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Developer Laurel MacKinnon helps reshape downtown Nampa

Developer Laurel MacKinnon didn't wait until Nampa officials revealed their plans in 2006 for reviving downtown with a new library and police station. 

Two years ago, she bought several properties along 13th Avenue South. With the aim of being a catalyst for change, she created the Belle District, named for Belle Dewey, a developer in Nampa in the early 1900s and the wife of city benefactor Col. William H. Dewey. 

Renovations and business negotiations have consumed most of MacKinnon's time since. Now a business center with shops, offices and entertainment is on the horizon. 


Kerry Maloney/ Idaho Statesman

Newly opened quilt fabric store, Fabrique, catches the attention of a passerby in downtown Nampa.

• Fabrique, a quilt fabric shop with prints inspired by Mexican painter Frida Kahlo and Australian aboriginal artists, opened a week ago — the newest addition to the district. "I'm so happy to see a fabric store," said Joy Dearden, a Nampa resident who often travels to Ontario or Boise for fabric. "This is a godsend." 

• Market Limone, a specialty food shop with fine kitchen goods and linens, is set to open the beginning of November. 

• An ice rink, office renovations above Fabrique, and a four-story building that will include a restaurant and two floors of Class A office space across the street are scheduled to be completed in 2008. 

• Ewephoria, a fiber store, opened in 2006. Urban Shed, the former Trading Places furniture consignment store, recently doubled in size, absorbing furnishings from the closed Savvy Squirrel. 

MacKinnon, 35, who grew up in Nampa when the downtown was in a decades-long slump, lived and worked around the United States and Europe before returning to the city in 2005 to make a home and help redevelop downtown. In an interview, she talked about her projects and downtown's future. 

Q: Did you have a model or inspiration? 

A: To start, after growing up in Nampa, I spent my college and early work years living in different cities around both the United States and various countries. There is a sharp contrast in the sense of community that is felt between, say, Costa Mesa, Calif. and Washington, D.C. In Costa Mesa or Orange County, there isn't a city center or common plaza where people gather — there's continuous suburban sprawl. Conversely, in D.C., the city was planned with common spaces such as plazas where people can sit to enjoy lunch, a farmer's market or community event. 

It is in spaces like these that folks will commune with others who are outside of their normal social or work circles. This is helpful in building the social fiber that strengthens the community. This is the point of interaction between the built environment — and historic preservation — and the social realm that in the end results in both a stronger, better planned and enjoyable community. 

The historic buildings are at the core of our community. For well over 100 years, this has been the point of synergy where Nampa began, and everything else has been built from this center. When there isn't a strong city core, when your downtown has died, then you are missing that sense of place. 

My advanced studies focused on international housing and social change. I read many case studies that very much relate to what we have in Nampa, where the historic core is underutilized or demolished. Often what happens is that the strong sense of place or pride that was once there is lost. People detach and are less engaged in their community. We're experiencing growth and sprawl here in Nampa, and it is important to rejuvenate our core and bring back what has been lost. 

Q: How much is it costing you? How are you paying for it? 

A: At this point, with all of my projects, I've invested about $5.5 million to in acquisition, renovations and new construction. I've had to use creative financing because of the deteriorated state of the downtown, predominantly private investment and institutional financing. 

Q: What steps have come easy? 
A: There haven't been any easy steps. 

Q: Why try? 

A: It's not about doing the easiest development possible — that isn't nearly as interesting, not as valuable to the community. It's about doing what's needed — creating value. This was clearly the right thing to do, and I find it more interesting and challenging than building a strip mall on farmland. 

Nampa needs its downtown. These buildings simply need to be renovated. ... Demolishing our history, the core of our city — which is the only alternative — would be irresponsible and a very bad choice that would have a lasting effect for generations to come. 

Q: What have been the biggest challenges? 

A: The biggest challenge has been overcoming the misconception that downtown Nampa is a lost cause. That misconception has made it hard to attract destination businesses to downtown. 

The second biggest challenge has been to secure the needed financing. However, it is getting easier as investors see the progress and success that has been achieved in only two years. 

Q: How does the Belle District mesh with the city's plans for downtown revitalization? 

A: Over the years the city has had several failed attempts at rejuvenating downtown. Until now, no one in the private sector has been able to achieve a concentrated private revitalization of downtown or take advantage of the city's past efforts. 

What we needed was a critical mass change. That is why I purchased the amount of properties that I did. It's been great timing for developing the district in light of what the city is currently doing. In reading the Nampa Blueprint, the Belle District definitely supports the city's plan and vision for downtown Nampa in that the plan calls for districts, and this concept is a portion of the historic district. 

The plan spells out the need for a market, retail, class A office space and entertainment. And we have retail shops Ewephoria, Fabrique and Urban Shed already open; Market Limone will open in a couple of weeks; and the outdoor ice rink — Nampa Ice Factory — will be finished in fall of 2008 with a four-story building that includes a restaurant and two floors of class A office space. It was a very strategic development. Really all I've done is take the city's plan, looked at my properties and built what was needed. 

Q: Are there things the city could have done to be more supportive in your projects? 

A: Overall, the city has been outstandingly supportive and helpful. What we need more of is collaborative campaign on spreading the word that things are happening NOW, not it two or three years when the library is built – which will be tremendous for downtown – however, there is already plenty going on. Things are changing every day in downtown. The energy is building with all the new businesses opening. You can come downtown and spend a couple of hours shopping all the new stores. 

Q: Are you going to build on the Belle District? 

A: Right now, I'm working on the properties I own, renovations and infill. I would definitely be interested in working on future projects. 

Q: Why haven't the businesses around your properties joined in the Belle District? 

A: Businesses in the Belle District have supported the district. ... I haven't required my tenants to utilize the Belle District branding, but they see the value in connecting with something that is marketed and created in a quality fashion. 

As for other businesses nearby, I think it takes a while for people to get used to new names. Once they start to see the benefit of drawing on our history to help shape who we are, I am hopeful they'll want to take part in it. 

The important thing is that the Belle District is not a made-up name or story. It highlights our history. Belle [Dewey] was a foundational part of our history, and reviving our history around her is a celebration of our past. She and her husband built the Dewey Palace Hotel. From what I understand of her, she was a woman who clearly believed in quality developments. 

Q: What do you see downtown Nampa looking like in 10 years? 

A: I see downtown Nampa being a hub of activity like it once was, where people can shop, dine, work and play. It's the place in Nampa where you go and feel an instant connection to our community. It belongs to us. 

Q: Do you have advice for anyone who may want to do the same thing in their city or community? 

A: Hold onto your seat. It's a fascinating journey. It will challenge you in many ways, but it's definitely been worth the effort. I've met amazing people. I feel a tremendous amount of personal satisfaction from being a part of the progress and in helping to rejuvenate our downtown. It has been well worth the struggle, and I can't think of anything I'd rather be doing. 
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