
 

 

November 2, 2015 

 

 
Deborah Johnson, Director 
Office of Community Development 
 Maine Dept. of Economic and Community Development 
 59 State House Station 
Augusta, Maine 04330  
 
Dear Ms. Johnson: 
 
I am writing to urge the Department to reverse its proposal eliminating funding for the Maine 
Downtown Center and Community Revitalization grants as part of the 2016 CDBG program.  Our small 
town communities with their home grown mix of goods and services are one of the biggest drivers of 
our State’s economy. Vital down towns that promote their commercial, cultural, and civic assets provide 
market opportunities for the small and micro businesses that constitute 80% or more of our businesses; 
these enterprises bring jobs and create wealth for Maine people while attracting visitors from near and 
far. A fact sheet distributed by the Main Downtown Center attests to the direct benefits in terms of jobs 
created, capital invested, and human or civic development, from relatively modest public investments. 
 
New Ventures Maine (formerly known as Women Work and Community) has been assisting 
entrepreneurs and micro businesses to get started and succeed for over 30 years. Nearly 60% of those 
we serve are low-to moderate income and are looking to improve their economic standing through 
business development. 
 
For the past five years, we have been offering marketing mini-grants as a catalyst for growth to 
entrepreneurs ready to take the next step. Most recently we have done so in partnership with the Main 
Downtown Center and their network of some 30 Main Street communities. Our purpose was two-fold: 
to encourage business growth through improved marketing and to develop greater confidence among 
entrepreneurs by connecting them to other leaders and networks. This year we awarded nine “Down 
Town Dollar” grants ranging from $150 to $400 to businesses expanding in communities including 
Norway, Houlton, Stonington, Camden and Skowhegan, among others.  
 
In truth, the $400 we offer (and the 25% match we ask for) is not what ultimately makes the difference.  
What we have learned from our grantees is that what motivates them to apply, what provides the 
catalyst, is the opportunity to articulate their goals, to think bigger, and to step up and into the main 
street. When the Main Streets these businesses move into are energized, organized and focused; when 
community members and civic leaders come together with a shared vision and common purpose; when 
one community connects with and learns from a more experienced town about how to tackle thorny re-



vitalization projects – then the small businesses we work with have a far better chance of succeeding 
and of becoming leaders themselves as they join the effort. We have seen it happen. 
 
Examples from our recent list of mini-grants: 

 The County Co-Op and Farm Store in downtown Houlton has grown in three short years from 5 
vendors to 36 with a membership of 140. They have renovated an old store front and are 
connecting farms to consumers throughout their region, offering classes and providing a space 
for gatherings and local food events.  

 
Fiber and Vine opened in the historic Opera House in downtown Norway in 2013 selling yarn 
and wine, offering knitting classes and wine tastings.  Their grant will help purchase DOT road 
signs intended to lure skiers and other travelers into town, to the benefit of all 50 downtown 
businesses and the community as a whole. 

 
Changing from a static, run-of-the mill, drab downtown to a lively, expansive, resilient, healthy Main 
Street does not happen overnight and it doesn’t happen without leadership and strong partnerships 
among all the players – public, private, for profit and non-profit. The Main Downtown Center has proven 
itself as the catalyst for making this change for a growing number of communities willing and ready to 
take on the challenge. The Center has spurred a creative competitive spirit along with collaboration 
among its member communities as they each strive to improve outcomes for their businesses and 
residents. 
 
While we understand that CDBG funds can be used for a variety of other programs, the Main Downtown 
Center and Community Revitalization grants are closely aligned with the purpose and objectives 
outlined for CDBG funds, in that they - 

• Benefit to low and moderate income persons; 
• Prevent and/or eliminate slum and blight conditions; and 
• Meet community development needs having a particular urgency. 

 As well as – 

• Are part of a long-range community strategy; 
• Improve deteriorated residential and business districts and local economic conditions; 
• Provide the conditions and incentives for further public and private investments; 
• Foster partnerships between groups of municipalities, state and federal entities, multi-

jurisdictional organizations, and the private sector to address common community and 
economic development problems; and 

• Minimize development sprawl consistent with the State of Maine Growth Management Act and 
support the revitalization of downtown areas. 

 
We strongly believe the Main Downtown Center and its connection to Community Revitalization 
represent sound investments in our people, our communities and our economy and ask you to continue 
support for these programs. 
 
Yours truly, 
 
Eloise Vitelli, Director of Program and Policy 
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