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“To succeed, Main Street must show visible results that can only come from completing  
projects – both shorter and longer-term activities that add up to meaningful change.” 

 

- National Main Street  

 

Georgia Downtowns was thoroughly delighted to return to Cornelia 

this year to guide the board in the creation of a new strategic plan. 

Cornelia’s Downtown Development Authority and Main Street        

Program Board is on the forefront among Georgia Downtown Develop-

ment Authority and Main Street boards in its commitment to strategic 

planning. Georgia Downtowns applauds Cornelia, and we appreciate 

the opportunity to assist with the creation of your Strategic Plan for 

2018-2019. 

Cornelia’s DDA/Main Street board is a great group of enthusiastic 

community members and leaders who have a compelling vision for its 

business district. It takes tremendous effort and dedication to        

transform a downtown, and this board is committed to working with 

the stakeholders and partners to bring greater and more sustainable 

economic prosperity to the downtown district. 

We applaud your energy, commitment, and vision, and we thank you 

for the opportunity to serve. 

                                                                                     —Joel Cordle, Principal 

Introduction 

A new model for planning 

706.973.7362 

www.GeorgiaDowntowns.com 

GeorgiaDowntowns@gmail.com 

P.O. Box 1417 Dahlonega, GA 

Figure 1. The “Main Street Refresh” Model 

The National Main Street Program is using a “refreshed” model for planning and implementing downtown work. 

The new Main Street Approach is not radically different, but does have a more cohesive focus, using 

“Transformation Strategies” (Figure 1), as a way to focus more on measurable results from high-impact economic 

development and less emphasis on festivals and large promotional events. It also stresses public input, because a 

downtown needs a shared community vision. In addition, this new planning model moves away from the “silo” ap-

proach to the Four Points of Main Street (Design, Promotion, Organization, and Economic Vitality). Instead, pro-

grams are encouraged to ensure that all four of these points are integrated throughout a project, so they will lead to 

the achievement of an identified “Transformation Strategy,” which is an overarching vision for creating long-lasting 

and powerful change to downtown.  
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The process for planning 

The Cornelia Downtown Development Authority and Main 

Street Program Board held its annual strategic planning  

retreat on Thursday, November 9, 2017 (8am to 1pm) at the 

Sweet Acres Farm Winery. 

 

Retreat planning 

The 2018 planning retreat is the second consecutive year in 

which Georgia Downtowns has partnered with Downtown 

Cornelia. Sequential annual planning allows partners to  

better gauge the office’s and board’s progress, challenges, 

and opportunities.  

 

Prior to this year’s retreat, Georgia Downtowns regularly 

conferred with Jessie Owensby, Director of the Cornelia 

Downtown Development Authority and Main Street Pro-

gram, to discuss planning needs and goals.  
 

To assist the project, Georgia Downtowns also designed 

and collected results from a leadership survey (Appendix D). 

These results were presented  at the retreat, along with last 

year’s strategic plan and recommendations.  

 

Retreat  

Georgia Downtowns facilitated Downtown Cornelia’s   

planning retreat, using its own model for creating vision, 

action, and results. Georgia Downtowns also used the Main 

Street Refresh model, an effective method for organizing the 

plan and agenda (Appendix A).  This year marks Cornelia’s 

second year for employing this model. It is one of the first in 

the state and the country to use this approach to planning. 

 

   Downtown report 

Jessie Owensby presented a recap of 2017 activities, events,  

and projects and the status of other pertinent city projects. 

(Appendices B and F).  She then introduced Joel Cordle 

and Alice Sampson to the group (Appendix C). 

 

2023 Vision 

Joel presented an overview of the day, then led the        

discussion of the group’s shared vision of 2023 Downtown 

Cornelia. The group then listed characteristics of a suc-

cessful downtown: 
 

In 2013, people are downtown and shopping, dining, 

walking, exploring, and playing. They are enjoying                                                                                  

 

Continued… 

                                 

 

 

Thank You 
We appreciate the time and talent of our 

partners. Specifically, we thank: 

 Jessie Owensby,  Director                           

Cornelia Downtown Development 

Authority and Main Street Program  

 Dee Anderson, Manager                         

City of Cornelia  

 Attendees, Board of Directors           

Cornelia Downtown Development 

Authority and Main Street Program: 

 Heath Barrett (incoming DDA chair) 

 Brentt Cody    

 Matt Cathey 

 Lindsey Holt (incoming member) 

 Brian Horton (outgoing DDA chair) 

 Melany Ward (incoming treasurer) 

 Robert Gutowski, Inspector                

City of Cornelia  

 Kirby Glaze, Consultant, 4PM 

 Steve Watson, 4PM 
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The Athenian Oath 
 

                      

We will never bring    

disgrace on this our City 

by an act of dishonesty or 

cowardice.  

We will fight for the   

ideals and Sacred Things 

of the City both alone and 

with many.  

We will revere and obey 

the City's laws, and will 

do our best to incite a like 

reverence and respect in 

those above us who are 

prone to annul them or 

set them at naught.  

We will strive unceasing-

ly to quicken the public's 

sense of civic duty.  

Thus, in all these ways, 

we will transmit this City 

not only, not less, but 

greater and more beauti-

ful than it was transmit-

ted to us.  

 

    - National League of  Cities 

The process for planning (...continued) 

 

Vision continued… 

 

an environment that is fun, family-

oriented, pedestrian-friendly, and safe. 

Downtown Cornelia is the community’s 

“yard.”  

 

It is where downtown residents, groups of 

friends, students, retirees, tourists,           

professionals, and multiple families enjoy 

downtown amenities, such as Uber ser-

vices, the splash pad, and multiple muse-

ums, while contributing to the economic             

development.  

 

Downtown Cornelia is embracing change 

that advances the community in a positive 

direction. 

 

Priority projects 

Next, the group discussed:  

 Rationale for the new or “refreshed” model 

for Main Street planning (See page 2), 

which emphasizes transformation strate-

gies, work that is high impact and long-

lasting;  
 

 Leadership Survey data (Appendix A); and  
 

 The last year’s strategic plan and recom-

mendations (Appendix F).* 
 

Using the survey results and other infor-

mation, the group set about listing priorities 

for the plan. Representatives from the       

consultant firm, 4 PM, joined the discussion. 

They updated the group on the current Bank 

Building and Hodges Street District projects. 

After considerable discussion the board 

elected to table Priority Three (which focused 

on the Hodges Street District) until issues  

 

 

 

 

related to property management and       

availability are addressed. 

 

Transformation strategy 

The emerged vision for Downtown Cornelia 

and identified priorities for the future are 

exciting and will create high-impact, long-

lasting results; they are transformative. To 

this end, Georgia Downtowns recommends 

the following transformation strategy:  

Downtown Becomes the Center for Business 

and Living  

 

Priority goals, objectives, and milestones 
 

Priority Goal One 

Redevelop the Bank  Building 

Priority Objective  

100% Complete by December 31, 2019 

Milestone  
Certificate of Occupancy for Each Space 
 
 

Priority Goal Two                                             
Implement Plan for Apple Tree Alley 

Priority Objective                                             
100% Complete by December 31, 2018 

Milestone  

Signed leases or sales contracts 

 

Priority Goal Three 

Revitalize Buildings for Living and Business 

Priority Objective  

Tabled until November 2018 

 

*For purposes of this report, the Work Plan is 

provided in the Appendices; a more comprehen-

sive report—similar to this document, is also 

available. 
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Everyone deserves  

access to a vibrant 

downtown or neigh-

borhood commercial 

district – a place   

that provides for 

broad economic                 

opportunity, is rich  

in character, and       

features inviting  

public spaces that 

make residents and 

visitors feel that they 

belong.  

-Patrice Frey, President    

National Main Street   
Center  



 

Review of Current and Potential Events    

(Appendix E) 

Partner Events that should bring high return on 

investment 

 Run Bum Tours (research feasibility) 

 Bike Ride Across Georgia 

 Veteran’s Jamboree  

 Annual Awards Ceremony (scale back?) 

 Christmas in the Park and Parade 

 Food and Wine Festival and Fundraiser 

(merger of Apple Blossom Festival with 

BBQ)  

 Big Red Apple Festival  

  Trick or Treat (Cornelia Merchants) 

The plan 

Retreat participants were focused. They were able to use 

the 2017 work plan, leadership survey data, the director’s 

report, and the group visioning process to identify goals 

that are high-impact, complex, and transformative.  

 

Moving into the detailed planning stage, Georgia         

Downtowns facilitated discussion and recorded the steps           

that participants identified for project goals. 

 

Next, using the meeting input, Georgia Downtowns          

developed a strategic work plan (see Strategic Work Plan, 

page 6), using the new Georgia Main Street and Office for 

Development Work Plan template. To complete the report, 

Cornelia staff will  assign budget and funding sources.  

 

 

Congratulations!  

This is Cornelia’s second strategic work plan organized   

under the new and “refreshed” Main Street Approach.                  

Cornelia is among a few cities in the state and the nation to 

undertake this  positive initiative.  

Main Streets across the nation will be fully implementing 

this model by the end of 2018.   

 

Cornelia is leading the way for the Main Street network! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Work plan recommendations 

In addition to organizing and reporting actions identi-

fied by meeting participants, Georgia Downtowns of-

fers a set of additional recommendations in a compre-

hensive list (see page 13). 
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The process for planning (...continued) 

4PM Consultants speak with members of the board 
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Main Street Cornelia Program Monthly Meeting 

 

Date 

AGENDA 

 

I. Approve previous month’s meeting minutes - ACTION ITEM (5 minutes) – Board Chair 

 

 

II. Approve financial report – ACTION ITEM (5 minutes) – Board Chair or Treasurer 

 

 

III. 2017-2018 Strategic Plan Projects 

Restore Bank Building– (action items, tasks, reports) (10-15 minutes)  – Brentt Cody, Project Leader 

 

 

 

Implement Apple Tree Alley – (action items, tasks, reports) (10-15 minutes)     – Heath Barrett, Project Leader 

 

 

 

IV. Staff Report (15 minutes) - Director 

 

 

V. Announcements from Partner Agencies 

City of Cornelia (5 minutes) 

Habersham Economic Development Council (2 minutes) 

Historic Preservation Commission (2 minutes) 

 

VI. Other or New Business 

 

 

VII. Adjourn 

 

ITEMS FOR YOUR CALENDAR: 

Upcoming Events 

Upcoming Meetings 



 

 
End of Work Plan pullout section 



 

Georgia Downtowns highly respects the planning process and the sanctity of the 

participant-driven visioning process; identifying critical priority issues in a short 

amount of time is exciting, but difficult work. As facilitators, we seek to move the 

discussion along, but not drive the process. Our goal is to ensure that everyone is 

comfortable, engaged, and inspired. This is your plan.  

 

Sharing our expertise with clients in a collaborative spirit is part of our mission. 

During the retreat and in review, we identified specific recommendations that we 

present as an extension to our service to  Cornelia Downtown Development  Au-

thority and Main Street Program. We present these professional recommenda-

tions as a special value-added service. 

INTRODUCTION 
 

We applaud board members on taking responsibility for    
leading the action plans of the priorities and goals in this new  
strategic plan.  
 
Director Jessie Owensby provided an exciting recap of     
downtown successes from 2017. The Cornelia Downtown        
Development Authority and Main Street Program’s economic 
impact during that time has been very impressive. It is evident 
that there is a strong business climate resulting from good 
partnerships between the board and staff, city leadership, 
business and property owners. 

 
COMMENDATIONS AND OBSERVATIONS 
 
Downtown Cornelia has made great progress in creating    

public spaces that are attractive and pedestrian friendly, 

through streetscaping, landscaping, banners, cleaning and 

good maintenance.  

Visitors and locals can clearly see that local leadership is     

actively engaged in improving conditions for businesses and 

customers.  

Special events have been successful in bringing people into 

downtown, getting them acquainted with existing businesses, 

and feeling excited about downtown’s opportunities for       

economic revitalization.  

There clearly is a shared positive energy among existing     

businesses, the DDA/Main Street Program, and the City. The 

stage seems to be set for a new phase of achievement and   

success. The DDA/Main Street board’s 2018 strategic plan 

focuses on two critical projects to catalyze the next phase of 

success. Georgia Downtowns predicts that those two projects 

will lead to numerous other private investments in the near 

future. We look forward to assisting with the 2019-2020 stra-

tegic plan. When that time comes, we will share many  

recommendations that are specific to business development 

and reaching that next level of achievement. 

Recommendations  
Administrative 

 The new work plan  will need a completed “budget”       

column, one that contains estimated expenses and income 

(if any) for each action step. 

 It is critical to collect community input and market data 

prior to preparing the 2019 strategic plan. 360 data can be 

a portion of this. Other sources are the “On the Map” data, 

comprehensive plan data, and town hall meeting data.* 

Consumer demand and priorities from these sources are 

essential to development of the board’s goals and to       

decisions by prospective new and expanded businesses. 
 

Economic Vitality 

 Would the Holts buy the nearest Higgins building and 

lease it to a complementary business? 

 
 

Continued… 

 

 

* Georgia Downtowns can assist you with this project. 

Recommendations  

http://www.jarofquotes.com/img/

Alone we are smart, but together we are brilliant.                   
- Stephen Anderson 
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Economic Vitality (...continued) 
 

 Downtown businesses and the community would benefit from a theatre/

performing arts center/concert facility. These have a strong impact on area busi-

nesses such as restaurants and lodging. One of the existing vacant spaces could 

be converted into a performance space. 

Recommendations (...continued) 
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Marketing and Promoting Retail Shopping, Dining, Lodging 
 

 Your “5 museum campaign” is excellent. Next, decide which local businesses can qualify as “destination businesses.” 

Identify those and work with the Tourism Office and those businesses on cooperative promotion efforts. For example, 

for restaurants you might focus on Bigg Daddy’s, Fenders, Whistle Top, or another, while folding in the other down-

town businesses as a unit. “While you’re in town to dine at Bigg Daddy’s you can also enjoy shopping at our 75 retail 

stores, or spend the night at one of our 50 lodging facilities. Have breakfast at Fenders and enjoy visiting our 5 local 

museums.” These campaigns focus on specific business types plus value-added additional things to enjoy. You can also 

think of the campaign as a menu of “itineraries” for visitors and locals to do. 

 

 Use special events as opportunities to promote DDA/Main Street projects and economic initiatives such as downtown 

living and vacant spaces for business startups or expansions. Strategically customize all special events and festivals to 

support the economic development priority goals of the board. Targeted vacant buildings could be venues presented 

during special events to allow potential buyers and renters to see the spaces as opportunities for their business plans. 

 

 

 For advertising and promotional purposes, create a portfolio of your best photographs and video of iconic, intimate 

downtown scenes. Show active people enjoying downtown’s special places, shopping, dining, and celebrating. Great 

photos and videos are essential for marketing downtown via the website, Facebook, Instagram, print media, and news-

letters. We recommend holding a downtown photography contest focusing specifically on buildings, architecture, as-

sets, active people, and events. Use the best photos to promote downtown. This could also be a Historic Preservation 

Month activity. 

Go, Downtown Cornelia! 



 

 

APPENDICES 
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Downtown Cornelia 
2018 Strategic Work Plan Retreat 

Sweet Acre Farm Winery 
November 9, 2017 

 
 

Welcome 

 
Retreat Overview   

 
The Vision: Downtown Cornelia in 2023  
 

• Painting the picture 

• Main Street Model 

• Leadership Survey Summary  

• 2017 Main Street and DDA Strategic Plan 

 

 

The Plan 

 

• Priority Goals 

• Priority Objectives 

• Milestones 

• Action Steps  

• Assignments  

• Start and Complete Dates 

• Resources 

 

  

Existing Projects and Programs 
 

 Supporting activities and events 

 Calendar 

 Adjustments 

 Assignments 

 

Review 
 

 The Vision 

 Next Steps 

 

 

Adjourn 
Thank you for your hard work and attention! 

Cornelia Main Street & Downtown 

Development Authority 

The purpose of the DDA is to 

stimulate and sustain economic 

development in downtown 

Cornelia  

 by encouraging cooperation 

and building leadership;  

 by advancing a positive image 

of downtown and promoting it 

as an exciting place to live, 

shop, and invest;  

 by sustaining and improving 

the appearance of downtown; 

and  

 by strengthening and 

expanding the economic base 

of downtown.  

The DDA serves non-profit and 

public purposes and is an 

institution of purely public charity. 

APPENDIX A: Agenda 



 

APPENDIX B: Director’s Report       

(see also Appendix F—Status column) 



 

APPENDIX C: Bios 

  Joel Cordle 
 
Principal, Georgia Downtowns 
 
Senior Downtown Development Professional 

 
As the founder and principal partner of Georgia Downtowns, Joel Cordle provides 
professional planning and economic development services to governments and their 
agencies seeking to revitalize downtowns.  
 
In its first year, his firm has worked with Main Street cities across the state, including 
Americus, Calhoun, Canton, Clarkesville, Cornelia, Dahlonega, Hampton, Millen, Monroe, 
Richland, Washington, and Valdosta. 
 
Prior to founding Georgia Downtowns, Joel served 32 years in Main Street management and 
economic development, city government, and cultural arts program management. He served 
ten years as the Executive Director of the Downtown Development Authority and Main 
Street Program for the City of Dahlonega, receiving the 2016 Great American Main Street 
Award from the National Main Street Center and the 2010 Award for Excellence in 
Downtown Development from the Georgia Downtown Association. 
 
Before joining the City of Dahlonega staff, Joel served four years as a regional downtown 
representative for the Georgia Department of Community Affairs, where he provided Main 
Street support to 35 cities throughout the north Georgia region. For 16 years, he was the 
Arts Division Administrator for Athens-Clarke County Government.  
 
Joel is a Past President of the Georgia Downtown Association. He recently moderated a 
panel on Downtown Living, at the 2017 Georgia Downtown Association Conference in 
Columbus, Georgia.  
 
Joel lives in downtown Dahlonega, where he plays upright bass,  
mandolin, and guitar in the Crooked Mile band and serves as a  
founding member on the board of the Georgia Pick & Bow Traditional  
Music School, a children’s community music program. 

www.GeorgiaDowntowns.com             706.973.7362                   ` GeorgiaDowntowns@gmail.com 

 



 

The Main  Street Manager’s Checklist to Kickstart 

Downtown Living 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Alice Sampson has been with Georgia Downtowns since its beginning. She is a former 

professor at the University of North Georgia (UNG) where she served 15 years as 

professor, director, and associate dean. For ten of her 15 years, she was the founding 

director of the Georgia Appalachian Studies Center, a community engagement center. 

Alice also served the university’s president as the project manager for the REED 

Initiative, a yearlong series of community meetings that focused on economic 

development.  

Alice earned her Ph.D. in Education from the University of Georgia. She is a 

professionally trained meeting facilitator and process planner. She is also a skilled grant 

writer and administrator, having secured and managed over two dozen awards, totaling 

more than a million dollars.  

She recently presented on Downtown Website Design, at the 2017 Georgia Downtown 
Association Conference in Columbus, Georgia.  
 
Alice currently lives in downtown Dahlonega, where she serves as a member of the 
Historic Preservation Commission, runs her Little Free Library for kids, and studies 
downtowns in Georgia. 
 

 

www.GeorgiaDowntowns.com             706.973.7362                   ` GeorgiaDowntowns@gmail.com 

 

Alice Sampson 

Partner, Georgia Downtowns 

 



 

APPENDIX D: Leadership Survey Data 

Downtown Cornelia Leadership Survey 
 

What is Downtown Cornelia's strongest economic asset?  
- The existing businesses that are committed to being downtown. Most could have relocated but have 

stayed in downtown. 
- Our service industries because they provide people to support other businesses 
- Vacant spaces – opportunity for change and growth 
- Jessie 
- Large inventory of buildings of various size 

 
What is Downtown Cornelia's greatest area of economic need?   

- Infill of existing building with mix of commercial/residential/civic opportunities. 
- Retail shops. We have adequate restaurants and services but no retail 
- Fill empty spaces with businesses fitting the future appetite of the city 
- Revitalization of buildings downtown 
- Need more businesses that are open during the evenings and weekends. 

 
Please rank the following district descriptions, ranking highest the best fit for Cornelia   

- Arts   4.00 
- Retail  3.80 
- Tech start-up   3.67 
- Entertainment   3.17 
- Downtown living   2.60 
- Dining   2.40  

 
What are the two greatest opportunities the Cornelia Main Street and DDA should consider as top priorities? 

- Revitalization of Bank building 
- Rehab and revitalization of the old bank building 
- New Business 
- Renovation of the bank building 
- Revitalizing older buildings 
- Parking area(s) for downtown residents and merchants. 
- Feeding off of the success of Big Daddy's to help occupy vacant buildings 
- Night life 
- Condemnation of old candle factory 
- Bringing the right businesses to Downtown 

 
What is the greatest strength of your board and organization?    

- They are only as good (strong) as what they get done. 
- Business savvy and willingness to take risks to make things happen 
- Variety of connections and skill sets. All are invested in the community. 
- Growth and development 
- Its board members. It is a good cross section of age, gender and expertise 
- Our members and board are truly investing into the City of Cornelia. 

 
What are the two greatest opportunities your board and organization should consider as top priorities? 

- More constructive input from citizens to define priorities. These boards exist to serve the citizens of 
Cornelia and need to focus their time, energy and resources on what the citizens want. 

- Need more volunteer participation at city events. 
- Volunteer time; focus time. 
- Ethnic diversity. We have made little to no headway in attracting members that reflect the makeup of 

Cornelia (i.e. Laotian, Hispanic, African-American, etc...) 
- Feedback from the Community. 

 
Please share additional questions, ideas, or concerns you may have 

-       No response  



 

Cornelia Work Plan Priorities 
 

If Downtown Cornelia tackled only two work plan items in the next year, what should they be? (Please identify 
items that are beyond the important day-to-day administrative work that staff accomplishes) 
 

- Bank building 
- Bank Building 
- Bank building renovation 
- Look into more entertainment options and venues 
- Apple Tree alley 
- Apple Tree Alley renovation 
- New Business Growth 
- Business recruitment 
- Creating more living opportunities 

 
Potential Partners 

- Habersham County Chamber of Commerce 
- Habersham County 
- Habersham Partnership for Growth/EDC 
- Cornelia Business Association 
- Chamber 
- GA Dept. of Community Affairs 
- City(s) of Clarkesville/Demorest/Baldwin 
- Cornelia Hospitality & Tourism Board 
 

 



 

APPENDIX E: Event List 



 

APPENDIX F: 2017 Work Plan and Status 
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