
8 BizVoice/Indiana Chamber – July/August 22004



July/August 22004 –– BizVoice/Indiana Chamber 9

The number of Indiana case studies for downtown
development is nearly as large as the list of cities and towns
within the state. The communities included here reflect diversity
in size, conditions and approach. 

A game of Fortune
Downtown prospects can scale the range from deep despair

to lofty heights. Perhaps no one has experienced that roller-
coaster ride more than developer Scott Pitcher and his Kokomo-
based Fortune Management company. Hailed as recently as
last year as a savior of several communities, a combination of
factors have Fortune Management facing more lawsuits and
unfinished business than prospects for success.

The purpose here is to review the Pitcher strategy and
not debate the current downfall. To do so, however, requires
a quick summary of the facts.

Pitcher began rebuilding downtowns and building his
reputation in his hometown of Kokomo in 1986. The success
in purchasing and renovating buildings, attracting businesses
into the facilities and making the downtown a destination led
to extensive work in Marion, Lawrenceburg and Anderson in the late 1990s and early portion of
this decade.

Fortune Management offered a broad range of services, with Pitcher calling the business a
“one-stop revitalization shop.” Buying properties, with no guarantee of an eventual return on
investment, is an expensive and risky business. Although Pitcher typically would set up a local office
to manage the process, his approach puts a great deal of control of a city’s fate in an outside entity.

Former Marion Mayor Bill Henry brought Fortune Management to that city. Current Lawrenceburg
Mayor Bill Cunningham inherited a community in which Pitcher had been quite active. Although
original expectations were not met in either place, neither has regrets or complaints about the
work done.

“Pitcher had brought remarkable change to downtown Kokomo,” recalls Henry, who noticed
the difference that had occurred between several work stints in that city. “He had a new wrinkle,
adapting life to the 21st century, attracting empty nesters and bringing people back downtown. I
asked him, ‘How would you like to have a new canvas?’ Because
he is an artist.”

Asked if he was proud of the accomplishments in Marion, which
included renovation of nine properties (several which have not
attracted tenants or buyers), Henry answered with an emphatic yes.

“The quality of work, the effect on downtown Marion was
staggering,” he offers. “If re-elected, I would have put together creative
financing in Marion to do more and not put taxpayer money at
risk. After I left office, I was still getting inquiries from mayors.”

Looking to the future
Cunningham, elected in 2003, says that Fortune Management

had completed renovating approximately eight buildings and a
few older residences in downtown Lawrenceburg. The businesses
that were attracted include several stores, an ice cream parlor, financial institution, law office
and additional service providers.

“They acquired a lot of land in the area near the casino (Argosy, Indiana’s most popular
riverboat) and are trying to deal with them on a few developments,” according to Cunningham. As
for future downtown work by Fortune Management, “I’m not saying it couldn’t happen yet. They’re
still in the area, but I haven’t met with them much recently. The projects that were completed,
they did a fine job.”

The long-term outlook and the drive to get there are what Pitcher brings to the table, Henry
believes. One of the biggest obstacles, however, to reaching that long-term goal is the short-term

The newly created Town Center
has become the focal point of
downtown Anderson.

Some of the projects started
by Fortune Management in
Anderson await completion.



reality of politics.
“Pitcher has the vision. He just needs a community to be

patient, but the community also has to hold him accountable,”
Henry reasons. “You have to set goals as clearly as possible. If
those goals are not met, you have to know why.”

As for getting all the necessary entities to support that lengthy
process, he adds, “I’m beginning to despair that you can. If a city
is going to play politics with it, you can’t.”

The fortunes of Fortune Management turned, at least partially,
on another mayoral election. Anderson, under former mayor J.
Mark Lawler, had agreed to loan the company $1.8 million over
two years, with three one-year extension options. Recently elected
mayor Kevin Smith did not renew those options. Combined with
difficulties brought on by the longer-than-expected economic
downturn, Fortune has been unable to meet its obligations, has
laid off employees and in April was sued by four Anderson banks
for $1.9 million.

In a Kokomo Tribune story published earlier this year, Pitcher
said he hopes to have his creditors paid by the end of the year. He
vows a comeback, with less of a focus on the risky property purchases

and more on the creative aspects of rebuilding downtowns.

City investment
With Fortune Management on the sidelines, the city has

picked up the ball in Lawrenceburg, a fast-growing community
along the Ohio River near Cincinnati. Under construction is
a parking garage, with a medical center on one end and additional
office space on the other. A conference center/hotel is planned
in an effort to take further advantage of the popular riverboat
and attract smaller meetings and conventions.

“We probably have more business now in Lawrenceburg
than we’ve every had, but it’s all along U.S. 50. The traffic flow
there is over 40,000 vehicles a day,” Cunningham comments.
“We have to get foot traffic back downtown and help the

restaurants and other businesses. Until the city has taken some of the steps it’s doing now and
getting people back there, it’s going to be hard to get the private investment. The bulk of our
development now is city funded and city led.”

That money is available largely due to the tax proceeds and community contributions generated
by Argosy. Substantial infrastructure improvements have come to the community, county and
surrounding region, but not without controversy. For a region that somewhat accepted having
few discretionary funds prior to riverboat gaming, having large amounts of money has generated
considerable debate about its use.

Cunningham rattles off a list of past and ongoing accomplishments (without raising the tax
rate) due to the casino money, but cautions that with those advancements and the current economic
development focus, “Some people are behind anything you do. Others are against anything you
do, no matter what it is.”

In addition to the major projects, the Lawrenceburg Main Street Association has been the leader
in an aesthetic upgrade. It has contributed toward the painting/repair of nearly 300 properties,
almost evenly split between business and residential. 

Developing through technology
Travel north of Lawrenceburg, still near the Ohio border, and you come to Richmond. The

Wayne County seat has focused for nearly a decade on rebuilding the physical appearance of
downtown and utilizing technology to make an economic difference.

The pull of Interstate 70 to the north of downtown, coupled with a 1968 gas explosion, created
a struggle for downtown Richmond. Beginning in 1995, Main Street Richmond began to focus
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Richmond’s Uptown Innovation
Center, a refurbished building
in the city’s downtown, features
a colorful interior design scheme.
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on the question: What would it take for downtown to be an
economic driver?

Renee Oldham, executive director of that organization,
says, “We asked ourselves, ‘How do you create an environment
that creates investment, jobs and start-up companies.’ We wanted
to make people look at downtown differently. Before the high-tech
boom, we thought fiber would be dictating commerce.”

Taking advantage of fiber that was already in place, Richmond
created the first technology zone in the state. Oldham terms it
similar to today’s certified technology parks, with the education
and business communities partnering on development initiatives.

The last few years have focused on creating a business
incubator. The Uptown Innovation Center,
which opened in March, has already
attracted two companies (one focused on
agricultural research and development;
the second on business development services)
and serves as a training center. State-of-
the-art training rooms and high-tech
videoconferencing capabilities are generating
positive response. 

“We’ve had smaller business and larger
corporations in there, as well as the education
community,” Oldham notes. “Once they
get in the door, they’re impressed. The
building has bold colors; it’s high energy.
For non-traditional students, it’s comfortable for them to come
downtown and work there.”

Team effort
The Uptown Innovation Center is housed in a former vacant

building. Public and private interests came together to raise $1.4
million, with a number of businesses and groups contributing
to the effort. Only local contractors were used on the project.
In operation, the training center serves to offset some of the
incubation costs.

Henry, now a consultant for economic development and
Main Street programs, applauds the effort in Richmond. “Anybody
can live and work in a glass enclosed box near an interstate in
Anytown, USA,” he professes. “Being downtown gives a different
feel to the work life.”

A great deal of research went into the incubation development
process. Oldham says the Richmond group found that “there
are not a lot of downtown development groups responsible for
them. Most are university based. The National Business Incubation
Association has been very helpful. We wanted to learn as
much about failures as successes.”

The plan is to form a large technology park area by expanding
out of downtown to include the Indiana University-East and Ivy
Tech campuses, as well as the new local hospital being constructed.
An incubator manager, on loan from IU-East, is leading the process
of attracting new technology-oriented businesses.

Columbus challenges
Columbus, recognized for its architectural excellence and

strong business community leadership, is typically regarded as

a desirable community by
employees and their families.
That does not mean that
downtown challenges don’t
remain.

Beth Stroh, community
relations officer for Irwin
Financial Corporation, is
active in the community as

part of her job. Her interest and passion date back, however, to
when the former educator and her family moved to their downtown
home in 1988.

“What frustrates people most about downtown is not having
ready access to parking,” she informs. “There was a 1949 study
that said there was a 250-space parking shortage. In a 1998
update, there was still about a 250-space shortage.”

Irwin Financial, a major property owner in the downtown
area, is considering building a parking garage for its employees,
who work in several different buildings. The structure would
require private and public partnership, with both benefiting
from the increase in parking availability.

The Commons Mall, a downtown pedestrian mall ahead of
its time more than 30 years ago, faces an uncertain, but optimistic
future. Developers Herman and Sharon Renfro have purchased
the property. Stroh says the density of retail stores and restaurants
to accompany the mall is not where it needs to be at this point.

State Road 46 cuts through downtown Columbus on its
east-west expanse across the state and the initial effort to build
a new Central Middle School was defeated a few years ago. But
there are many things to celebrate in the community of 39,000.

Stroh and her husband, a lawyer, are both within walking
distance of work. Churches, along with the elementary and
middle school, are the same. Paint and hardware stores (it takes
a vehicle to reach grocery and drugstore destinations) are close,
along with a number of niche retailers.

“Downtown is not going to be the retail center it once was.
But hopefully we can keep enough of the unique, specialty aspects
we have,” Stroh points out, adding that musical and other special
events are successful in bringing people downtown after the

Downtown Columbus delivers
business and residential
options, with varying 
architectural styles.

The Commons Mall remains an important
part of Columbus’ downtown.
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traditional working hours. “Ours is definitely a mixed use
downtown, and I don’t see anyone advocating it be anything
other than that.”

Private performance
The city has played a key role in enhancing the look of

downtown through projects involving sidewalks, light poles,
trees, banners and the like. Such work makes it easier for the
private sector to continue its history of involvement.

Cummins and Arvin (now ArvinMeritor) were each established
in 1919. The Cummins headquarters remains a vital part of
downtown. Among its many contributions, the Cummins Foundation

paid the architectural fees for a number of public
buildings constructed throughout the years.
Individuals within the major companies, as well
as smaller employers, have also done their part in
past revitalizations and current efforts.

“We have a lot of restored historic buildings
mixed in with modern architecture,” Stroh states.
“You will see some very new next to some very
old. We’ve been fortunate. Where we can build to
greatest advantage, we have. Where we can restore
to greatest advantage, we have.”

A recently reformed Redevelopment Commission
is in place, looking to utilize tax increment financing
in the downtown district to guide future development. 

The goal, Stroh says, is to “improve on what we feel is already
a pretty good base. We want to create a dynamic economic
development strategy to go about attracting the things we don’t have.”

Times have changed
No matter the downtown strategy, community and private

sectors leaders must take into account the changing face of the
economy. Henry points out that young professionals want it
all, whether it be rollerblading to work or going to Starbucks
on their break.

“It doesn’t just have to be Indianapolis and Fort Wayne,”
the former mayor contends. “You need to be forward thinking.

Indiana cities did not get into this mess
overnight. If they can put politics away …”

Oldham agrees. Whether the subject is
downtown or economic development,
Richmond and other Indiana communities
have to realize that business as usual won’t
work, she maintains.

“One of the biggest things is creating a
culture for entrepreneurship. There are
pockets in the community in which a lot of
people are very technology oriented, but
we’ve never had a place to funnel them to.
In Richmond (and many other places), you
didn’t have to have an education to get a
good-paying position. Those jobs are gone.

“Indiana has a real stigma about failure,”
she continues. “This is a long-term process,
and we live in a very short-term state. There
needs to be more long-term planning.”

I N F O R M A T I O N  L I N K

Resources: Bill Henry, former Marion
mayor, at (765) 674-0224

Bill Cunningham, Lawrenceburg mayor,
at (812) 537-1676

Renee Oldham, Main Street Richmond,
at (765) 962-8151

Beth Stroh, Irwin Financial, Columbus,
at (812) 373-1428

A restaurant (left) and bed and breakfast
occupy restored buildings, including
the former Columbus City Hall (right).


