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DOWN(TOWN) 
by the RIVER
Fort Wayne Tests the Waters ... and Transforms
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Fort Wayne is firing on all cylinders.

Downtown revitalization – $681 million in projects this year alone – and new business investment/
expansions are spurring growth.

Riverfront development is changing how people perceive downtown – and work, live and play in it.

“We decided some time ago that we could no longer afford for the rivers (St. Marys, St. Joseph and 
Maumee) to be an enemy of our community. We needed to embrace our rivers and make them an 
active part of not only the economic development effort of our community, but a place for leisurely 
activity and social gatherings,” declares Mayor Tom Henry.
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“We put together a study committee and 
hired a consultant. He did a magnificent job 
of making sure that the entire community was 
queried in one way or another about what 
they would like to see as part of our riverfront 
development.”

Fast forward to the launch of Promenade 
Park in summer 2019. It’s the first step in a 
multi-phase project.

Promenade Park features trails, kayaking, 
playgrounds and more. Henry calls it “the 
crown jewel of the community investment 
locally.” The next two phases will revolve 
around mixed-use development.

Interwoven into downtown development 
are colorful murals, gateways and sculptures that 
are enhancing a vibrant arts scene. In addition, 
endeavors such as the Summit City Match are 
changing the face of downtown – literally and 
figuratively – by helping to pair businesses 
with vacant storefronts and financial assistance. 

The community possesses a strength that’s 
difficult to measure yet vividly clear: A passion 
for making a difference. It’s unmistakable in 
longtime residents, newcomers and everyone 
in between.

Fort Wayne native Tim Haffner, a partner 
in the Faegre Drinker law firm, has spent 
most of his life in his hometown. After leaving 
the city to earn his undergraduate and law 
degrees, he returned.

“It’s a community I chose to come back 
to after school,” he states. “Fort Wayne has a 
sense of both community pride and a burning 
desire of a lot of people to make it better. It’s 

a great combination to be both proud of your 
community but recognize there are things 
that could be done to improve it. And probably 
the most unique is the mayor’s commitment 
to rehabilitating our downtown.”

Kristin Marcuccilli, chief operating officer 
at STAR Financial Bank, moved to Fort 
Wayne 10 years ago.

“I’ve seen Fort Wayne grow through some 
pretty cool chapters,” she reveals. “We’re at a 
time where there’s such incredible momentum. 
There’s a wave of so many businesses and 
individuals in Fort Wayne who see not only 
what is in the value and the assets of what we 

have now – but all the potential. And they 
believe in becoming so much more.”

Bouncing back
“Investment begets investment” and 

“perception is reality” are key elements in 
Fort Wayne’s transformation.

When Henry took office in 2007, he was 
eager to embrace change. “We had to make a 
determination as to what we felt would be the 
best move to put Fort Wayne in a position to 
take some type of leap into the future,” he recalls.

The “leap” emerged as public-private 
partnerships.

Visitors whet their appetites at the annual Taste of the Arts Festival.

Yoga fans reconnect with themselves – and nature.
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Congratulations to Fort Wayne on your 
Community of the Year recognition! 
It’s well-deserved, but honestly, we’re not all 
that surprised. After all, we know the residents, 
businesses and organizations are downright 
incredible. It’s why we’re committed to this 
community—and very proud to be a part of it.

We knew it. They just confirmed it.
Fort Wayne is a great place to live and work.

Fort
Wayne

I N D I A N A  C H A M B E R  |  C O M M U N I T Y  O F  T H E  Y E A R

Fort Wayne
116 E Berry St  |  10140 Lima Rd 
6430 W Jefferson Blvd  |  9898 Illinois Rd

“That’s when we really started investing 
in ourselves,” stresses John Urbahns, president 
and CEO of Greater Fort Wayne Inc. “It was 
about investing in ourselves so that others 
would invest in us – because we went through 
a long time period where there was very little 
investment downtown.”

One of the first projects was the $120 
million Parkview Field development that 
included a hotel, mixed-use office building 

and ancillary parking.
“The ballpark and stadium have been a 

catalyst for so much as people rediscovered 
downtown,” Haffner contends. “That’s led to 
housing (which in turn has led to) feet on the 
street, restaurants and shops, and more 
housing. It’s a spiral in the right direction.

“Like most communities our size, we 
lost a lot of retail back in the ’60s and ’70s 
when things moved to the mall and that left a 

bit of a hole downtown – both in terms of 
residential housing and in terms of restaurants 
and shops and night life,” he continues. “When 
the ballpark was built here 12 years ago, it 
started to change the dynamic of living 
downtown and started to change the perception 
of the city.”

Today, Fort Wayne has attracted nearly $1 
billion in private investment toward downtown.

A variety of projects are underway or in 

Taking downtown to new heights. A boutique hotel (left), with five stories and housing 125 rooms, will feature a variety of retail and entertainment options. 
The $67 million Lofts at Headwaters Park is one of many residential developments underway to meet growing demand.
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the planning stages. Among them:
• Riverfront at Promenade: Mixed-use 

project featuring retail space, living space 
and a parking garage ($90 million, breaking 
ground this fall)

• The Landing: Revitalization of Fort 
Wayne’s original business district focusing 
on restoration of historic buildings (for 
commercial and residential use) and a new 
streetscape ($35 million; launched 2019)

• Boutique hotel: Vera Bradley co-founder 
Barbara Bradley Baekgaard is leading the 
effort, which includes restaurants, retail 
and rooftop entertainment space ($28 
million; opening 2020)

• Electric Works: Renovation of the former 
General Electric campus. The complex, 
on-again/off-again project is expected to 
feature a year-round public market, office 
space, support for entrepreneurs, shopping 
and dining, and apartments

Arts, housing … and treetops
According to community development 

director Nancy Townsend, the various 
downtown initiatives are helping to satisfy the 
city’s “arts and culture hunger.” 

Examples include a sculpture and gateway 
art program, engaging murals and more.

“Our alley activation strategy and 
implementation plan has taken off!” she exclaims. 
“You can walk down our alleys at about any 
time of any day and see photo shoots with 
brides and grooms. Families. Friends.”

Housing is another downtown highlight.
Over the last six to seven years, Fort 

Wayne has added (or plans to add) 1,000-plus 
residential units to its downtown. Nearly all 
have waiting lists.

“We love the fact that there’s rental and 
ownership opportunities,” Townsend imparts. 
“Our hope and desire is to get more owner-
occupied inventory in the downtown area 
because of the demand and obviously the strengths 
that home ownership offers in terms of creating 
and maintaining strong neighborhoods.”

When it comes to riverfront development, 
the “investment begets investment” philosophy 
resonates.

“We’re creating public space for the 
community to enjoy,” Townsend remarks. 
“That investment we think will generate 
additional investment – which it already has – 
and interest from private development to 
invest in developing office, housing, retail 
opportunities in this private space.”

Enthusiastically, she describes the success 
of Promenade Park.

“I don’t know if we’ve ever had anything 
have such positive feedback and actual use in 
a long time,” Townsend marvels. “That park 
has people in it all the time. It’s beautiful. It 

Music, mitts and murals. Entertainment venues and street art infuse a unique energy into downtown.
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includes activities on land and great 
opportunities to access the river through 
personal watercraft – whether it’s kayaks, 
canoes, paddleboards. We now have a 
docking area. We have a demand for a marina 
now because of so much boat activity.

“There’s also a neat treetop canopy trail. 
It’s an elevated walkway that allows you to have 
views of downtown, of the park and of the river. 
Our next phase of riverfront public space will 
incorporate many of the same things.”

Driving change
Businesses are bringing high-quality jobs 

to Fort Wayne – and keeping them there as 
they grow. Among them are Sweetwater Sound 
(the nation’s No. 1 online music equipment 
retailer unveiled a new distribution center this 
spring), Ruoff Mortgage (planning a new 
downtown operation) and General Motors 
Fort Wayne Assembly.

The GM plant just outside the city, a 
fixture since 1986, assembles Chevrolet 
Silverado and GMC Sierra light-duty pick-up 
trucks. It employs approximately 4,000 
people. In September, the company increased 
line production by 2.5 jobs an hour (equaling 
250 additional positions).

“We had 190 (workers) come from other 
GM facilities in Indiana, Ohio and Michigan 
and were able to convert some of our 
temporary employees over to permanent,” 
notes plant executive director Gary Duff.

He joined Fort Wayne Assembly in March 
but has been with GM for 34 years working 
throughout the United States and Canada.

Duff, who grew up in Knightstown in 
Henry County, says it was “quite an honor” to 
return to Indiana to work at the facility. He 
cites interstate, rail and airport access as 
attributes that set Fort Wayne Assembly apart.

“It’s a really good location not only for 
what we’re doing now but for anything in the 
future that we may want to do,” he emphasizes.

Something else that stands out to Duff is 
the quality of the workforce.

‘I’ve been very impressed by the pride 
the employees have at Fort Wayne Assembly,” 
he reflects. “They treat every truck as if they 
were the ones who were going to buy it. 
That’s what hit me the most. Their pride in 
what they’re doing and the quality that 
they’re trying to build.”

It’s exactly the type of feedback Henry 
wants to hear.

“We see economic development as a 
three-legged stool,” he explains. “We’ve 
recognized that economic development is 
more than just attracting new jobs – although 
obviously that’s a critical part of it. It’s the 

attraction of jobs, but it’s also the retention 
of jobs. Once you get them here, you’ve got 
to keep them here and provide them with 
tools in order to stay here. And the third leg 
is the ability for them to expand.”

In addition, Fort Wayne has secured 
significant international investment in recent 
years from Canada, France, Germany, Spain, 
Sweden and Japan.

“We’ve had a lot of success in that,” 
Urbahns remarks. “It’s about setting the right 
environment, both the tax climate and the 
quality of the community – all of that comes 
into play.”

Community pride
When Marcuccilli decided to relocate 

from Indianapolis to Fort Wayne in 2010, she 
often received this reaction: “ ‘Oh my gosh! 
Aren’t you going to miss the big city?’ ”

Chuckling, she observes, “While there’s 
certainly aspects of Indy that I miss, when 
you’re in Fort Wayne it’s a ‘big, little town.’ 
You get all of these amazing assets of a big 
city. Whether it’s restaurants, the arts, the 
culture or sports – it offers so many of the 
attributes of a big city.”

A decade prior – in 2000 – STAR 
relocated its headquarters from Marion to 
Fort Wayne. The company has 40 locations in 
central and northeast Indiana. It has 
approximately 550 employees, with the 
majority in Fort Wayne.

“The decision to move here and the 
trajectory of our growth – it exceeded many 
expectations,” Marcuccilli notes. “It’s a 
vibrant community and it’s been a great home 
for a lot of our employees. … I couldn’t be 
more proud of this great city.”

The GM Fort Wayne Assembly plant continues to expand after 34 years of truck production.

Nearly 100 years after its inception, the Historic Embassy Theatre showcases acting, concerts, 
cinema and educational programs.

Continued on page 70
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Fort Wayne fosters a sense of belonging and ownership in those 
who strive to make a difference.

“That’s one of the things that we’ve prided ourselves on: to involve 
the community in the decision-making process,” Henry emphasizes. 
“People are embracing our downtown as their downtown. That means 
a tremendous amount to a city.”

Urbahns points to the impact of passionate leaders.
“We’re blessed to have great leaders in our community, especially 

on the business side,” he asserts. “Part of it is, there’s such a long 
history and legacy of that when you look back. People have to live up 
to it and they know they have to live up to it. 

“The other thing is, they challenge others to get involved. If 
you’re going to come into town as a business leader (like-minded 
peers in the community) are going to challenge you to step up and get 
involved. We’re the perfect size town to do that.

“One of the great things is you can come into Fort Wayne as a 
young business leader and get involved on a board or get involved in 
something.” 

Adapting and adjusting
Relationship building and effective communication are more 

important than ever amid the pandemic. Fort Wayne has risen to the 
challenge.

“We have to make sure that the information that gets out is 
timely and accurate – and that the businesses are given as much 
information as possible in an attempt to keep their doors open,” Henry 

stresses. “We also let them know about monies that might be available, 
whether it’s through the CARES Act or locally.

“That’s probably our biggest challenge, to make sure the information 
that gets out to the public is accurate, timely information.”

Bringing it home
Time and again, young people leave their hometowns to 

experience what they perceive may be a more exciting or better life. 
Often, they begin to appreciate the home they left behind and return 
to pursue careers or start families.

“I’ve been overwhelmed at how many young people who had left 
town have come back,” Henry marvels. “One family after another has said, 
‘Where is the old Fort Wayne?’ ”

Urbahns chimes in, “If they haven’t been here for 10 or15 years, 
they’re shocked and amazed at what the community has become and 
the opportunities here. It’s a hidden gem to some degree that people 
did overlook – and once they get here, they don’t overlook it 
anymore.”

Haffner re-emphasizes the importance of collaborations.
“Public-private partnerships are complicated. It’s not linear; 

you’ve got to sort of work your way through it. I think the mayor has 
done that quite successfully. As a result, the benefit is the projects that 
are evident downtown and the backlog of folks that would like to do 
things downtown – whether it’s relocating a business here, developing 
housing here, (bringing) shops and restaurants. They’re now knocking 
on our door where 10 or 15 years ago we had to go find them.”

TOA (USA), LLC, a leading supplier of body structure and 
suspension components, salutes Ken Siepman of Ogletree Deakins.

 
Ken has provided valuable counsel and guidance in the development 
and growth of our Mooresville, Indiana facility over the past 20 years.

Congratulations Ken!

Community of the Year
Continued from page 60




