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Vision Statement: An exceptional Downtown partnering with others to provide a business 
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LDDA BOARD OF DIRECTORS MEETING AGENDA

Thursday, August 20, 2026 • 8:00am 

City Commission Conference Room

CALL TO ORDER

MISSION: To Improve and Stimulate the Environment for Economic Development in a People-

Oriented Downtown Community

AUDIENCE

ADJOURN

New Business

Old  Business



 

 

MINUTES : LDDA BOARD OF DIRECTORS MEETING  
Thursday, July 16, 2026 8:00 AM  

City Commission Conference Room 
 

 
BOARD/STAFF PRESENT: Eric Belvin; Michael Kincart; Donna DeStefano; Bretta Christakos; Landon 
Beck; Jeff Donalson;  Julie Townsend, staff; Eric Micheals, staff 
 
BOARD ABSENT: Terry Coney 
 
GUESTS: Sara Walsh; Karen Thompson 

CALL TO ORDER: 8:06 a.m. by Landon Beck, Chair. 
 
New Business: 
Eric Michaels presented the 2026 Munn Park Christmas Tree proposal.  After board questions and 
discussion, Jeff Donalson moved to approve the installation of a 40-foot tree at the estimated cost of 
$44,384.  Donna Destefano seconded the motion. Motion passed 5-1, with Eric Belvin as the 
dissenting vote. 
 
Eric Michaels presented a proposal to rent a potty trailer for the duration of the Christmas Tree 
installation in Munn Park. With the addition of the Christmas tree, we expect additional Munn Park 
visitors in the evenings.  There are no public restrooms, so adding the potty trailer relieves the 
burden on the surrounding restaurants.  The estimated cost is $6200 plus staff as needed for 45 days.  
The board discussed lessons learned from last year’s rental of the potty trailer. Julie expressed that 
staff would explore a new location and additional signage to encourage use. Eric Belvin moved to 
approve the expenditure. After board questions and discussion, Eric Belvin moved to approve the 
expenditure. Jeff Donalson seconded the motion. Motion passed 6-0. 
 
 
Approval of Minutes: Julie Townsend presented the minutes from May 2026, Jeff Donalson moved 
to approve the minutes. Donna Destefano seconded the motion. Motion passed 6-0.  
 
Julie Townsend presented the FY2027 draft budget.  Julie explained that estimated property taxes 
are $827,329, an increase of approximately $19,000 over FY2026.  Julie recommended that the LDDA 
board vote to keep the milage at 2m for FY2027.  She reminded the board that the board may lower 
the milage rate at any of the future meetings through the final public hearing. However, if they vote 
to lower the milage rate at this meeting, it cannot be raised at a subsequent meeting.  
 
Eric Belvin moved to keep the FY2027 milage rate at 2 mills. Michael Kincart seconded the motion.  
Motion passed 6-0. 
 
 
Old Business 
Julie Townsend updated the board on the status of the Colorwave partnership. 
Julie share with the board her discussion with the city attorney’s office about the proposed 
Downtown Kiosk and specifically the process and procedures for allowing advertising.  Julie explained 



 

 

that it was proposed that LDDA does not allow advertising.  Board members pushed back and 
discussed the value in allowing the promotion of Downtown businesses.  Julie will circle back with 
the city attorney to see about refining the language.  
 
Julie Townsend updated the board on the estimates for automating the office door with electronic 
locks.  Julie has received two quotes and is scheduled to receive a third.  
 
The board discuss the status of vacant buildings and buildings for sale.  
 

With no more business, the meeting was adjourned at 9:24am. 

LDDA Board of Directors’ meetings are recorded for transcript purposes. Minutes do not reflect 
discussions but provide the record of actionable items. Audio files of the meetings are stored at the 
LDDA office and are available upon request.  
 
The next LDDA Board of Directors meeting will be on Thursday, August 20, 2026, at 8am in the city 
hall city commission conference room. 
 
 
 
     
             
Landon Beck, Chair      Date 
                          
             
   
Julie Townsend, Executive Director    Date    



Lakeland Downtown Farmers Curb Market
Budget vs. Actuals: Budget_FY26_P&L_1 - FY26 P&L

October 2025 - September 2026

Accrual Basis  Tuesday, August 18, 2026 02:10 PM GMT-04:00   1/3

TOTAL

ACTUAL BUDGET OVER BUDGET % OF BUDGET

Income

6000 Primary Income

6100 Tax Receipts 771,694.38 808,525.00 -36,830.62 95.44 %

Total 6000 Primary Income 771,694.38 808,525.00 -36,830.62 95.44 %

6200 Program & Other Income

6151 Friday Night Live 254.35 1,000.00 -745.65 25.44 %

6152 Night Markets 38,035.00 45,000.00 -6,965.00 84.52 %

6153 Tasty Tuesday 9,990.24 24,000.00 -14,009.76 41.63 %

6154 Downtown Champions 9,500.00 15,000.00 -5,500.00 63.33 %

6155 Banner Income 3,001.01 3,000.00 1.01 100.03 %

6300 Investment Income (Money Mkt.) 37,199.54 25,000.00 12,199.54 148.80 %

6450.18 FAB Grant 17,657.00 10,000.00 7,657.00 176.57 %

6450.19 EBT Electronic Transfer 17,569.00 10,000.00 7,569.00 175.69 %

6460.40 Other sponsorships 1,000.00 1,000.00 0.00 100.00 %

6460.50 Other event sponsorships 10,000.00 11,500.00 -1,500.00 86.96 %

Total 6200 Program & Other Income 144,206.14 145,500.00 -1,293.86 99.11 %

6450 Income-Farmers Curb Market

6450.11 Shared Marketing Costs 168,152.47 150,000.00 18,152.47 112.10 %

6450.13 Fundraiser/Sales Gross 824.29 1,000.00 -175.71 82.43 %

6450.14 Merchandise Sales Tax 10.01 70.00 -59.99 14.30 %

6450.15 Special Event Income-DFCM 1,772.50 3,000.00 -1,227.50 59.08 %

Total 6450 Income-Farmers Curb Market 170,759.27 154,070.00 16,689.27 110.83 %

6460 Event Income - FF

6460.10 First Friday Shared Event Costs 108,251.83 99,500.00 8,751.83 108.80 %

Total 6460 Event Income - FF 108,251.83 99,500.00 8,751.83 108.80 %

Total Income $1,194,911.62 $1,207,595.00 $ -12,683.38 98.95 %

GROSS PROFIT $1,194,911.62 $1,207,595.00 $ -12,683.38 98.95 %

Expenses

7000 Event Expenses - FF

7050 Contract event staff 17,637.24 19,500.00 -1,862.76 90.45 %

7060 Workers Comp Ins - FF 2,519.00 3,000.00 -481.00 83.97 %

7065 Event Square Fees 3,274.72 3,400.00 -125.28 96.32 %

7080 FF Graphics & Printing 2,572.87 2,100.00 472.87 122.52 %

7090 Event Sanitation 8,020.00 11,000.00 -2,980.00 72.91 %

7100 City of Lakeland Fees - FF 14,435.93 15,500.00 -1,064.07 93.14 %

8010.17 Salaries Event Admin 39,435.99 45,000.00 -5,564.01 87.64 %

Total 7000 Event Expenses - FF 87,895.75 99,500.00 -11,604.25 88.34 %

8000 Administration & Salaries

8010 Salaries & Payroll Expenses

8010.11 Salaried Employees 206,713.12 257,000.00 -50,286.88 80.43 %

8010.13 Payroll Taxes 33,041.04 33,100.00 -58.96 99.82 %

8010.20 Other Benefits 16,107.48 30,000.00 -13,892.52 53.69 %



Lakeland Downtown Farmers Curb Market
Budget vs. Actuals: Budget_FY26_P&L_1 - FY26 P&L

October 2025 - September 2026

Accrual Basis  Tuesday, August 18, 2026 02:10 PM GMT-04:00   2/3

TOTAL

ACTUAL BUDGET OVER BUDGET % OF BUDGET

8040 Retirement Expense 11,004.67 10,000.00 1,004.67 110.05 %

8510 Workers Comp 5,000.00 -5,000.00

Total 8010 Salaries & Payroll Expenses 266,866.31 335,100.00 -68,233.69 79.64 %

8100 General Administration

8200 Lease 24,990.17 26,000.00 -1,009.83 96.12 %

8210 Utilities 2,481.46 3,000.00 -518.54 82.72 %

8350 Telephone 1,236.93 4,500.00 -3,263.07 27.49 %

8360 Computer Services 14,343.61 10,000.00 4,343.61 143.44 %

8370 Supplies 5,107.91 4,000.00 1,107.91 127.70 %

8400 Travel, Meals, Meetings 3,480.35 8,000.00 -4,519.65 43.50 %

8500 Insurance - Liability 6,000.00 6,000.00 0.00 100.00 %

8750 Legal Advertising 693.52 2,500.00 -1,806.48 27.74 %

8760 Miscellaneous 189.79 60.00 129.79 316.32 %

8800 Audit & Reporting 23,415.00 25,000.00 -1,585.00 93.66 %

8850 Accounting 5,850.00 3,000.00 2,850.00 195.00 %

8980 Property Appraiser 5,161.00 12,000.00 -6,839.00 43.01 %

9000 Tax Collector 124.34 16,000.00 -15,875.66 0.78 %

9050 Memberships & Subscriptions 4,993.50 5,200.00 -206.50 96.03 %

9055 TIF Payments 1,284.37 1,000.00 284.37 128.44 %

9751 Squeeze/Valet Parking 42,130.50 60,000.00 -17,869.50 70.22 %

9752 Fleet 3,366.07 9,165.00 -5,798.93 36.73 %

Total 8100 General Administration 144,848.52 195,425.00 -50,576.48 74.12 %

8920 Marketing & Development

7095 Sponsorships Mktg 22,901.20 27,000.00 -4,098.80 84.82 %

8920.15 Downtown Marketing 58,669.67 50,000.00 8,669.67 117.34 %

Total 8920 Marketing & Development 81,570.87 77,000.00 4,570.87 105.94 %

Total 8000 Administration & Salaries 493,285.70 607,525.00 -114,239.30 81.20 %

8761 Program & Other Expense

7500 Repairs & Maintenance 2,489.32 3,500.00 -1,010.68 71.12 %

8765 Banner Installation 2,430.00 3,000.00 -570.00 81.00 %

8920.16 Development Grants & Incentives 2,385.91 100,000.00 -97,614.09 2.39 %

8920.22 Friday Night Live 7,572.56 10,000.00 -2,427.44 75.73 %

8920.23 Night Markets 24,535.74 45,000.00 -20,464.26 54.52 %

8920.24 Tasty Tuesday 10,102.69 28,000.00 -17,897.31 36.08 %

9410 Maintenance & Security 82,696.38 87,000.00 -4,303.62 95.05 %

9745.18 EBT Payout 19,649.00 10,000.00 9,649.00 196.49 %

9745.19 FAB payout 18,161.00 10,000.00 8,161.00 181.61 %

9750 Containers & Beautification 37,155.62 50,000.00 -12,844.38 74.31 %

Total 8761 Program & Other Expense 207,178.22 346,500.00 -139,321.78 59.79 %

9745 Expense-Farmers Curb Market

8010.14 Salaries DFCM Manager 20,000.00 20,000.00 0.00 100.00 %

8010.16 Salaries DFCM Admin 43,662.93 45,000.00 -1,337.07 97.03 %



Lakeland Downtown Farmers Curb Market
Budget vs. Actuals: Budget_FY26_P&L_1 - FY26 P&L

October 2025 - September 2026

Accrual Basis  Tuesday, August 18, 2026 02:10 PM GMT-04:00   3/3

TOTAL

ACTUAL BUDGET OVER BUDGET % OF BUDGET

9745.10 Management Contracts 8,760.00 17,000.00 -8,240.00 51.53 %

9745.11 Operating Expenses 754.26 8,000.00 -7,245.74 9.43 %

9745.12 Workers Comp (DFCM) 1,884.00 2,000.00 -116.00 94.20 %

9745.13 Music/Entertainment 12,498.80 16,800.00 -4,301.20 74.40 %

9745.16 Square Fees 5,928.42 6,000.00 -71.58 98.81 %

9745.20 EFUNDS Fees 481.05 600.00 -118.95 80.18 %

9745.21 DFCM marketing 12,363.79 14,400.00 -2,036.21 85.86 %

9745.22 Special Event Expenses 2,012.91 5,000.00 -2,987.09 40.26 %

9745.23 DFCM SNAP Expenses 1,500.00 -1,500.00

9745.24 Sales Tax 29.21 70.00 -40.79 41.73 %

9745.25 SNAP Booth Admin 5,172.28 5,000.00 172.28 103.45 %

9745.26 Other Miscellaneous Service Cost 11,218.39 12,700.00 -1,481.61 88.33 %

Total 9745 Expense-Farmers Curb Market 124,766.04 154,070.00 -29,303.96 80.98 %

Total Expenses $913,125.71 $1,207,595.00 $ -294,469.29 75.62 %

NET OPERATING INCOME $281,785.91 $0.00 $281,785.91 0.00%

NET INCOME $281,785.91 $0.00 $281,785.91 0.00%



 

 

Downtown Lakeland Retail Recruitment & Vacancy 
Reduction Incentive Program 
Draft Framework for LDDA Board and Legal Review 

1. Program Purpose 
The Downtown Lakeland Retail Recruitment & Vacancy Reduction Incentive Program is 
intended to strengthen Downtown Lakeland as a walkable, locally distinctive shopping 
district by directing limited public incentive dollars toward businesses and locations that 
produce measurable downtown economic-development outcomes. 

The program is not intended as a general small-business subsidy or an incentive for every 
commercially permitted use. Funding should be competitive and tied directly to: 

• Target corridors and priority storefronts; 
• Recruitment and retention of specifically desired retail uses; 
• Reduction of long-term or strategically important vacancies; 
• Permanent private investment in storefronts and tenant spaces; 
• Demonstrated business viability; 
• Execution of a lease and occupancy of the space; and 
• Actual opening of the business to the public. 

This purpose is consistent with the LDDA’s district-focused role in economic development, 
business support, downtown activation, and improvements that advance economic vitality 
and quality of place. 

 

2. Recommended Program Structure 
Rather than one broad grant, LDDA should establish three related incentive tracks under 
one program. Applicants could receive funding from more than one track when justified, 
but total assistance would remain subject to a per-project cap. 

Track A — Priority Retail Recruitment Grant 
Purpose: Fill vacant storefronts with retail categories that Downtown Lakeland specifically 
needs. 



 

 

Eligible Uses 

Priority should be given to independently owned, customer-facing businesses primarily 
engaged in selling tangible merchandise, including: 

• Women’s, men’s and children’s apparel; 
• Shoes and accessories; 
• Furniture and home furnishings; 
• Home décor and housewares; 
• Gifts and specialty merchandise; 
• Books, stationery and paper goods; 
• Art, artisan goods and locally produced merchandise; 
• Specialty hobby or lifestyle retail; and 
• Other merchandise-based retail determined by LDDA to contribute to the desired 

downtown retail mix. 

The Board may periodically adopt a Priority Retail Uses List based upon vacancies, 
market conditions and downtown merchandising goals. 

Specifically Ineligible Uses 

The following should not qualify for the retail recruitment incentive: 

• Hair salons; 
• Barber shops; 
• Nail salons; 
• Spas; 
• Massage businesses; 
• Personal-care businesses; 
• Coffee shops; 
• Professional offices; 
• Medical or dental offices; 
• Financial services; 
• Fitness or instructional businesses; 
• Repair businesses; 
• Other personal or professional service businesses that may be classified under a 

broad commercial or retail zoning category but whose principal activity is providing 
a service rather than selling merchandise. 

Bars and restaurants are not eligible for funding under this program. 

Conversion of an existing office, commercial, or retail space into a restaurant, bar, brewery, 
lounge, nightclub, or similar food-and-beverage use is specifically ineligible. 



 

 

The objective is not to determine whether a business technically qualifies as “retail” under 
another City classification. The LDDA should determine whether the proposed use 
advances the merchandise-oriented, independent-shop environment the incentive is 
intended to create. 

 

3. Track B — Vacancy Elimination Grant 
Purpose: Place a higher incentive value on filling storefronts where vacancy has a 
disproportionate effect on the pedestrian retail environment. 

Additional funding would be available when an eligible Priority Retail business occupies: 

• A storefront vacant for 12 months or longer; 
• A designated strategic vacancy; 
• A storefront on an LDDA-designated Target Retail Corridor; or 
• A property specifically identified by the LDDA Board as a priority recruitment 

location. 

Recommended structure: 

Condition Potential Bonus 
Target Retail Corridor Up to $5,000 
Vacant 12–23 months Up to $5,000 
Vacant 24+ months Up to $10,000 
Board-designated strategic storefront Up to $5,000 

Bonuses should not automatically accumulate. The final award remains based on 
demonstrated project need and the overall program cap. 

 

4. Track C — Permanent Retail Investment Grant 
Purpose: Encourage applicants and property owners to put their own capital into 
improvements that remain in Downtown Lakeland. 

Eligible expenditures could include: 

• Permanent interior build-out; 
• Flooring; 
• Electrical improvements; 
• Plumbing associated with the retail operation; 



 

 

• Permanent lighting; 
• ADA improvements; 
• Storefront rehabilitation; 
• Doors and windows; 
• Permanent display systems; 
• Built-in counters and cabinetry; 
• Exterior signage; 
• Awnings; 
• Façade improvements; and 
• Other permanently installed improvements approved by LDDA. 

Generally ineligible: 

• Inventory; 
• Payroll; 
• Rent; 
• Deposits; 
• Working capital; 
• Advertising; 
• Routine operating expenses; 
• Vehicles; 
• Easily removable equipment; 
• Used equipment purchased without documentation; and 
• Improvements completed before authorization. 

Recommended Match 

LDDA reimbursement: up to 50% of eligible permanent improvements. 

For example, $40,000 of verified eligible investment could support an award of up to 
$20,000, subject to scoring, available funding and the overall project cap. 

This makes the program a private-investment leverage program rather than a simple 
grant. 

 

5. Existing Businesses Should Receive a Scoring 
Advantage 
The program should intentionally distinguish between an established operating business 
and an untested concept. 



 

 

An established business should be defined as an applicant that has continuously operated 
a substantially similar business from a leased or owned commercial location for at least 
12 months before application. 

Evidence could include: 

• Existing commercial lease; 
• Rent-payment history; 
• Business tax receipts; 
• Sales-tax records; 
• Financial statements; 
• Photographs of the operating location; and 
• Other reasonable documentation establishing continuous operation. 

An established retailer relocating to Downtown Lakeland, expanding into Downtown, or 
opening an additional Downtown location should therefore receive a meaningful scoring 
advantage. 

 

6. New Businesses Remain Eligible — With Greater 
Underwriting 
A startup or business without at least 12 months of commercial operating history may 
apply, but should receive fewer points for operating history and must demonstrate greater 
financial preparedness. 

A new business must submit: 

1. A complete business plan; 
2. Three-year financial projections; 
3. Startup budget; 
4. Sources-and-uses statement; 
5. Evidence of available owner equity; 
6. Evidence of financing or committed capital; 
7. Proposed lease terms; 
8. Construction/build-out budget; and 
9. Documentation demonstrating sufficient capital to complete the project without 

relying upon receipt of the LDDA grant to remain solvent. 

An applicant unable to demonstrate adequate capitalization should not receive an award 
regardless of total points. 

 



 

 

7. Recommended 100-Point Scoring System 
Criterion Points 
Desired Retail Use 25 
Target Corridor / Strategic Location 15 
Vacancy Reduction 15 
Permanent Private Investment 15 
Business Operating History & Viability 20 
Local / Independent Retail Character 5 
Readiness to Open 5 
TOTAL 100 

Desired Retail Use — 25 Points 

25: High-priority merchandise category specifically identified by LDDA. 

15: Eligible merchandise-based retail that adds meaningful retail diversity but is not 
currently a recruitment priority. 

0: Ineligible use. 

Target Corridor / Strategic Location — 15 Points 

15: Located within an LDDA-designated Priority Retail Corridor. 

10: Board-designated strategic storefront or block. 

5: Other eligible storefront within the LDDA district. 

Vacancy Reduction — 15 Points 

15: Space vacant 24+ months. 

10: Space vacant 12–23 months. 

5: Space vacant 6–11 months. 

0: Occupied space or vacancy under six months. 

Permanent Private Investment — 15 Points 

Points should reflect the applicant’s documented eligible investment rather than simply 
project size. 

15: $75,000+ 
12: $50,000–$74,999 
8: $25,000–$49,999 



 

 

4: $10,000–$24,999 
0: Less than $10,000 

LDDA could adjust these thresholds after reviewing typical Downtown Lakeland tenant-
improvement costs. 

Business Operating History & Viability — 20 Points 

20: 3+ years successful operation. 

17: 2–3 years. 

14: 1–2 years. 

8 maximum: New business with no 12-month operating history, regardless of the strength 
of the concept. 

For existing businesses, LDDA may consider lease/payment history, financial performance 
and demonstrated ability to operate a physical storefront. 

For startups, points should depend upon the quality of the business plan, capitalization, 
financing and financial projections. 

Local / Independent Retail Character — 5 Points 

Preference may be given to independently owned businesses, distinctive concepts and 
businesses that strengthen Downtown Lakeland’s identity as a collection of individual 
shops rather than standardized service establishments. 

Readiness to Open — 5 Points 

Points based upon executed or substantially negotiated lease, construction estimates, 
permitting readiness, financing and realistic opening schedule. 

 

8. Minimum Score and Funding Recommendation 
I recommend requiring at least 70 points to be considered for funding. 

However: 

Achieving 70 points creates eligibility for an award; it does not create an 
entitlement to funding. 

LDDA retains discretion to rank applications, reduce awards, defer applications, prioritize 
particular corridors or uses, and decline funding based upon available appropriations and 
program objectives. 



 

 

That distinction is particularly important for a public entity. Internal LDDA guidance 
recognizes that district resources should be connected to the LDDA’s statutory mission 
and public purpose and that questions involving expenditure of public funds may warrant 
legal review. 

 

9. Pay for Results, Not Promises 
A major feature of the program should be that approval does not equal immediate 
payment. 

Stage 1 — Conditional Award 

LDDA approves a maximum award based upon the application, scoring and proposed 
investment. 

No grant funds are disbursed. 

Stage 2 — Lease and Investment 

Applicant must: 

• Execute the qualifying lease; 
• Obtain required permits; 
• Complete approved improvements; 
• Make the required private investment; and 
• Submit paid invoices, receipts and proof of payment. 

Stage 3 — Business Opens 

The business must: 

• Receive required governmental approvals; 
• Install permanent signage; 
• Stock the store; 
• Establish regular public business hours; and 
• Actually open to customers. 

Stage 4 — Reimbursement 

Only after verification does LDDA reimburse eligible expenditures. 

I would make actual opening a non-negotiable condition of payment. 

An approved business that signs a lease but never opens receives $0. 



 

 

 

10. Consider a Two-Part Reimbursement 
For larger awards, LDDA could further protect public funds: 

75% of the approved reimbursement: after construction is completed and the business 
officially opens. 

25%: after six months of continuous operation. 

This creates an incentive not simply to open, but to remain operational through the 
vulnerable initial period. 

 

11. Recapture / Clawback 
For larger awards, the agreement should contain a declining recapture provision if the 
business voluntarily closes or relocates outside the LDDA district shortly after receiving 
funds. 

Possible structure: 

Operating Period After Final Payment Repayment 
Less than 12 months 100% 
12–23 months 50% 
24+ months 0% 

Exceptions could be authorized for casualty, condemnation, landlord default, force 
majeure, or other circumstances outside the recipient’s reasonable control. 

 

12. Target Corridors Should Be Adopted Separately 
The program policy should not permanently hard-code particular streets. 

Instead, the LDDA Board should adopt and periodically amend a map identifying: 

Tier 1 — Priority Retail Corridors 
Locations where continuous ground-floor shopping is most strategically important. 



 

 

Tier 2 — Retail Expansion Corridors 
Locations where additional retail is desirable but where the existing environment is more 
mixed. 

Strategic Vacancies 
Individual storefronts whose activation would have an unusually high impact because of 
location, size, visibility, adjacency, or length of vacancy. 

This allows the incentive geography to change as Downtown succeeds. 

It also follows a useful principle already reflected in LDDA/City policy work: define 
geography objectively rather than creating an indefinite district-wide treatment. 

 

13. Recommended Maximum Award 
A workable starting structure would be: 

Base Permanent Investment Grant: up to $20,000 
Priority Corridor/Vacancy Bonuses: up to $10,000 
Maximum LDDA Assistance: $30,000 per storefront 

For an exceptionally important strategic vacancy, the Board could authorize an enhanced 
award of up to $50,000, provided the applicant meets a higher private-investment 
threshold. 

This gives LDDA enough money to influence a leasing decision without allowing the 
incentive to become the primary source of project capital. 

 

14. Property Owner Participation 
Where appropriate, require the property owner to sign an acknowledgement of the grant. 

For substantial permanent improvements, LDDA could also award additional scoring when 
the landlord contributes financially through: 

• Tenant-improvement allowance; 
• Reduced introductory rent; 
• Rent abatement; 
• Landlord-funded façade work; or 
• Other documented property investment. 



 

 

The program should reward situations in which LDDA dollars leverage both tenant and 
landlord capital. 

 

15. Recommended Policy Principle 
The central policy can be summarized simply: 

LDDA incentives purchase downtown outcomes—not business 
classifications. 

The desired outcomes are: 

the right retail use + the right location + elimination of vacancy + meaningful private 
investment + a viable operator + an open storefront. 

A clothing boutique with a demonstrated operating history that invests $75,000 into a two-
year vacant storefront on a designated priority corridor should score extremely well. 

A new boutique concept could still qualify, but would have to demonstrate a credible 
business plan and sufficient committed capital. 

A salon, spa, barber shop, coffee shop, professional service, bar, or restaurant would not 
become eligible simply because it occupies a storefront, invests heavily in improvements, 
or falls within some broader regulatory definition of “retail.” 

That distinction keeps scarce LDDA incentive dollars focused on the specific downtown 
environment the program is intended to produce. 



 

 

Downtown Lakeland Restaurant Reactivation & 
Building Conversion Incentive Program 
Draft Framework for LDDA Board and Legal Review 

1. Program Purpose 

The Downtown Lakeland Restaurant Reactivation & Building Conversion Incentive Program would target a 
different economic-development problem than the retail program: restaurant spaces and vacant buildings 
that require substantial capital before they can again contribute to downtown activity. 

The program should focus on two outcomes: 

1. Reactivating long-vacant former restaurant spaces by helping a qualified new operator overcome 
the cost of repairing, replacing, or modernizing existing restaurant infrastructure; and 

2. Creating new permanent restaurant infrastructure inside existing vacant downtown buildings 
where the cost of converting a nonrestaurant space would otherwise be a significant barrier to 
redevelopment. 

The LDDA's administrative guidance identifies economic development, business support, downtown 
activation, and public improvements as district-focused public purposes. 

The incentive should therefore be positioned primarily as a vacancy-removal and permanent-building-
investment program, rather than a general restaurant startup grant. 

 

2. Two Incentive Tracks 
Track A — Restaurant Reactivation Grant 

Purpose: Return a long-vacant former restaurant space to productive restaurant use. 

This track should apply only to a space that: 

• Previously operated as a restaurant; 
• Contains or previously contained substantial restaurant infrastructure; 
• Has been continuously vacant for a minimum period; 
• Will be occupied by a new restaurant operator; and 
• Requires meaningful rehabilitation or reinvestment before reopening. 



 

 

Recommended Vacancy Requirement 

I would establish: 

Minimum eligibility: 12 months continuous vacancy 

with increased scoring for longer vacancies: 

• 12–23 months; 
• 24–35 months; and 
• 36+ months. 

This keeps the program from subsidizing ordinary restaurant turnover where a space has simply been 
empty for a few months. 

 

3. What the Reactivation Grant Should Pay For 
The strongest justification for public participation is investment in items that are expensive, necessary to 
reactivate the building, and largely remain with the property. 

Eligible costs could include: 

• Commercial hood systems; 
• Hood suppression systems; 
• Grease interceptors and grease traps; 
• Plumbing upgrades; 
• Electrical service upgrades; 
• Gas service; 
• HVAC systems; 
• Walk-in cooler or freezer infrastructure; 
• Floor drains; 
• Commercial kitchen walls, ceilings, and washable surfaces; 
• Restroom and ADA improvements; 
• Fire-code improvements; 
• Sprinkler or alarm upgrades; 
• Permanent kitchen utility connections; 
• Structural repairs associated with restaurant occupancy; 
• Storefront improvements; 
• Exterior doors and windows; 
• Permanent patios where permitted; 
• Exterior signage; 
• Permanent bars or service counters; 



 

 

• Built-in millwork; 
• Building-code corrections necessary for occupancy; and 
• Other permanently installed improvements approved by LDDA. 

The guiding question should be: 

Does this expenditure materially improve the real property and help return a vacant restaurant space to 
productive use? 

 

4. Equipment Should Be Treated Differently 
Restaurants require significant equipment, but LDDA should avoid becoming the primary purchaser of 
movable restaurant equipment. 

I would make most freestanding equipment ineligible, including: 

• Ovens; 
• Fryers; 
• Ranges; 
• Refrigerators; 
• Smallwares; 
• Tables; 
• Chairs; 
• Dishware; 
• POS equipment; 
• Small appliances; and 
• Similar movable assets. 

An exception could be considered for equipment that is permanently attached and effectively becomes 
part of the building infrastructure. 

That keeps the public investment attached to the Downtown property even if the restaurant operator later 
changes. 

 

5. Track B — Vacant Building Restaurant Conversion 
Grant 



 

 

Purpose: Encourage the adaptive reuse of an existing vacant Downtown Lakeland building by creating a 
restaurant space where one does not currently exist. 

This should be the higher-value incentive because converting an office, storefront, warehouse, or other 
commercial space into a restaurant often requires substantially more investment than reopening an 
existing restaurant. 

Eligible projects would: 

• Be located in an existing building within the LDDA district; 
• Occupy space that has been vacant for at least 12 months; 
• Introduce restaurant use to a space not currently configured as a restaurant; 
• Require substantial permanent building improvements; 
• Result in an operating restaurant open to the public; and 
• Create restaurant infrastructure expected to remain with the property. 

This track should specifically encourage adaptive reuse of existing vacant buildings, not construction of a 
new freestanding building on vacant land. 

 

6. Why the Building Conversion Incentive Should Be 
Larger 
A former restaurant may already have: 

• Adequate electrical service; 
• Gas; 
• Ventilation; 
• Grease infrastructure; 
• Plumbing; 
• Restrooms; 
• Kitchen exhaust; 
• Fire suppression; and 
• Appropriate occupancy improvements. 

A conventional commercial building may have none of those. 

Consequently, a building conversion can involve six-figure infrastructure expenses before the operator 
purchases food, furniture, equipment, or inventory. 

The incentive should recognize that difference. 



 

 

Suggested Award Structure 

Restaurant Reactivation Track 

LDDA participation: up to 30%–40% of eligible permanent improvements 

Maximum award: $30,000–$40,000 

Vacant Building Restaurant Conversion Track 

LDDA participation: up to 30%–40% of eligible permanent improvements 

Maximum award: $60,000–$75,000 

I would require substantially greater private investment for the larger award. 

For example: 

A $75,000 LDDA award should probably require at least $200,000–$250,000 in documented eligible project 
investment. 

That makes LDDA a catalytic participant rather than the principal financier. 

 

7. Existing Operators Should Again Receive a 
Significant Advantage 
Restaurant failure risk is substantial, so operating history should matter even more here than under the 
retail program. 

An established restaurant operator should be defined as an applicant that has operated a restaurant or 
substantially similar food-service concept for at least 12 consecutive months. 

Preference should increase with experience. 

Examples: 

Strongest applicant: successful restaurant operator opening a second location or relocating an established 
concept Downtown. 

Moderate applicant: experienced hospitality operator launching a new concept. 



 

 

Higher-risk applicant: first-time restaurant operator. 

A startup should remain eligible, but should face significantly greater underwriting requirements. 

 

8. Requirements for New Restaurant Operators 
A new restaurant operator without at least one year of operating history should be required to provide: 

• Detailed business plan; 
• Concept and menu; 
• Management biographies; 
• Restaurant or hospitality experience; 
• Three-year operating projections; 
• Detailed startup budget; 
• Sources and uses of funds; 
• Evidence of cash equity; 
• Loan commitments or other financing evidence; 
• Construction budget; 
• Equipment budget; 
• Working-capital budget; 
• Proposed lease; 
• Opening timeline; and 
• Evidence that sufficient capital remains available after construction to operate the restaurant. 

This last requirement is important. 

A restaurant could successfully complete construction and still fail shortly thereafter because virtually all 
available capital was spent on the build-out. 

The grant should not solve a construction financing problem while leaving the business without operating 
capital. 

 

9. Recommended 100-Point Restaurant Scoring 
System 

Criterion Points 
Vacancy Reduction 20 
Permanent Building Investment 20 



 

 

Criterion Points 
Operator Experience & Financial Capacity 20 
Strategic Downtown Location 10 
Building Reactivation / Adaptive Reuse Impact 15 
Restaurant Concept & Downtown Contribution 10 
Readiness to Proceed 5 
TOTAL 100 

 

Vacancy Reduction — 20 Points 

20: Vacant 36+ months 
15: Vacant 24–35 months 
10: Vacant 12–23 months 
0: Vacant less than 12 months 

 

Permanent Building Investment — 20 Points 

For example: 

20: $250,000+ 
16: $150,000–$249,999 
12: $100,000–$149,999 
8: $50,000–$99,999 
4: $25,000–$49,999 

Thresholds should ultimately be calibrated against actual Downtown Lakeland restaurant construction 
costs. 

 

Operator Experience & Financial Capacity — 20 Points 

20: Successful restaurant operator with 5+ years operating history. 

17: Successful restaurant operator with 3–5 years. 

14: Established operator with 1–3 years. 

10: Experienced restaurant management team launching a new ownership venture. 



 

 

6 maximum: First-time operator without documented restaurant operating experience. 

Regardless of score, LDDA should have the ability to determine that an applicant lacks sufficient 
capitalization and therefore does not qualify. 

 

Strategic Location — 10 Points 

10: Board-designated restaurant activation location or priority corridor. 

7: High-impact pedestrian storefront. 

4: Other eligible LDDA location. 

This could allow LDDA to focus restaurant incentives differently from retail incentives. 

There may be streets where additional restaurants are highly desirable and other streets where LDDA's 
priority should remain merchandise retail. 

 

10. Building Reactivation / Adaptive Reuse Impact — 
15 Points 
This is where the two restaurant tracks become particularly useful. 

15: Converts a substantially vacant building into a new restaurant use and requires major new 
infrastructure. 

12: Reactivates a long-vacant former restaurant requiring substantial rehabilitation. 

8: Reoccupies an existing restaurant space with moderate rehabilitation. 

0: Ordinary turnover of an operational or recently vacated restaurant. 

The program should reward the difficulty of bringing the property back into productive use, not merely 
the cost of decorating a restaurant. 

 



 

 

11. Restaurant Concept & Downtown Contribution 
— 10 Points 
LDDA could consider: 

• Full-service versus limited-service operation; 
• Lunch availability; 
• Dinner availability; 
• Weekend operation; 
• Hours that strengthen downtown activity; 
• Distinctiveness of concept; 
• Local ownership; 
• Existing gaps in Downtown's food offerings; 
• Contribution to pedestrian activity; and 
• Compatibility with surrounding businesses. 

I would avoid trying to dictate cuisine. 

Instead, score whether the restaurant materially contributes to Downtown's economic and street-level 
activity. 

 

12. Require Actual Opening Before Reimbursement 
As with the retail incentive, a conditional award should not mean that LDDA immediately writes a check. 

Stage 1 — Conditional Approval 

Board approves a maximum incentive. 

No payment occurs. 

Stage 2 — Lease, Permitting and Construction 

Applicant: 

• Executes the lease; 
• Obtains required permits; 
• Completes the approved work; 
• Pays contractors and vendors; 
• Provides invoices and proof of payment; and 



 

 

• Receives required inspections and approvals. 

Stage 3 — Restaurant Opens 

The restaurant must: 

• Receive its certificate of occupancy or other required approvals; 
• Obtain required food-service and alcohol licenses, if applicable; 
• Be furnished and operational; 
• Establish regular operating hours; and 
• Open to paying customers. 

Only then should reimbursement become available. 

 

13. Use a Holdback 
For restaurants, I would make the holdback larger than for retailers. 

Recommended: 

70% of approved reimbursement upon verified opening 

30% after 12 months of continuous operation 

That aligns LDDA's expenditure with both activation and durability. 

For example, a restaurant receiving a $50,000 incentive would receive: 

• $35,000 after opening; and 
• $15,000 after completing one year of operation. 

 

14. Recapture Provision 
A restaurant receiving substantial public assistance should remain Downtown for a reasonable period. 

Possible structure: 

Closure/Relocation After Final Initial Payment Recapture 
Before receiving 12-month holdback Holdback forfeited 



 

 

Closure/Relocation After Final Initial Payment Recapture 
Less than 12 months Initial payment subject to 100% recapture 
12–23 months 50% recapture 
24–35 months 25% recapture 
36+ months No recapture 

Exceptions could include casualty, condemnation, landlord default, major building failure, or other 
circumstances outside the operator's reasonable control. 

 

15. Landlord Participation Should Matter 
The restaurant program creates a particularly good opportunity to require or reward landlord participation. 

Additional scoring could be provided if the property owner contributes through: 

• Tenant improvement allowance; 
• Landlord-funded HVAC; 
• Electrical upgrades; 
• Grease infrastructure; 
• Roof or structural work; 
• Rent abatement; 
• Reduced introductory rent; 
• Façade work; or 
• Other documented capital investment. 

This produces a strong leverage model: 

LDDA investment + landlord investment + operator investment = permanent activation of a difficult 
vacant property. 

 

16. Do Not Subsidize Restaurant-to-Restaurant 
Turnover 
I would add an explicit policy safeguard: 

A functioning restaurant that closes and is quickly replaced by another restaurant should generally not 
qualify. 



 

 

The program should address structural vacancy, not routine market turnover. 

For example: 

A restaurant closes in January and another operator signs a lease in April. 

No incentive. 

A restaurant space has been vacant for three years, the hood needs replacement, plumbing requires 
rehabilitation, and a proven operator proposes a $200,000 reinvestment. 

Strong incentive candidate. 

A vacant former office building has sat unused for four years and requires $400,000 of permanent 
improvements to become a restaurant. 

Potentially the strongest candidate and appropriate for the larger conversion incentive. 

 

17. Keep Restaurant Incentives Separate From Retail 
Incentives 
I would establish two distinct programs: 

Downtown Retail Recruitment & Vacancy Reduction Program 

Goal: 

Protect and expand merchandise-oriented retail. 

Downtown Restaurant Reactivation & Adaptive Reuse Program 

Goal: 

Reactivate long-vacant restaurant spaces and convert difficult vacant buildings into productive 
restaurant properties. 

This is important because restaurant economics and construction costs are fundamentally different from 
boutique retail. 

It also prevents a large restaurant project from consuming money specifically intended to build 
Downtown's merchandise retail environment. 



 

 

 

18. Recommended Core Policy 
The central concept should be: 

LDDA is not subsidizing the restaurant business itself. LDDA is investing in the permanent reactivation of 
difficult Downtown real estate. 

That framing makes the public benefit much clearer. 

For the restaurant reactivation track, the desired outcome is: 

long-term vacancy + qualified operator + substantial rehabilitation + permanent investment + actual 
restaurant opening. 

For the building conversion track, the desired outcome is: 

vacant existing building + substantial adaptive reuse + new restaurant infrastructure + significant private 
capital + successful opening. 

That distinction also creates a logical family of LDDA incentives: 

Retail Incentive: recruit the merchandise uses Downtown lacks. 

Restaurant Reactivation Incentive: bring dormant restaurant spaces back to life. 

Restaurant Adaptive Reuse Incentive: overcome the extraordinary infrastructure cost of putting a 
restaurant into a difficult vacant building. 

Together, the programs would focus LDDA funding on the downtown conditions that the private market 
has demonstrated it is having difficulty solving on its own. 

 




