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So Why Do A 
Masterplan

Downtown 
Morganton 
has done 2

1997 & 2017



Downtown Morganton Facts

City Population 15,718 (97); 17,591 (21) 

Burke County Population 78,000 (97); 90,418 (21)

MSD 38 Blocks, .14 Cent additional tax

In 1997 collected $45,000 in MSD Funds: 2022, $127,000

Budget ranges from $350,000 to $800,000+

2 Full-Time Staff



1992 We Were GREAT @ Events





And Great at Replacing 
Awnings/Painting/Ribbon Cuttings



But our Economic Restructuring was NOT 
happening



What led Morganton to a Masterplan…
Tired of being Re-Active and NOT Pro-Active

Economic Vitality Needed

Everything was all over the place

Developers needed to feel good about investing in Downtown

And we needed to help DIRECT that investment

It was like not have any zoning, disjointed and no direction



So lets Plan for a Masterplan & Define what is needed

Demographic Trends & Projections

Natural & Built Environment

Transportation & Pedestrian Mobility

Land/Building use guidelines

Identifies steps short and long term



What you should anticipate

Time

Energy

Effort

Planning for planning's sake  NOT ACCEPTABLE 

Preparing for Action



Mindful of resources…but don’t limit the imagination 

Informed Consent by Citizens even if not agree with all

Establish what's unique about your community

Get Community Buy-In

Important Items



Masterplan Keys to Success

Budget for 
hiring a Firm 
to lead the 
process

• 100k-
150k

RFP vs RFQ
• Proposal –

lowest bidder

• Qualifications 
– most 
qualified for 
the job

Lead Person, 
not you!
Strong 

Downtown 
Leader

Steering 
Committee 

formed
Had 30+



RFQ Main Components

Cover page

General background 
and introduction of 

community

Purpose



Scope of Services…Here is where you list ALL 
that you want done during this process

IMPORTANT items to include:
• Attend, record, and process information 

gathered from a determined number of 
Community Wide Meetings beginning (date) at 
a scheduled Council Workshop and extending 
over the determined Planning Process time 
frame.

• Deliver presentations to various stakeholder 
groups as necessary, as determined during the 
process

• Prepare Implementation Strategies to achieve 
Goals and Objectives and assign responsibility

RFQ Main Components



Digital copy of all reference data 
and preliminary study documents. 

Power point presentation of the 
new plan for promotional purposes. 

Print ready digital copy of the plan. 

RFQ Main Components - Deliverables



Conceptual Drawings, both hand-drawn and 
computer generated. (range of 12 to 18 is 
acceptable) 

Electronic maps

Wall size display defining goals and timeline

RFQ Main Components - Deliverables



RFQ Main Components

RFQ Response 
(Deadline for 
responses)

Qualifications

Evaluation Criteria 
including possible 

dates for interviews if 
needed.



Citizen Leader
#1 Priority

This is NOT just 
your board

Diversity

Include City 
Department 

Heads, 
City Manager

Include in 
interviews

Inform

Steering Committee importance



Charrette…held in a 
vacant building 
(day-week long)

Walking/Biking Audit

Focus Groups 
Meetings at a 

variety of places

• Categories: History, Civic 
Leadership, Residential, 
Financial, Public Space, 
Infrastructure, The Arts, Planning 
and Zoning 

Public Meetings… PLAN TO ENGAGE



Day long held all over 
town at various sites

Public Meetings were 
held
• Recreation Center
• Bars

Final Presentation to 
present findings 
including lots of 

visuals

PUBLIC MEETINGS…HOW THEY PLAN TO 
ENGAGE THE PUBLIC



1997 Masterplan
• This plan was in a brochure form
• And laid out as a wall board with 

Strategies/Goals over 15 years
• 100% now completed
• Out of this plan came more RFQ’s

• Branding Development
• Wayfinding System



Outputs
Wall Board

Paper Version

Booklet 



Yiannis Restaurant 
was recruited, 
loaned $ and 
opened before 
the 1st Masterplan 
was complete.

City Owned Bldg.



Private Investment
• Downtown Mill Restoration Mixed Use 
• Downtown New Construction Mixed Use 
• Downtown Non-Profit Offices 
• Downtown Senior Living Facilities 
• Downtown Multi-Plex Movie Theater 
• Downtown Second Floor Residential 
• Downtown Multi-Family Residential 
• Greenway/Commercial Center
• Single-Family Subdivisions

Public Investment 
8 million

• General Infrastructure 
• Roads 
• Sidewalks 
• Water 
• Sewer 
• Library 
• Parks 
• Beautification
• Wayfinding

1997-2002…The 1st Masterplan saw
34 million private investment (pics to follow)



Morganton Hardware Bldg…
2 condos, 1 Office Suite, 1st Floor Offices
Enclosed Parking Garage



MORGANTON HARDWARE – BACK OF 
BUILDING



THE WHITE ELEPHANT….
THAT WASN’T  
MORGANTON TRADING 
COMPANY

Before & After 130,000 sf 
furniture retail to 
multi-use



Underutilized Lot … 
now Millside Manner 
affordable apartments 
for seniors 62+



Building Reuse
Before

After  
Options, Women's Shelter



Housing – 283 units to date
Infill of a Hardee’s site

Infill of an Old A & P



One Screen to a 
7-screen multiplex & 
condo & restaurant
$3.2 million project



Premiere 
Hosiery Mill 
became…



Morganton 
Trading 
Company

• 43 condos
• 8 offices
• 1 restaurant
• City Hall 

complex



Gaston Chapel AME Historic Church



Morganton Trading Company - Condos



Martha’s Park transformed by Service League





2010 - 2014

Root  
& 
Vine



Fonta
Flora 
Brewery

Brown 
Mountain 
Bottleworks

More 
2010 -
2014



FOOD MATTERS OPENED IN 2016, W/A CAFE



2017 Masterplan built on 
the 1997 plan…
Parklets, Lots of Flowers, 
Housing Infill Study, Arts 
Plan, and so much more



Downtown Hotel – Fairfield Inn & Suites
Opened Feb. 2020



So 24 Years of Planning & Building

Courthouse Stage Before 
2020

Courthouse Lawn Before 
2020



2018 Completed Design with a different group of 
architects and landscape architects (Stitch and 
Stimmel out of Winston Salem NC)



Another 
transformational 
project! 
24 YEARS Later





Understanding No One Bullet Works

Long Term Strategies

Willingness to Change

Mayor/Council/City/Community Support

Determination and Persistance

Valuable Lessons Learned…
Main Street & Masterplans Work!



SHARON JABLONSKI
Director, Cultural and Creative Development, City of Morganton

sjablonski@morgantonnc.gov

Abby Nelson, Main Street Manager
anelson@morgantonnc.gov
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