The Griffin 
under construction.
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Strengthening the 
Public-Private Partnership
From the beginning, perhaps growing
out of the severe division of the early
1980s, public-private partnership pre-
vailed as the organizing principle for
sustaining the revitalization. Key stake-
holders determined that the Downtown
Development Office should have a lim-
ited number of staff, thereby forcing the
office to create opportunities for other
city departments and groups outside of
city government to be players.21

Soon after the 1986 reorganization
of the Downtown Commission, the
commissioners realized that although
the commission consisted of community
leaders and government representatives
interested in and committed to down-
town, few of them owned property or
businesses downtown. Recognizing that
revitalization needed to include those
who would be most affected by the
downtown efforts and had a financial
stake in the outcome, they initiated
creation of a private-sector partner, the
Asheville Downtown Association (ADA).
Over the next year, a citizens group

studied models from other cities, and
within a year the ADA held its first
meeting (in June 1987). It formed as a
501(c)(6) organization, with its own
board of directors and work priorities. 

The city, through the Downtown De-
velopment Office, nurtured the develop-
ment of the ADA. ADA staff were on the
city’s payroll for about a decade and were
a part of the Downtown Development
Office team. This created a symbiotic
relationship that provided dedicated staff
to pursue the merchants’ interests while
the city received input directly from the
merchants. The arrangement “enabled
the organization to get a lot accomplished
and served both sides well. The merchants
had direct access to a city department
head and the Downtown Development
Office had merchants who would help
bolster their efforts to renovate buildings
and attract businesses downtown.”22

“They needed us and we needed them,”
said Mary Fierle, of the Development
Office.23 

Downtown merchants, property
owners, advocates, and entrepreneurs
were a crucial new addition to the cast
of players. The ADA organized mar-
keting and promotion efforts, supported
leasing and business recruitment, and
led problem-solving initiatives. It also
was a recruiter and a conduit for com-
munity involvement. As Ashly Maag,
one-time ADA director, said, “We were
a hybrid organization: the city’s private-
sector partner and a voice and advocate
to the city from the private side.”24

Walking the Talk
The city determined that just as private-
sector support for the revitalization
effort needed to be broad-based, so did
public-sector support. Municipal govern-

An integral aspect of government’s
role in revitalizing downtowns is
ensuring the availability of high-

quality affordable housing. In addition 
to providing much-needed life after 
5:00 P.M., affordable housing allows
employees to live close to work and

creates income diversity in the face of
gentrification. One of the resources
available to help local governments

achieve these outcomes is the federal
low-income housing tax credit—Housing

Credit, for short—the nation’s largest
and most successful affordable-housing

program. The Housing Credit brings
governments, financial institutions, and
developers together in a public-private

partnership to create or rehabilitate rental
housing for households that are at or

below 60 percent of the area’s median in-
come. In Buncombe County, where Ashe-

ville is located, this is equal to $30,240
for a four-person household and a maxi-

mum housing expense of $600 plus
utilities for a two-bedroom unit.

The Federal Housing 
Credit Program

Scaffolding on Battery Park Apartments in downtown Asheville during
National Church Residences’ recent renovation of the 122-unit former hotel.
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ment reinvested in public property at a
level of quality conducive to excellent
development. The city kept city agencies
downtown, created civic amenities, sup-
ported downtown events, paid for ap-
propriate studies, improved public
properties, and encouraged its employees
to use downtown merchants. The city
also constructed three new parking decks
downtown, implemented a streetscape
plan, created two Urban Redevelopment
Areas, and supported creation of the Ur-
ban Trail. Perhaps the most symbolic of
the city’s efforts occurred with acquisi-
tion and rehabilitation of an old building
in the revitalization area that became
the Downtown Development Office.

In addition, the city manager con-
ducted frequent walking tours with
department heads, during which he en-
couraged coordination of downtown
projects across departments. He made
clear his expectation that each depart-
ment would contribute to the revitaliza-
tion, and he insisted that accountability
for achieving the vision be built into de-
partment work plans and staff perfor-
mance reviews.

The city convinced other levels of
government also to walk the talk.
Garnering county support was relatively
easy. County government leaders,
having participated in the Downtown
Commission and the planning exercises,
recognized that locating county agencies
downtown would stimulate develop-
ment and improve both the image and
the tax base of the area. For county
leaders, there could be no justifying 
the “standing concrete” of vacant
buildings and their anemic contribution
to the tax base. 

City school officials
were similarly suppor-
tive. When the school
board needed to 
lease new central
office space, it did so
in a newly rehabili-
tated, prominent
downtown building,
although suitable 
less expensive space
was probably avail-
able elsewhere in 
the city.25

Reaping the Positive Results
The Downtown Development Office
managed a festivals program that
included Bele Chere (pronounced “Bell
Share”), a festival encompassing the en-
tire center city during the last full week-
end in July. Today Bele Chere attracts
more than 350,000 visitors, and in
2005 the festival’s direct total spending
was estimated to be $12.4 million.26

Events like Bele Chere were central
to the downtown program, as evidenced
by the marketing plan’s positioning state-

ment: “Downtown
Asheville is the en-
tertainment capital of
the region [western
North Carolina].”27

Community-oriented
events such as Light
Up Your Holidays,
Moonlight over
Downtown, Tell It in
the Mountains,
Downtown after 5,
Oktoberfest, July
Fourth festivities, and
First Night Asheville

In North Carolina overall, there are
1,500 Housing Credit properties, with
more than 40,000 units. Each year the
state allocates about $160 million in
Housing Credits, which results in the an-
nual addition, on average, of 40 proper-
ties and 2,500 units. Currently, Asheville
is home to 17 Housing Credit properties,
with a total of 1,121 units.

The program creates affordability
through the Internal Revenue Code,
otherwise known as the federal income
tax statute. A full explanation of the
Housing Credit is beyond the scope of
this article. Following is a greatly
simplified example:

• A sixty-unit property requires $5 million
in total costs to acquire and develop.

• The property generates a $3.6 million
reduction in federal income tax 
liability.

• In exchange for this tax credit, an
investor contributes $3.2 million in
equity.

• This equity replaces debt that would
otherwise be necessary for construction.

• Payments on a $1.8 million loan 
($5 million minus $3.2 million) are
much lower than those on a $5 million
loan, and these savings are passed
along to the tenants.

The North Carolina Housing Finance
Agency (NCHFA) is responsible for
administering the Housing Credit
program in this state. NCHFA is a self-
supporting public agency with a mission
to create affordable housing opportu-
nities for North Carolinians whose needs
are not met by the market. NCHFA
awards Housing Credits through a highly
competitive process.

Downtown Revitalization

The primary purpose of the Housing
Credit program is to make investments
in real estate that serves the housing
needs of low-income families and
individuals. However, NCHFA also is
committed to helping local governments
improve their communities.
NCHFA’s rental policies and practices
demonstrate this commitment. Since

2000, more than one-third of North
Carolina’s federal Housing Credits have
been awarded to proposals that have
directly assisted in revitalizing neighbor-
hoods. These properties have made a
difference in more than fifty municipal-
ities across the state.

Following are four fundamental
principles for local government officials
and nonprofit organization leaders to
keep in mind when considering the use
of Housing Credits for a downtown
improvement effort:

1. Housing Credit properties are
privately owned businesses. As with 
any prospective business, owners need
to be certain that there is a market for
their product—in this case, renters.
Because the product is real estate, the
other criterion owners should consider 
is location.

NCHFA’s most frequent investment-
related concern regarding site and
market in downtowns is that Housing
Credit properties not be the first activity
in a neighborhood. Such properties are
not suitable as “sparks.” Instead, they

County government leaders,
having participated in the
Downtown Commission and
the planning exercises, recog-
nized that locating county
agencies downtown would
stimulate development and
improve both the image and
the tax base of the area.
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were all launched from the mid-1980s
to the early 1990s so that residents
would come downtown, have fun, and
see the progress. 

The festivals also served an important
organizational development function:
they were a training ground for new
and emerging leaders and allowed the
city to celebrate its unique quality of life
and civic spirit. 

Far beyond the cultural and economic
value of festivals such as Bele Chere,
Asheville stands as an impressive ex-
ample of what an economically viable
downtown can mean to the tax base of
an entire city and county. In 1982, one
year after the beginning of the concerted
efforts to revitalize downtown, the total
value of property in the Central Business
District was $48,237,500. In 2004,
after more than twenty years of con-
certed work and tens of millions of dol-
lars of private investment in the buildings,
the taxable value was $386,834,500, an
increase of 702 percent.28 If an acre of
land with improvements in downtown
is compared with an acre of land with
improvements in a rural or suburban

area, today the value of Central Business
District property per acre to Buncombe
County’s average tax yield is $44,887
per acre for Central Business District
mixed-use, three- or four-story condo-
miniums (with first-floor commercial
use), versus only $1,716 and $1,236 per
acre for city and county residential
property, respectively.29 The density adds
residents to the city without increased
costs for infrastructure.

Because of the city’s foresight and
commitment to the Central Business
District, positive results abound. The
approach of preservation and adaptive
reuse honored Asheville’s history, saved
historic buildings, and provided unique
spaces for entertainment, offices, living,
and civic amenities. Twenty years after
the formation of the Downtown Com-
mission, downtown Asheville enjoys an
explosion of new, urban construction,
especially residential. Residents living
downtown (in Census Tract 1) increased
from 819 in 1990 to 1,351 in 2000.30 In
2006 and 2007, four hundred apartments
and condominium units will come on
the market.31 One challenge ahead is to

provide affordable workforce housing.
Only a small percentage of the upcoming
units are moderately priced. Attracting
developers to this niche is difficult (for
information about a helpful resource,
see the sidebar on page 8).  

Business offerings of all types have
expanded, including an increase from 
2 galleries in the mid-1980s to 30 today
and from 6 minority-owned businesses
to 22-plus today. There is more than
one million square feet of office space
downtown, representing about 50
percent of all office uses within the city.
There also are 200 retail shops, 80
restaurants and bars, 25 music venues,
12 churches and religious organizations,
5 museums, and 5 theaters.32

A Theory of Change

Examining the Asheville story in retro-
spect, one can discern the course of action
that created downtown Asheville’s
resurgence. More difficult to ascertain is
how those actions fit into a broader
theory of economic change. If down-
town development, like other economic

should complement other efforts. Having
surrounding revitalization efforts well under
way provides assurance that NCHFA’s
investment will not be the only one.

2. NCHFA’s evaluation of proposed
sites for new construction also looks to
the other half of the purpose stated
earlier: helping improve the lives of low-
income households. Would the property
be a nice place to live for senior citizens
or families with children? In other words,
does it make sense to create housing
units at this location?

The site criteria assess whether the lo-
cation has a neighborhood feel and ask
about the quality and the proximity of
surrounding shopping, services, and other
amenities. Using the criteria, NCHFA staff
apply penalties for problematic features.
Downtown and infill areas often compete
well in this evaluation. Concerns do arise
when there is an expectation that eco-
nomically vulnerable households will
serve as residential pioneers, the only
people inhabiting an area. 

For rehabilitation proposals the con-
cerns are very different than for new
construction proposals because the ques-

tion of whether to create housing already
has been answered. Thus the quality-of-
life issue for existing properties is whether
the proposal will help those living in the
worst conditions. NCHFA encourages
rehabilitation of distressed projects,
which can be part of the reason an area
is in need of revitalization. The changes
result in visible physical improvements
and, in some cases, better management.

3. Every locality in North Carolina has
access to federal funds for housing and
community development. Adding these
funds as additional sources for Housing
Credit properties can make the differ-
ence between a successful project and
one that struggles. 

There are two ways to use these funds.
The first is by offering below-market
financing, which reduces the debt-
service burden on the property and thus
the burden on the tenants. The monthly
payments on a loan with a 6 percent
interest rate and a twenty-year term are
twice as high as those on one with a 
2 percent rate and a thirty-year term. For
a sixty-unit property with a $1.8 million
loan, the difference is $218 per unit 

per month in tenant rent versus $111
per unit per month—or $1,284 per year,
a significant amount for low-income
households.

The second use for local funds is to
improve the area surrounding a pro-
posed site. Repairing dilapidated homes,
clearing abandoned structures, adding
sidewalks, and building parks are among
the many eligible activities that assist in
the Housing Credit award process.

4. NCHFA always welcomes opportu-
nities to work with local governments.
The key is to communicate at an early
stage in planning. At that point, NCHFA
staff and prospective applicants can
discuss how state policies fit with local
priorities.

Properties in Asheville

Downtown Asheville offers several ex-
amples of successful Housing Credit
properties representing both new con-
struction and rehabilitation. Two of the
most recently awarded projects are The
Griffin and Battery Park Apartments.

continued on page 12
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development, must play on the unique
context of each community, can other
communities draw specific lessons from
Asheville’s experience? We think so.

The public-sector strategy for trans-
forming Asheville’s downtown reflects
broad principles of effective leadership
of change initiatives, which have impli-
cations beyond downtown redevelop-
ment. As evidence, we point to the
symmetry between the activities of
Asheville’s leaders and the principles for
effective change set out by Harvard
Business School Professor Rosabeth
Moss Kanter. Although the city’s leaders
did not consider Kanter’s work or any
other explicit theory of change as they
breathed new economic life into their
downtown area, their actions strongly
correlate with Kanter’s theory. The
parallels suggest that, whether change
strategies are driven by the public sector
or the private sector or both, and
whether they are intentionally linked to
change theory or not, effective ones call
for certain essential ingredients.33

On the basis of her research on change
theory, Kanter argues that leaders of

effective change initiatives must set the
direction, define the context, and help
produce coherence. Leaders also must
manage the culture, or at least the
vehicles through which that culture is
expressed. They must set the boundaries
for collaboration, autonomy, and the
sharing of knowledge and ideas; give
meaning to events that otherwise appear
random and chaotic; and inspire volun-
tary behavior—effort, innovation, and
entrepreneurship.34

More particularly, Kanter suggests,
leaders must ensure that their change
efforts are doing the following:

• Tuning in to the environment 

• Challenging the prevailing
organizational wisdom

• Communicating a compelling
aspiration

• Building coalitions

• Transferring ownership to a
working team

• Learning to persevere 

• Making everyone a hero 

Tuning in to the Environment
Kanter writes, “As a leader you can’t
possibly know enough, or be in enough
places to understand” everything that
you need to know to give direction to
your work.35 She therefore suggests the
strategy of creating listening posts—
ways to actively collect information that
suggests new approaches. Asheville did
just that.

At the Asheville Revitalization Com-
mission, the newly hired Williams re-
ceived the following charge: “Be an
ombudsman, an information mover, a
presence in downtown, and spread the
message: ‘The city cares.’”36 Ken Micha-
love, then the city manager, instructed
Williams to eat breakfast every morning
with someone about prospects for down-
town, alternating companions between
the two downtown-mall factions. 

The city’s tradition of setting up mul-
tiple and various types of listening posts
continued into the mid and late 1980s.
When the Downtown Development
Office started, staff visited each business
downtown and collected the concerns
and the ideas of its employees. When

Residents and guests exploring the restored ballroom during the grand reopening of Battery Park Apartments.
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the time came to order new street furni-
ture, organizers set up choices of benches,
trash receptacles, and streetlights for
people to try, and asked them to vote for
their favorites. Organizers conducted
“charrettes” (intense, creative work ses-
sions) to gain input on the future of
downtown. As the planning department’s
urban design planner picked up news
about significant changes in the down-
town environment, she shared it and took
action. The city introduced a mounted
police program that aided both public
safety and community relations. All staff
spent a lot of time with their feet on the
street (and their eyes and ears alert).

Challenging the Prevailing
Organizational Wisdom
According to Kanter, successful leaders
of change develop “kaleidoscopic think-
ing,” a way of constructing patterns 
from the fragments of data available,
then manipulating them to form different
patterns. This kind of thinking allows
leaders to question their own assump-
tions about the correct solution to 
a problem. 

Asheville set out to question its own
and others’ assumptions about how to
develop downtown, and to explore a
range of solutions to downtown’s prob-
lems. The city sponsored ventures to other
cities, asking voyagers to return with fresh
ideas.37 Also, local nonprofits brought
experts to Asheville to share their experi-
ences. When the French Broad River Gar-
den Club sponsored a workshop and
talk by Mary Means, the first director
of the National Main Street Center of
the National Trust for Historic Preserva-
tion, more than 500 people attended.38

The city was armed with new pos-
sibilities, but it was sobered by the
realization that an even broader cross-
section of community residents needed
to grasp the stubborn problems of a
decaying downtown and appreciate how
a renewed downtown could advance
their interests. As one strategy, in 1985
the city began a planning process for
writing a new citywide comprehensive
plan. The process, named Alternatives
for Asheville, involved hundreds of
participants from diverse perspectives
and factions and resulted in the adop-

tion of the Asheville City Plan 2010.
The plan called for a revitalized down-
town that would be the regional center
of western North Carolina.

Communicating a Compelling
Aspiration
Kanter writes, “You cannot sell change,
or anything else, without genuine convic-
tion, because there are so many sources
of resistance to overcome.”39 At least
initially, people tend to respond to
change efforts with attitudes such as
“We’ve tried it before, and it didn’t
work.” To counter this resistance, the
city and other advocates went to great
lengths to communicate a consistent
vision that illustrated the history, the
desires, and the decisions of the city. 

Out of the discourse emerged a vision
that set a high yet attainable standard: 

Renaissance Asheville—A downtown
that functions for commerce through
a rich mix of business types . . .
projects an image of Asheville as a
small, progressive Southern City . . .
pulses with activity throughout the

The Griffin is a fifty-unit property located
on Grove Street in the city’s central busi-
ness district, close to the businesses and
luxury condominiums of the Grove Arcade.
Construction will be completed in fall
2006. The developer is Mountain Hous-
ing Opportunities, Inc., a local nonprofit
with broad experience in housing.
As a proposal, The Griffin earned one of
the highest site and market scores ever
in North Carolina—148 out of a possible
155 points. In addition to Housing
Credits, the property will benefit from
$426,000 in below-market financing
from local government sources. The
average rent will be under $450 per
month (plus utilities).

Battery Park Apartments is a well-
known 122-unit marquee property on
Battle Square, also located in the central
business district. The developer, National
Church Residences, budgeted $30,300
per unit in construction costs to reha-
bilitate the existing structure, which was
not severely distressed but was in need of
improvement and modernization. Local
governments made a loan of $225,000

and issued a $6.7 million tax-exempt
bond. Equity for the Housing Credits
covered the remaining costs. The grand
reopening was held in August 2005.

Conclusion

With the right planning, federal Housing
Credits are a powerful tool for downtown
revitalization. By combining real estate

fundamentals, quality-of-life considera-
tions, local support, and early communi-
cation, local governments can strategi-
cally direct this resource for everyone’s
benefit.

—Mark Shelburne

The author is counsel and 
policy coordinator for the NCHFA’s

Rental Investment Department.

continued from page 10
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An architectural rendering of The Griffin.
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day and evening . . . beckons and
comforts children and older adults 
. . . honors our heritage, history, and
mountain landscape . . . complements
the high quality of life of the area . . .
entices with its diverse offerings in
fine dining, cultural opportunities,
housing and retail . . . projects a
strong, compelling sense of place—
commitment to quality in details,
authentic design, pedestrian oriented,
urban character . . . [T]he social,
financial, cultural, governmental,
psychological, economic center of
western North Carolina[,] which is
open to diverse and creative possibil-
ities yet unseen.40

To breathe life into the vision, city staff
employed a variety of strategies. With
the local newspaper, they produced
monthly inserts promoting the vision of
downtown as a viable district and giving
updates on the progress of development.
They conducted “hard hat tours” (tours
of construction sites), organized unified
retail-sales campaigns, told the down-
town story at numerous gatherings, and
gave away hundreds of toy yellow hard
hats. Working with the Tourism Devel-
opment Authority, they launched a mar-
keting campaign for tourists with the
theme, “Come See Downtown Revitali-
zation in Action.”

Building Coalitions
Kanter says that change leaders need 
the involvement of people who have the
resources, the knowledge, and the clout
to make things happen. In the early
stages of planning, leaders must identify
key supporters and sell their dream with
the same passion and deliberation as
entrepreneurs sell their products. 

Understanding that public-private part-
nerships were pivotal to successful revital-
ization, the primary players immediately
began working actively to foster such
relationships. The Downtown Develop-
ment Office served as the hub for them. 

Coordination of the various partners
occurred through the Downtown Com-
mission. The commission was a forum
for discourse, and it monitored and en-
couraged constant forward momentum
and progress on projects. It supervised
the creation and the implementation of
the annual Downtown Action Plan.

Members used their relationships and
influence with the City Council to down-
town’s advantage. The commission also
served as a sounding board and an idea
incubator for staff. 

The final key piece of the tripartite
coalition was the ADA. It served as a
liaison between the city and the down-
town business community, and it pro-
vided much-needed private-sector support
for the city’s revitalization endeavors.

Transferring Ownership to a 
Working Team
Kanter asserts that a leader’s job is 
to support the team, provide coaching
and resources, and patrol the boun-
daries within which the team must
operate freely. The city proved to be a
masterful leader in its downtown re-
vitalization effort. 

One of the Downtown Development
Office’s first exercises was the construc-
tion of a sociogram. The visual repre-
sentation of all the groups involved in
downtown improvement and their rela-
tionship to one another clearly instructed
the leadership about a chronic problem:
there were too many groups indepen-
dently doing their part and not related
or connected. These realities led to the
crafting of a public-private partnership
model that was functional, trim, flexible,
inclusive, manageable, and, ultimately,
successful at building civic forces for
change. Implementation of this model
would not have occurred, however,
without the leadership, the funding, and
the sponsorship of city government.

The City Council, the city manager,
and the Downtown Commission ex-
pected the Downtown Development 
Office to take the lead in creating a
partnership environment within the re-
vitalization program. They also expected
that ultimately this partnership, rather
than the city exclusively, would sustain
the revitalization. Thus the continuing
charge for the Downtown Development
Office was “Orchestrate and coordinate
the revitalization of downtown Asheville
through a public-private partnership.”41

By the mid-1990s, because of several
factors, it was imperative that a tran-
sition occur to position the private sec-
tor as the dominant player. One project
that assisted this transition was dubbed
the Downtown Advantage. The city, the

ADA, and certain developers worked
together to tout the economic benefits
of investing in downtown and locating
there. Through a resource guide, news-
letters, brochures, media stories, speak-
ing engagements, and advertising, the
campaign was promoted.

Learning to Persevere
As Kanter acknowledges in her study,
“Every idea, especially if it is new or dif-
ferent, runs into trouble before it reaches
fruition.”42 Forecasts run short, diversions
are likely, momentum will slow, and
critics will emerge. Former City Manager
Bean readily admits that the city under-
estimated the resources needed to
revitalize its downtown.43 There also
were diversions such as political
squabbles, developer bankruptcies, and
feelings in some neighborhoods that they
had been left out. Momentum stalled. 

Asheville had applauded its advantage
in having elected officials and advocates
in local government in partnership with
the private and nonprofit sectors to
transform downtown. However, as
Kanter predicts, critics, skeptics, and
cynics began to challenge the city by the
early 1990s. Naysayers, led by the local
Council of Independent Business Owners,
criticized the city’s involvement in real
estate and business development, and
the amount of city resources being
dedicated to downtown.

As Kanter declares, “Roads curve.”
The downtown development effort was
forced to navigate around roadblocks.
For instance, to combat the negative
statements by critics, advocates developed
the Mythbusters campaign. The myths,
rumors, and incorrect information cir-
culated about downtown were restated
and refuted with facts.

The backlash continued, however.
The ads of certain candidates for City
Council called the city’s emphasis and
investments in downtown a waste. Four
new members of the seven-member City
Council were elected in 1993. The sur-
prising first action of a coalition of two
new and two continuing council mem-
bers was to fire Bean. Under a new city
administration, the amount of city re-
sources dedicated to downtown was di-
minished. The Downtown Development
Office was absorbed by other city de-
partments, and its clout and scope were
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diminished. Several staff left the city’s
employment. Within a few years the
ADA became totally independent of the
city. The Downtown Commission,
however, continued its work. 

All these changes were followed by a
period of minimal investment, starting
in 1995.44 Two years later, though, de-
velopment rebounded and then soared,
buoyed by the strong, early momentum,
the intentional transition to the private
sector, and attractive investment oppor-
tunities. Redevelopment continued,
fueled by significant investment by the
private sector.

Making Everyone a Hero 
Kanter cautions that remembering to
recognize, reward, and celebrate accom-
plishments is critical to the success of
any change effort. Asheville took many
opportunities to celebrate the success of
those laboring to transform downtown. 

The ADA and the Downtown De-
velopment Office created the Downtown
Hero awards. Periodically they would
single out volunteers for unselfish con-
tributions to the downtown effort. Each
person received a large gold medallion
on wide red ribbon, and the media and
ADA publications acknowledged his or
her contributions. The Preservation
Society of Asheville/Buncombe County
bestowed its Griffin Awards on owners
and developers who rehabilitated and
preserved historic buildings to high
standards. Some people used donations
to the Urban Trail to honor downtown
contributors. Staff and volunteers or-
ganized open houses to show off new
residences, offices, and galleries. The
series of festivals and events held down-
town showcased the district and cele-
brated progress made.

The city and the ADA made it a
point to recognize their partners—
dozens of people—who were the change
agents of downtown. More recently the
community has focused its recognition
and appreciation primarily on a small
number of private-sector catalysts. 

Conclusion 

The Asheville experience in downtown
revitalization illuminates the success that
is possible when a local government
takes a leadership role in addressing a

problem, while taking care to be in-
clusive and to engage key stakeholders
continuously. 

Asheville’s leaders were clear that
only a civic force including the private,
not-for-profit, and public sectors would
be strong enough to reverse decades of
downtown decay and dysfunction. To
rescue downtown Asheville for future
generations, city leaders sought to cre-
ate, but not to be the sole extent of, a
human structure and culture needed to
support downtown development. They
understood that the city had to build a
system larger than municipal govern-
ment and innovate from within it. 

Without a doubt many private- and
nonprofit-sector leaders played pivotal
roles in Asheville’s downtown revitali-
zation. However, describing the city’s
specific role in the revitalization makes
its effective leadership immediately
apparent and establishes the consistency
of that role with characteristics set forth
more generally for change efforts.
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