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introduction
The traditional downtown Main Street served as the heart of the community for residents and visitors. The human scale of buildings, the variations in 
architecture, diverse commercial and entertainment offerings all within comfortable walking distances attracted people for decades, and they still do 
today. Downtown remains the cultural, financial and governmental service center of a community. Attractive design, strategic renovation, thoughtful 
planning and a focus on the City’s unique identity can pay off in investment, diversification and competitiveness. The adaptive reuse of structures 
and the rediscovery of natural features and traffic patterns that built the downtown initially can bring back vibrancy, energy and attention.

The key to attracting patrons and passersby is to have a visually appealing downtown look. This curb appeal includes buildings and storefronts, 
signs, landscaping, activities and attractions, window displays and graphic promotional materials. These types of items are critical to creating a 
community brand and a destination for both existing residents and community visitors. Being a destination means people will travel farther to visit 
and will stay longer while visiting. Many merchants must be willing to invest in the renovation and enhancement of their structures that are, in more 
than one sense, their greatest asset. Rather than depending on their individual tastes and styles, it is more beneficial and productive to participate in 
a common vision of the downtown as a whole in making their individual improvements.

The history of each community stamps a unique character on the streets, buildings, rivers and other resources that created it. This character 
provides a sense of place that is appealing to longtime residents and intriguing to first-time visitors. It evokes and maintains a sense of discovery - 
or rediscovery - that brings people back. It may come from local landmarks, geographic features, buildings and regional products. It is the result not 
of uniformity of appearance, but of individuality and identity of the community. This identity is the result of the community consensus and is 
not imposed by single individuals. The established identity forms the brand that can be used to promote downtown to existing and potential 
community residents and businesses, visitors and tourists. Using the brand in marketing and promoting the downtown is almost endless, 
with opportunities ranging from publications to mass media to websites.

The importance of resulting economic growth from downtown revitalization cannot be overstated; but, more important may 
be the sense of pride and attitude of confidence it instills in the citizens. The desire to visit, promote and serve as 
ambassadors for the downtown is the most desirable result of all.   



purpose

The purpose of the Elizabethton Downtown Master Plan is to provide a vision for the future of the downtown area. The National Trust for Historic 
Preservation says “Quality of life is what separates successful cities and towns from declining communities …”. 

Elizabethton community leaders have wisely recognized that the traditional commercial downtown district is the most viable indicator of 
community pride and economic and social health. It can either be an asset or a liability in the effort to recruit new residents, businesses, 
industries, tourists, retirees and others to the community and retain those already there. Elizabethton has decided to focus on forward thinking 
economic planning and development while keeping an eye on the past with historic preservation and community heritage at the top of the list.   

Elizabethton
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The objectives of the master planning process center on the diversification necessary for the continued strength of the place in the community of 
the downtown area. Elizabethton understands the need to focus on downtown preservation and revitalization and realizes that:
 

•	 Commercial districts are prominent employment centers
 

•	 The commercial district is a reflection of the City’s heritage, history and culture
 

•	 The downtown is a significant portion of the community tax base
 

•	 It is an ideal location for independent businesses and individual entrepreneurship
 

•	 The downtown can become an overnight tourist destination
  

•	 The downtown reduces community sprawl by concentrating diverse development
 

•	 A healthy downtown protects surrounding property values

•	 The commercial district offers a more pleasant and convenient shopping experience
 

•	 It also hosts both governmental and private service centers
 

•	 Downtown gathering areas can serve as important civic forums

•	 The commercial district represents a huge public and private investment that cannot be reproduced



objectives
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The current objective is to establish a sound enhancement plan that simply stated strives to:

•	 Create a more attractive environment that will better serve the local community and increase tourism by getting passersby to stop, 
becoming a hub for area attractions and activities, becoming an overnight destination, and encourage people to return for another visit.

•	 Increase the number of gathering places that would result in higher frequency of downtown utilization.

•	 Create a safer pedestrian environment.

•	 Create a more uniform and unique identity that will result in a “sense of place” for the commuity.

•	 Create a brand that will help sell the downtown to local residents and businesses and create an attractive environment for potential 
residents, businesses and tourists.

•	 Increase marketing effectiveness of the current and future downtown and community assets.

•	 Create more diversity in the fabric of the downtown in the categories of: 
n Retail Business

  n Residential Living Units
  n Professional Offices
  n Tourism/Visitation
  n Overnight Lodging
  n Community Events
  n Governmental Facilities
  n Conference/Meeting Facilities
  n Relevant Support Services



planning approach
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The approach to the downtown planning process includes the interactive involvement of representatives of the Elizabethton community and 
stakeholders in the future success of the downtown area. McGill Associates recommended the formation of a downtown planning core group 
to assist in the planning process by meeting on a regular basis to create and review various thoughts and ideas for the enhancement of 
downtown. 

The core group was selected from a list of persons expressing interest in downtown planning and representing various perspectives of the 
downtown area. The core group met monthly during a six month period in early 2007 to provide input and insight toward the enhancement of 
the downtown area and reviewing alternative solutions to various enhancement issues. Once the core group had identified the more important 
elements of enhancing the downtown and discussed the alternative solutions and actions to be implemented, this draft planning document has 
been prepared for review and comment from the core group, other stakeholders not involved in the core group process, and other interested 
citizens and business owners.  

The process included the following primary elements:

•	 Determination of a specific planning boundary within the downtown area

•	 A comprehensive assessment of the existing conditions within and adjacent to the downtown area

•	 The development of several specific enhancements, improvements and features to increase the appeal and attractiveness of the 
downtown area
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downtown planning 
boundary
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The planning boundary is based on a strategic segment within 
the overall downtown area that is of a size and character 
that could allow implementation of a successful downtown 
enhancement plan given realistic economic resources of the 
public and private sectors. 

The planning 
area is bounded 
by U.S. 19E / U.S. 321 
on the east and generally 
follows both sides of Elk 
Avenue westward across the 
Doe River, where the boundary 
flares out along the Doe River and 
E Street to the north and along Hattie 
Avenue and Doe Street to the south 
until it reaches Lynn Avenue to the west. 
This area encompasses both sides of 
Elk Avenue all the way to Lynn Avenue 
and the west side of the Doe River 
northward (downstream) to the bridge 
at Broad Street. This area represents 
the core of the Elizabethton downtown 
both historically and by currently active 
commercial and governmental land use.
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n Land Use

n Land Use Zoning

n Historic District Boundary

n Historic Walking Tour

n Downtown Entry Points

n	 Vehicular	Traffic	Flow

n Vehicular Parking

n Pedestrian Sidewalks

n Unsafe Intersections

n Photographs

CURRENT CONDITIONS
An overview of the current conditions within the 

planning area is summarized graphically on the various 
maps contained in this section. The current conditions 
related to land use, zoning, the historic district, the 
property tax base, the current downtown entry locations, 
the	pattern	of	vehicular	flow,	the	location	of	public	and	
private parking areas, and the location of pedestrian 
sidewalks are depicted on the maps. 

There is an Elizabethton Historic Zoning Commission 
that oversees the land use matters within the Historic 
District, which is listed on the National Register of 
Historic Places. The Historic Zoning Commission has 
adopted Building Standards and Guidelines to assist 
in the historic compatibility of the rehabilitation and 
construction of buildings within the Historic District. 
All of the downtown planning area is within the historic 
district, but a portion of the historic district is outside the 

downtown planning area. 
Another important element that has been addressed 

outside the scope of this enhancement plan is a survey of 
the history and architecture of the buildings within the 
Historic District. This document has been produced by 
members	of	the	architectural	firm	of	Reedy	and	Sykes	
Architecture and Design located on Elk Avenue in the 
downtown area. 
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There are several maxims that can be applied to successful downtowns that would be successful with a variable combination of conditions and circumstances. 
Nine factors that are generally accepted as being applicable to every downtown are:

•	 Successful downtowns are great places to work, live and play: They attract creative people with a mix of uses, a combination residential housing, 
daytime employment and entertainment for evenings and weekends. These downtowns are attractive environments. It feels good to be there because 
it is interesting and safe with attractive streets, open spaces, places to gather and sit in comfort, a sense of history in buildings or monuments and other 
amenities.

•	 Successful downtowns are generally mixed-use in character: Successful downtowns treat mixed-use development as a critical component of the downtown 
environment.

•	 Successful downtowns tend to have multiple activity generators within walking distance of one another: Activity generators such as museums, conference 
centers, public or private schools, government offices, and other cultural destinations bring residents and visitors to downtown. By adding value to the 
place, these types of facilities support retail, office, hotel and residential development.

•	 Successful downtowns are walkable and have streets that have a park-like feel for pedestrians: In successful downtowns, people walk the streets as a 
recreational pursuit. There is enough activity to create a vibrant downtown environment.

•	 Entertainment is a driving segment of the downtown: Entertainment extends the life of downtown into the evening. Restaurants, theaters and  
performing arts facilities comprise most of the entertainment niche.

•	 They have strong downtown and adjacent neighborhoods: Successful downtowns have a strong residential constituency. Downtown residents  
are not only advocates for downtown, but are an important market supporting the mix of land uses downtown.

•	 Successful downtowns are safe and secure: Customers and businesses want a sense of safety and security when they are working,  
shopping and living downtown. Community policing, taking care of building issues, lighting, and having an active environment  
are ways successful downtowns enhance safety and security.

•	 There is public / private investment in the downtown. Successful downtowns are not only dependent on the individual  
businesses, but also on public investment in and management of public facilities and infrastructure, such as streets,  
sidewalks, parking and buildings.

•	 Successful downtowns are beloved by the citizenry. Successful downtowns are a source of regional pride and  
reflect the culture of the community.  

  downtown planning 
elements & principles
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plan development
principles

n Walkability 
•	 Most things need to be within a 10-minute walk
•	 Pedestrian-friendly street design 

n Connectivity
•	 Interconnected street network that eases walking
•	 Critical mass is critical to success: visitor-oriented retail should be in a compact and connected setting

n Mixed Use and Diversity
•	 Mix of shops, offices, lodging, apartments, restaurants, recreation opportunities and business
•	 Attractive to a diverse group of people – ages, income levels, cultures, races

n Incorporate Quality Architecture
•	 Emphasis on beauty, aesthetics, human comfort, creating a sense of place and nourish the human spirit

n Sustainability
•	 Easy to maintain

n Focus	on	the	Comprehensive	User	Experience
•	 Establish a brand; design for the brand
•	 Concentrate your business mix on your brand
•	 Always keep marketing in mind and focus on your passions 
•	 Avoid generic  

n The 10 + 10 + 10 Rule
•	 In a two to three lineal block downtown:

– Ten destination-retail shops
– Ten dining/treats shops
– Ten things open after 6 p.m.; entertainment is preferable

•	 The number one of diversion of visitors is shopping and dining in a pedestrian setting, and where most of the  
visitor spending takes place.

n Make	a	First	Impression	that	Lasts
•	 First impressions really are lasting impressions

n Diversity Counts
n Curb Appeal

•	 Pays for itself
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regional and local 
ingress routes

The City of Elizabethton is located within 
a one-day drive of most of the eastern 
United States. This is important in that most 
tourists plan their trips and routes from 
the information they can obtain from their 
internet access and the Elizabethton web 
site. The regional routes to Elizabethton 
come from the surrounding states of North 
Carolina, Virginia and Georgia as well as the 
nearby states of Kentucky, West Virginia and 
South Carolina. Once arriving in the region, 
visitors can easily access Elizabethton from 
Bristol, Kingsport, Johnson City, Knoxville, 
Greeneville, Asheville and Boone through 
several ingress routes as shown on the 
following maps.  
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regional ingress routes
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local ingress routes
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regional linkages
Nearby Towns/Cities
 • Erwin, Tennessee: The Valley Beautiful 
 • Awaken your Pioneer Spirit in Johnson City, Tennessee 
 • Historic Jonesborough 
 • Kingsport, Tennessee: Come Discover Tennessee’s Bright Spot 
 • Bristol, Tennessee: The Birthplace to Country Music 
 • Abingdon, Virginia: Enjoy the Arts, the History, the Life
 • Boone, North Carolina: The Heart of the High Country
 • Asheville, North Carolina: Any Way You Like It

Getting Outdoors
 • Roan Mountain State Park 
 • Wetlands Park 
 • Watauga Lake/ Watauga Dam 
 • Cherokee National Forest 
 • Appalachian Trail 
 • Boone Lake 
 • Buffalo Mountain Park 
 • Bays Mountain Park 
 • World Class Trout Fishing 
 • Daniel Boone Wilderness Trail 

Colleges / Universities 
 • Tennessee Technology Center 
 • East Tennessee State University 
 • Milligan College 
 • King College 
 • Appalachian State University 

Culture / Attractions
 • International Storytelling Center 
 • Bristol Motor Speedway 
 • Barter Theatre 
 • Paramount Center for the Arts 
 • Bristol Caverns 
 • Appalachian Caverns 
 • Birthplace of Country Music Museum 
 • The Gray Fossil Site 
 • Abingdon Vineyard & Winery 
 • Moonlite Drive-In Theatre 
 • White’s Mill 
 • Wolf Creek Winery & Vineyard 
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  • Gateway to Roan Mountain

  • Beautiful mountain / valley setting

  • Historically significant community for more than 200 years

  • Regional historic links to surrounding communities and adjacent states

  • Much of the downtown area on the National Register of Historic Places

  • Doe River traverses through the downtown area

  • Community walking / bicycle trail traverses the downtown area 

  • Downtown area is healthy with commercial, residential, professional and governmental mixed uses

  • Historic downtown architecture is very appealing

  • Downtown gateway routes are already well established

  • Good first impression of downtown

  • Public parking opportunities already exist

  • Many opportunities for open spaces and pedestrian wayfinding

  • Historic Walking Tour



downtown opportunities 
for enhancement

• A need for wayfinding information

• Poor signage for appeal and information

• A need for information about existing attractions / activities

• Not vehicular or pedestrian friendly

• A need for more beautification and overall “curb appeal”

• Buildings need refreshing and appealing upgrades to facades

• A need for public gathering places

• A need for entertainment and rest areas

• A need for overnight lodgingElizabethton
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composite site analysis



ElizabethtonDOWNTOWN 
ENHANCEMENT PLAN

n Primary and Secondary Gateways

n Intersection Vehicular Improvements

n Intersection Pedestrian Improvements

n Pedestrian Enhancement Plan

n Land Use Improvements

n Open Space Plan

n Street Improvements 

  n Elk Avenue Enhancements

  n E Street Improvements

n	 Infill	/	Redevelopment	Areas

  n Cultural Heritage Museum

  n Railroad Exhibit

  n Covered Bridge Park

  n E Street Infill / Redevelopment

n	 Signage	/	Wayfinding	Plan
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primary and 
secondary gateways

Gateways into the downtown area create 
the first impression for visitors, residents 
and workers as they approach and enter 
the area. The enhancement of gateways 
also defines the routes into downtown 
and speaks visually to the attractiveness 
and quality of the downtown area. Each 
gateway should celebrate Elizabethton’s 
civic history while providing the framework 
to orient visitors, link downtown to the 
surrounding neighborhoods, and establish 
a strong sense of uniqueness, urban vitality 
and sense of place. The gateways are 
designated as primary and secondary  
by the external patterns and  
routes to downtown and by the internal  
movement of vehicles and  
pedestrians within the downtown  
area. The primary gateways are  
planned to accommodate the  
out-of-town visitors, while the secondary 
gateways are planned for the local 
residents. The gateway designations are 
tied directly to the Signage / Wayfinding 
Plan. 
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One of the planning elements of successful downtowns is to create a comfortable and safe environment for vehicular traffic. The Composite Assessment 
of the Elizabethton downtown planning area identified three (3) intersections that are difficult to navigate, particularly for drivers not familiar with the 
downtown area. These intersections are at Elk Avenue, E Street and Riverside Drive; Elk Avenue, Elm Street and F Street; and Hattie Avenue, Doe 
Street and Pine Street. With two of these intersections on gateway entry routes and the other one adjacent to a public school, solutions to the individual 
issues at each intersection have been developed as shown on the attached maps.

   street intersection 
vehicular improvements
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   street intersection 
vehicular improvements
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   street intersection 
vehicular improvements



Elizabethton

   street intersection 
vehicular improvements
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street intersection 
pedestrian improvements

Another important planning element is 
the creation of a comfortable and safe 
environment for pedestrians. One of 
the most potentially uncomfortable and 
unsafe environments for pedestrians is 
crossing the street at intersections with 
high speed traffic, limited sight distance, 
unsafe intersection geometry or poor 
signalization. Intersections can be 
enhanced to include visual interruptions 
to the vehicle drivers as they approach 
intersections, such as a change in 
adjacent landscaping. Having raised 
crosswalks constructed of materials 
with uneven surfaces are also effective 
in calming traffic near intersections. 
Signalization and lighting are also very 
effective as shown on the attached map 
as examples.
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vehicular traffic 
flow improvements

Once visitors pass through the gateways to the downtown area, there must 
be a means to slow vehicular traffic to a calming pace and encourage parking 
and participation in the amenities, attractions and activities that brought the 
visitor downtown in the first place. The streets in successful downtowns are  
narrower to encourage a slower pace with  
more opportunities to observe the many  
amenities and encourage the passenger  
to become a pedestrian.

The other vehicular traffic factor in comfortable wayfinding is to have two-way 
traffic flow on every street if possible. This allows the visitor to rely on their 
ability to turn either direction at intersections without concern for lane  
changing and driving around the block to reach his or her  
destination. This also eliminates the  
thoroughfare impact of wide one-way  
streets that encourage cut-through  
routes for local travelers at  
uncomfortable vehicle speeds.  
According to the American Planning  
Association, hundreds of cities have  
converted one-way streets to two-way  
streets since 1990 for economic development reasons. The conversion 
back to two-way traffic in the downtown areas of many cities has resulted 
in increased retail sales, downtown residential development and increased 
pedestrian traffic. 
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vehicular parking 
improvements

There are several opportunities to improve on-street and off-street parking in the downtown area. The on-street parking on Elk Avenue and E Street can 
be enhanced by reconfiguring the angle parking and the parallel parking arrangement as shown on the attached map. This allows an additional 37 parking 
spaces along these streets beyond that which currently exists and increases front door parking by up to 80 %. Angle parking is also easier and safer for 
the vehicle parking as well as the vehicles passing along the street acting as a traffic calming device. 

Other parking opportunities exist in the off-street lots that are plentiful within the downtown area. Many of the privately owned parking lots are  
under-utilized during non-business hours and could be made available under mutually acceptable agreements with the property owners for use during 
non-conflicting hours to accommodate downtown visitors on a daily basis. Special consideration may be warranted for merchants with a high customer 
turnover or who sell time-sensitive products, such as take-out restaurants, photo processing shops or florists.

Many of the parking facilities are oriented to the rear of the buildings. In many cases, these rear building faces are not attractive and do not provide 
access to the activities inside the building. To enhance the customer friendliness of the downtown, a long-term strategy may be to encourage property 
owners to add rear entrances and to enhance the appearance of the building side that faces the parking area. 

Parking facilities must balance high utilization, which reflects activity and vitality, with sufficient turnover to provide availability for  
shoppers and visitors. In retail areas, utilization should not exceed 85% except during the peak holiday season. The objective of this  
utilization ratio is that potential customers make discretionary trips to the retail shops and restaurants. If fewer than 15% of the  
parking spaces are available, the driver may have to circle the block or park too far from their destination, which may divert them  
to another more accessible destination. Business owners and their employees should always park in the less convenient locations  
and downtown parking should be available, well distributed and free of charge.
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vehicular parking 
improvements
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pedestrian 
enhancement plan

One of the objectives of a well-planned downtown is to provide pedestrians a way to move about the downtown area in a comfortable, convenient 
and safe manner, both during the daylight business hours and the after-dusk social hours. The success of the downtown is centered on the 
pedestrian and their sense of comfort and convenience while navigating the various areas of downtown. The obvious attention to the availability of 
sidewalks is sharpened not so much by their existence, but by their location on the better traveled pathways and their quality in width and surface 
course. This requires the planning on a priority basis of the improvement, replacement and construction of sidewalks.

Another component of a well planned pedestrian plan is the crossing of streets as to the convenience and safety. The street and intersection 
enhancements include pedestrian friendly attributes and mid-block crosswalks to prevent a pedestrian from having to traverse the block to 
reach an intersection crossing. There must also be pathways from parking areas walking areas and to gathering places and open spaces and to 
commercial and governmental locations.

Pedestrian friendliness is a function of both quantitative and qualitative measures. Quantitative measures of the pedestrian plan include sidewalk 
availability and width, street widths and crossing distances. Qualitative measures of pedestrian friendliness include separation from vehicular 
traffic and street improvements such as landscaping and lighting.

Another means of entry to the downtown is from the linear park that runs along the Doe River. This access provides walkers and  
bicycle riders to enter downtown and enjoy the opportunities and activities available and should be a main component of the overall  
pedestrian plan.
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pedestrian 
enhancement plan



Elizabethton

The primary focus of land use improvements is to determine a better use for properties that are currently being under-utilized. This 
involves the redevelopment of land tracts for commercial, residential or public use, the creation or enhancement of open spaces for a 
variety of purposes and the improvement of existing properties to enhance their existing use. 

The activity centers that are most attractive for the largest gathering and visitation numbers should be located at the edge of the retail 
areas to promote pedestrian movement throughout the downtown. Others destinations such as restaurants should be on street corners 
so people are drawn past retail shops after they park and walk to dine. Low level land use such as parking lots and park facilities should 
not be on street corners. Ample research has shown that the major attractor of people is other people. Some examples are shown on 
the following maps.

land use improvements
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land use improvements
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open space plan
Open spaces within the downtown area serve many 
important purposes in creating an attractive and 
pleasing environment. The downtown area becomes 
more functional for the visitor by creating places 
for rest and relaxation, for a sense of openness 
and an aesthetic diversity than can be striking 
and memorable. Planning open spaces can be as 
important as any other element of a successful 
downtown. Open spaces can be in the form of 
linear trails and passive parks along the Doe River, 
gathering places for outdoor performances, pocket 
parks or sitting areas for intermittent relaxation or rest 
and landscaped areas for their aesthetic qualities.



street improvement 
plan

There are several types of street improvements 
that will enhance the downtown area and the 
experience of the downtown visitor or resident. 
In addition to the two-way flow of traffic, the 
enhancements needed to have very walkable 
streets include wide sidewalks, landscape 
improvements in the form of trees and plants that 
separate the pedestrian from the vehicular traffic, 
and “soften” the visual experience and relax and 
calm the walking public.  



street improvement 
plan



street improvement 
plan



elk avenue 
enhancements

Elizabethton
The Elk Avenue enhancements are targeted in the three block area between the 
Doe River Bridge and Elm Street. The enhancements include two-lane and two-way 
vehicular traffic flow, trees and landscaped areas along both sides of the street, 
enhanced pedestrian crosswalks at each intersection and at mid-block locations, 
alternating angle and parallel parking and improved intersections at Riverside Drive 
and Elm Street.
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elk avenue 
enhancements



Elizabethton

e street improvements
The E Street enhancements extend from Riverside Drive to Elk Avenue and also include 
two-lane and two-way vehicular traffic flow, trees and landscaped areas along both sides 
of the street, enhanced pedestrian crosswalks at each intersection and alternating angle 
and parallel parking. There are also widened sidewalk improvements in a promenade style 
to allow sidewalk tables, chairs and benches and other displays of various types for the 
businesses and downtown events.
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e street improvements
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e street improvements
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Areas of New Opportunity

There are several areas within the downtown planning area that appear to offer opportunities for infill development and / or redevelopment. Infill 
development is the process of developing property that is currently vacant and not being utilized beneficially. Redevelopment is the process of 
developing property that is occupied with a vacant or an under-utilized building that can either be demolished or rehabilitated for a beneficial use. 

There are five (5) specific areas that are identified foe infill / redevelopment potential as shown on the following map. These areas offer potential 
for a mix of uses that fit into the diverse mix of land uses typically identified in successful downtowns. The area on the east bank of the Doe River 
between the Covered Bridge and Elk Avenue is an exceptional location for a multipurpose open space that could host a diversity of desirable 
attractions and activities. 

The area along the railroad tracks on East Doe Street offers an appropriate location to exhibit and display the role of railroads 
in the history and growth of the community. The two (2) adjacent areas at the intersection of Elk Avenue, Elm Street and E Street 
are exceptional for the combining of potential overnight lodging, conference facilities, retail or professional business, 
residential, or cultural heritage galleries or museums. The area at the intersection of E Street and Riverside Drive also 
offers some of these same opportunities with the added benefit of the open spaces of the linear park and the 
beauty of the Doe River. 

infill/redevelopment 
areas
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Elizabethton has a rich heritage that  
includes the Native Americans that  
occupied the area prior to the early 
settlement of the area in the 1750s by 
immigrants primarily of Scotch-Irish heritage. 
This heritage and the clear and deeply 
rooted culture that embodies it and continues 
to exist are perpetuated in ways that should 
be documented and weaved into the creation 
and continued existence of the downtown 
area. A cultural heritage facility could be the 
new beginning point of the Walking Tour and 
the center of a heritage tourism program for 
all of Carter County.
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railroad exhibit
Elizabethton has a rich railroad history with the downtown area being traversed by the historic railroad bed of the legendary East Tennessee & 

Western North Carolina Railroad. Originally chartered in 1866 by the Tennessee General Assembly, the ET&WNC ran through the downtown area 

of Elizabethton as it traversed from Johnson City to Cranberry, North Carolina, being completed in 1882. In order to navigate the rough terrain of 

the surrounding mountains, the railroad was a narrow gauge design with only three feet between the rails. 

An exhibit documenting the history of this unique railroad and its long-term impact on Elizabethton would provide an important and interesting 

attraction for the downtown area. In addition to a detailed account of the railroad history of the ET&WNC Railroad, additional railroad history could 

be included in the railroad exhibit along with the relocation of the railroad exhibit currently located on the west side of US 321 to a site near the 

existing railroad tracks in the downtown area. 
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One of the primary elements of successful 
downtowns is gathering places where a variety of 
people can congregate for a variety of reasons. The 
Covered Bridge Park as depicted on the conceptual 
site plan is an ideal open area location adjacent 
to the Doe River, the Covered Bridge, and the 
Veterans Memorial in the roundabout intersection 
of Elk Avenue and Main Street and within walking 
distance of the entire downtown planning area. The 
amenities could include passive activities, such as 
enjoyment of the open space and the river, as well 
as public outdoor stage performances of a variety of 
entertainment types. 
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e street infill / 
redevelopment

Another of the primary elements of successful downtowns are places  
for visitors to stay overnight in the downtown area. This is particular  
important when the downtown plan also includes several diverse attractions, 
dining establishments and meeting places for conferences, retreats or seminars. 
While the area in and around downtown can accommodate some of this need 
in existing buildings, a new boutique hotel facility would be a catalyst for other 
attractions, restaurants, retail and mixed use professional businesses, and would 
extend the visitors stay in downtown as well as the community at large.

The diversity of spaces that constitute successful downtowns includes a mix 
of uses of the existing and new buildings. This diversity is best planned with 
complimentary and support uses for other activities within the downtown area.   
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signage & 
wayfinding plan

One of the primary memories that visitors have of a place is the comfort and ease with which they were able to find items and 
places of specific interest to them while visiting. Likewise, a visitor who is frustrated by not knowing where to find things of 
interest or not being sure whether they experienced all that was available can be devastating to the reputation of a downtown 
area and the community. 

Signage must be visible, easy to read and understand, and must be consistent in its design and location. Information is best 
utilized when it is conveniently available. This is best accomplished when the information is disseminated throughout the 
downtown area rather than in a visitor information center.
  
Wayfinding refers to a coordinated system of informational signage that directs people to downtown from external gateways 
and to key downtown destinations from within the downtown area. Another means of wayfinding is through the provision of 
information from kiosks located at strategic prominent locations throughout the downtown area.
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implementation of  
the plan /next steps
•			Establish	an	on-going	downtown	planning	group	to	develop	the	enhancement	concepts.

•			Prepare	a	set	of	short-term	implementation	objectives	that	can	succeed.

•			Prepare	preliminary	capital	cost	estimates	and	priorities	for	public	improvements.

•			Prepare	financing	alternatives	for	capital	financing	and	a	5-year	financing	plan.

•			Evaluate	the	following	items	for	their	value	in	accomplishing	the	short-term	objectives:

 Determine the Role of the City
 While the success of the downtown of the City of Elizabethton will rely on numerous participants, including local financial lenders, private entrepreneurs and investors,  
 and the community at large, the City will undoubtedly need to play a critical role. The leadership and support that will be needed from the City can come  in many  
 different forms, some of which are briefly summarized below.

	 •		 Organization
    The leadership that must be present for a successful downtown involves both the public and private sectors. With the downtown area being heavily reliant 
    on public facilities, infrastructure, laws, policies, and services, the City can be responsible for spearheading a formal downtown organization consisting of 
    direct and indirect stakeholders and community leaders. Such a centralized public-based organization can take many forms and responsibilities as mutually 
    determined by its creators to formulate actions that can be implemented by public and/or private initiatives.

	 •			Infrastructure	Enhancements
    These improvements include public utility upgrades, telecommunication facilities, street and drainage improvements, sidewalks, parks and trails, 
    lighting, landscaping and other streetscape enhancements within the public properties in the downtown areas.

	 •			Public	Facilities
    These facilities include parking lots, parks and open spaces, museums, public gathering places, public exhibits and directional 
    signage and markers. Since these types of improvements may represent the largest single capital outlays, it must be recognized 
    that these facilities will serve the community at large beyond the downtown area and should be viewed in this light.
 

  



Elizabethton

implementation of  
the plan /next steps

  

•	 	 Land	Assemblage
  Infill and redevelopment opportunities sometimes require the combining of real estate properties to make a project financially feasible with      
  overriding public benefits. The City may be able to foster the acquisition of properties as public holdings for various types of uses and partnerships.

•	 	Public	Policies
  The City can have several positive effects on the success of the downtown area through appropriate land use zoning and policies, particularly      
  related to permitted land uses and densities. Design review overlays can also insure that historic preservation and rehabilitation is consistent with federal standards and that 
  new construction is consistent with the infill principles.

•	 	Partnering	on	Key	Developments
  The City should determine early in the development of key projects to what extent, if any, it may consider a partnering relationship with private developers and investors. 
  While there are numerous tested options for structuring such a partnership, it might include the City, the property owner and a private developer. Private developer interest in 
  the downtown is essential to successful key projects and can be attracted by various developer proposal processes initiated by the City. In many cases, City’s step in to provide 
  minor gap financing if it is determined that the project costs will exceed the financial viability of the project in the absence of the gap financing.     

 Develop a Downtown Website 
 The successful downtown websites are successful for very clear reasons. The website user accesses the website from a specific subject  
 search task, not from casual browsing. The structure and content of these websites is based on several strategic points:

 •   68% of all households have access to the internet.
 •   94% of people with internet access use it to plan their vacations, conferences, business trips, and long weekend getaways.
 •   70% of web users never go past the first two pages of search results. Make sure the Elizabethton downtown is on the first page of Google and Yahoo.
 •   Use keywords that describe experiences and things to do more than locations.
 •   Make sure all materials are viewable and in pdf downloadable files for printing on 8 ½ “x11” paper.
 •   The website should be the priority marketing location. Less than 5% of visitors call or visit a visitor’s center.
 •   Do not use gimmicks such as flashing icons or music.
 •   Promote specific attractions, activities, events and businesses that are unique to Elizabethton.
 •   Keep the website simple and easy to navigate.
 •   Maintain the website with frequent and timely updates.
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 Evaluate a Central Business Improvement District Designation

 One of the means of financing the capital costs of the downtown improvement activities that might be undertaken by the City of Elizabethton would be the formation  
 of a Central Improvement District (CBID). This is a formal organization where the property and sales tax revenue generated within the CBID is dedicated to meet the  
 debt principle and interest obligations related to improvements made within the CBID. In addition, tax increment financing of these improvements may be a means of  
 more affordable financing packages than more conventional public financing means. 

 Establish a Brand Name for Downtown

 While downtown Elizabethton is well-known in the immediate region for its unique assets, simply calling the area downtown does not offer any differentiation or
 diversity from every other city. The most successful downtowns rely significantly on their identity in attracting local and non-local visitors. This is particularly true with
 a variety of downtowns, such as San Diego (Gas Lamp District), Seattle (Pioneer Square), Portland (Pearl District), San Antonio (The Riverwalk), and dozens
 of others. Having a name for the downtown area has become more important with internet access to attract potential visitors. The brand name should be unique to
 Elizabethton and reflective of the character and fabric of the downtown area. Examples may be the Covered Bridge Historic District or the Doe River District 
 or the First Settlement District or other unique qualities of downtown. 


