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By Symone Salisbury

HEART
of the

MATTER
City Starts Economic
Reform at Its Center

C o m m u n i t y  F o c u s  –  C o l u m b u sC o m m u n i t y  F o c u s  –  C o l u m b u s



The city that never sleeps. The overall pace in Columbus might not equate to New York
City’s slogan. But leaders in this southern Indiana community continue to work feverishly
to enhance the city, both from an economic and quality of life perspective. 

Many of their efforts revolve around Vision 2020, Columbus’ downtown revitalization
plan. Launched in 2005, projects include a proposed sporting complex, likely rebuilding of the
Commons Mall and two upscale hotels. Further, a flourishing new learning center and national
advanced manufacturing initiative continue to cultivate
educational opportunities.

In addition, Cummins Engine Company – which
established its world headquarters in Columbus nearly a
century ago – remains one of the city’s strongest allies. Cummins
has experienced a strong turnaround in recent years and its
new light-duty engines will be produced in Columbus at its
oldest site. Approximately 600 to 800 jobs will be created as
a result.

“Our community is blessed to have so many great assets
upon which those of us who are interested with the opportunity
and responsibility to grow our community today can build,”
proclaims John Burnett, director of community relations at
Irwin Financial and member of the Community Education
Coalition (CEC). “This is a remarkable community, and I
think we’re poised for great things.”

Realizing a vision
Vision 2020’s objectives were largely determined by

Columbus residents. More than 5,000 individuals participated
in a survey soliciting input on key issues. Respondents spanned
socioeconomic backgrounds.

“The challenge that myself and the city council gave to the redevelopment commission was
to make downtown more economically viable for our community,” Mayor Fred Armstrong recalls.

Armstrong assembled a Vision 2020 committee and divided it into four subcommittees:
hospitality, parking, sports and education. Survey feedback overwhelmingly cited sports activities
as prime downtown attractions. Consequently, included in Vision 2020 are plans for an indoor
sports complex and expanded outdoor playing field.

Another change involves relocation of the downtown post office, with the building to be
transformed into a mixed-use development. Retail space will occupy the ground floor, while the
second and third floors will offer condominium housing. Postage sales and post office box rental
will transfer to a nearby location.

In addition, a long-awaited municipal parking garage will provide 450 parking spaces and
6,000 square feet of retail space on its ground floor. 
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Cummins has played an
instrumental role in the city's
past and future ventures.

A proposed rebuilding of the Commons Mall presents new avenues for downtown expansion.
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When asked for his thoughts on the greatest challenges of
Vision 2020, Armstrong’s response indicates that the answer
lies in the plan itself and the accomplishments thus far.

“It’s happening too fast. We figured the Commons was a
five-year project and that five years got heated up pretty
quickly. Now boom, we have an indoor sports facility that’s
been inquired about. It’s always a challenge of money.” 

Armstrong credits teamwork among community members.
“We’re noted for our buildings, for our architecture,” he

states. “But it’s what goes on inside those buildings (that makes
a difference). It’s not the mayor. It’s those people who work
with the mayor to make positive things happen.” 

Something in common
The Commons Mall consists of more than stores. Its indoor

park area is a popular site for high school proms and business
dinners. In July, it will provide the backdrop for construction
of a new Candlewood Suites hotel.

A new senior center also will be built this year.
“We wanted to offer the opportunity for them to be in the

Commons, but they elected Mill Race Park,” Armstrong shares.
“We’re building a new roundabout at the entrance to the city
and the adult community center will be right when you enter
the city.”

Mill Race Park offers fishing and boating venues, as well
as arts exhibits. 

In January, Bartholomew Consolidated School Corporation
debuted a finance academy pilot program at Yes Cinema in the
Commons Mall. Its goal is to introduce students to finance
careers and avail them to banking resources in downtown
Columbus.

New hotels ‘checking in’
Along with Candlewood Suites, Columbus will soon boast

Hotel Indigo, a chic franchise targeted toward young professionals.
It will open this summer. 

Owned by Dora Brothers Hospitality Corporation, both new
facilities will contain approximately 90 guest rooms. Candlewood
Suites is an extended stay hotel.

Hotel Indigo will feature a martini bar, exercise room,
hardwood floors and visual graphics that change with the seasons.
It will be located across the street from Cummins’ headquarters.
The proximity will be ideal for entertaining and lodging guests.

“The nicer you make the downtown, the easier it is to attract
people to live in Columbus,” reflects Mark Land, director of
public relations at Cummins. “A strong downtown makes a big
statement about who you are as a community and with us
having our headquarters downtown, it’s very important to us.”

Educational commitment
Unveiled in 2005, the Columbus Learning Center was

launched by the CEC. Located in the InfoTech Park, it connects
all facets of education – from students
pursuing college credit to teachers seeking
recertification. 

Participating postsecondary institutions
are Indiana University Purdue University
Columbus (IUPUC), Ivy Tech Community
College and Purdue College of Technology
Columbus/SEI. Nearly 5,000 students attend
classes at the Learning Center. The local
WorkOne office operates at the facility.

“The learning center is really about
connecting early childhood programming,
K-12 and postsecondary training, and
workforce training,” Burnett explains. “It’s
really trying to look at how can that facility
serve as a catalyst and help the community
and the region grow and prosper because
education today is a deep part of economic
growth strategy.”

Mayor Fred Armstrong has traveled to China to explore international
business opportunities.

Hotel Indigo will bring entertainment, lodging and more to downtown residents and businesses.

Continued on page 60
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Ivy Tech offers two-year associate degree programs, while
individuals can earn their bachelor’s or master’s degrees
through IUPUC and the Purdue College of Technology. 

Bachelor’s degree programs include nursing, education,
computer information systems technology, and organizational
leadership and supervision. 

Teachers continue their education at the Center for Teaching
and Learning, located within the Learning Center. Among the
Learning Center’s resources are a library with computer access,
career guidance center and classrooms with computer labs.

Manufacturing change
The decision to produce light-duty engines in Cummins’

headquarter city wasn’t immediate. Columbus had to prove,
like any other potential candidate, why it should be considered
for the job. Daimler-Chrysler will be its first major light-duty
engine customer. 

“We explored a number of options in a number of different
states,” Land offers, “and (we) were looking for a strong business
climate, a state that took education very seriously because one
of our challenges we have everywhere is finding qualified
workers for the advanced manufacturing we do. 

“What really put Indiana and Columbus over the top is
the educational component. Part of that was (the) Dream It.
Do It (program) to promote advanced manufacturing.”

Created as a partnership between the National Association
of Manufacturers (Cummins President and COO Joe Loughrey
is a member of the board of directors) and the Manufacturing
Institute, Dream It. Do It is designed for junior high and high
school students. Its purpose is to raise awareness of advanced
manufacturing career opportunities and to champion educational
programs that cultivate talent.

“The program is critically important to our region,” Burnett
asserts. “Nationally, about 10% of people are employed in
advanced manufacturing, but within our region, it’s 30%, so
it’s critically important to our area and to the state and to the
country.

“I think you would be surprised to see the different types
of occupations,” he continues. “Many times, when people
think about advanced manufacturing, they think of moving
parts from part ‘A’ to part ‘B,’ which does happen, but there’s
so much more that goes into that.”

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

Resources: Fred Armstrong, Columbus mayor, at 
(812) 376-2500

John Burnett, Irwin Financial, at (812) 314-4109

Mark Land, Cummins, at (317) 610-2456




