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Executive Summary

• This Rutgers, the State University of New Jersey, Edward J. 
Bloustein School of Planning and Public Policy (Rutgers) grad-
uate urban planning student studio report examines Down-
town Improvement Districts (DIDs)1 as a strategy to revi-
talize community downtowns and other neighborhoods.

• Many New Jersey municipalities have faced challenges to their 
retail and other historical downtown functions in the post-
war period and a DID can address some of these challenges.

• This report focuses on a variety of downtown revitalization strat-
egies for the Borough of Dunellen, New Jersey, Main Street Pro-
gram as well as related arts and culture-themed enhancement.

• The report followed a multidimensional research approach 
encompassing:

Study Objective & Research Approach

 » Communicating with knowledgeable Dunellen leaders and resi-
dents, including Jason Cilento (Dunellen City Council Presi-
dent and Dunellen Liaison) and Julie Grof (Dunellen Liaison).

 » Consulting leading experts on the subjects covered including: Stu-
art Koperweis (President of Economic Development Strategists, 
LLC), Jef Buehler (Placemaking and Place-Based Revitalization Spe-
cialist of the New Jersey Department of Community Affairs), and 
Duda Pentendo (Fine Artist and Filmmaker from Jersey City, NJ).

 » Implementing a survey of downtown Dunellen businesses.

 » Completing case studies of effected DIDs in New Jersey.

 » Reviewing national and NJ reports, articles, and studies on DIDs 
and related subjects.

• The full Rutgers studio report comprises approximately 100 pages 
and highlights are synopsized here.

• While Dunellen’s downtown corridor faces econom-
ic challenges similar to many other New Jersey com-
munities, it is a downtown with critically important 
community assets, like the New Jersey Transit train sta-
tion and a delineated main street in North Avenue.

• Further, Dunellen residents are highly motivated to re-
vitalize their downtown corridor and make it an at-
tractive destination for residents and visitors alike.

• Dunellen’s growing multi-ethnic diversity, tran-
sit-accessibility to New York City, and strong inter-
est in revitalization primes Dunellen’s downtown cor-
ridor for renewed growth and new development.

• There is much latent economic potential within the Dunellen 
community. Applying United States Bureau of Labor Statistics 
estimates, we found that current Dunellen residents have $195 
million of household expenditures of all types (housing, trans-
portation, medical, etc.), while likely downtown retail expen-
ditures alone total $59 million. Capturing more of these retail 
expenditures could be of tremendous benefit to Dunellen’s 
revitalization efforts. That being said, there are numerous ways 
to capture this latent potential and a DID is one such approach.

• A Rutgers studio survey of Dunellen downtown business-
es identified need for various enhancements, such as more 
downtown events (e.g., street fairs and music festivals) and 
physical improvements (e.g., sidewalk benches and additional 
lighting and planters). These enhancements could be provided 
by a DID; a segment, but only a minority of the respondents 
(40 percent), voiced support for paying an additional fee (over 
and above current property taxes) for these enhancements 
through a fee or charge that would be forthcoming from a DID.

Study Perspective and Dunellen Downtown Retail Potential

1 Both nationally and in New Jersey, there is no consensus on how to describe the downtown revitalization strategy being discussed--here called the DID. Besides Downtown Improvement District (DID), other 
common nomenclature includes:  Special Improvement District (SID), Improvement District (ID), Business Improvement District (BID), Neighborhood Community Improvement District (NCID), or Economic Im-
provement District (EID). The New Jersey state law authorizing the revitalization strategy studied here (N.J.S.A. 40:55-65) speaks of Special Improvement Districts. We recognize and respect this varied nomencla-
ture, however for ease of reference we shall use the term DID throughout this report.
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• A DID is an organizing and financing tool for stimulating and 
supporting downtown and other area revitalization through 
such activities as enhancing area maintenance and appear-
ance, and providing marketing, hospitality and other services.

• A common DID feature is that business or property own-
ers within the district pay an assessment or other charge for 
services and improvements that specifically benefit the area.

• DIDs have been affected nationally in the United States for the past 
half century and there are over 1,000 such entities nationwide.

• DIDs in New Jersey date from the 1980s and today about 
70 municipalities in the Garden State have at least one DID; 
these municipalities alone cumulatively contain 30 percent 
of the state’s total population and about one-quarter of the 
entire state’s private employees.

Downtown Improvement District (DID)

Potential Dunellen DID

• Based on guidance and advice from expert practitioners, we:
 » Identified a potential DID area on North Avenue for downtown 

Dunellen. This ran from Madison Avenue to Jefferson Avenue 
while also covering additional blocks on Washington Avenue, in-
cluding the Dunellen Train Station and the Art Color Print devel-
opment site. This area comprised 79 total parcels, and contained 
a total assessed net value of $14,670,600 million as of 2017.

 » Formulated two potential DID financing models for the 
above-described area: (1) traditional model based on proportion-
al assessment, and (2) a weighted or tiered assessment approach.

 » Considered varying budgets for the potential Dunellen 
DID based on the budgetary magnitude of existing DIDs 
in comparable Dunellen-sized New Jersey communities.

 » Calculated from all the above that a $100,000 budget for 
a potential Dunellen DID would require an average annu-
al assessment fee of $1,034 per parcel under the tradition-
al model and an average annual assessment fee of $1,017 
per parcel under the weighted tiered assessment approach.

• The written report describes these models assumptions and calcu-
lations in detail.

DID Map
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DID Case Studies

• Dunellen City Council President Jason Cilento requested we 
examine three local municipalities with DIDs: Bound Brook, 
Metuchen, and Somerville. These three case studies show-
case how differently improvement districts may be imple-
mented, and they have realized varying degrees of success.

• Our research shows that the two factors most close-
ly linked with DID success are coupling an improve-
ment district with the Main Street program and ad-
equately staffing the managing organization.

• Other case study findings include:
 » The Bound Brook Revitalization Partnership (BBRP) which 

serves as Bound Brook’s current DID organization.  This Part-
nership represents the Borough’s latest strategy of downtown 
revitalization efforts beginning more than three decades earli-
er.  Although these past efforts have been somewhat adverse-
ly impacted by a variety of factors, the BBRP has established 
a remarkable foothold since its 2015 inception.  Should cur-
rent trends continue, the BBRP’s overall success is inevitable.

 » The Metuchen DID is exemplary of what can be done with an 
arts and culture oriented revitalization strategy. The DID is fair-
ly new (ca. 2016) and was simultaneously started with a Main 
Streets program. Through the Metuchen Downtown Alliance, 
the District Management Corporation of Metuchen’s DID, 
Metuchen has an up-and-coming Arts District that was cho-
sen for a $3.5 million grant from the Middlesex County Cul-
tural and Arts Trust Fund. This grant is being applied directly 
to the purchasing of the Forum Theater for an estimated $1.4 
million, and then using the rest of the grant for renovation.

 » The Somerville DID is a highly successful example of downtown 
revitalization; the DID prospers due to residential, governmental, 
and business support. One of the most important aspects of the 
DID and its managing corporation is that they continue to adapt to 
changing the demographics and economy of the town and region.

Main Street and Arts & Culture Revitalization Strategies

• Other strategies besides a DID can foster down-
town Dunellen and other community revitalization.

• The Main Street Program was initiated by The National Trust 
for Historic Preservation in 1980 and to date (to 2017) there are 
over 1,000 such initiatives nationwide that have cumulatively 
realized about $4.5 billion in reinvestment, aided in opening 
6,200 net new businesses, generated 30,000 jobs, and cata-
lyzed the rehabilitation of 8,700 historic buildings (EJB, 2017a).

• Main Street emphasizes the preservation of the 
unique character of community downtowns and em-
phasizes a four points approach fostering econom-
ic vitality, design, promotion, and organization.

• The Main Street Program is very applicable to downtown 
Dunellen and can be complementary to a DID as the lat-
ter offers a funding mechanism for Main Street activities.

• Of additional significance and related to the historic pres-
ervation theme of Main Street is that numerous proper-
ties in Dunellen’s downtown likely qualify for historic des-
ignation. As such, historically appropriate rehabilitation of 
these properties would qualify for an existing federal 20 
percent historic tax credit (HTC; e.g., a $1 million rehabili-
tation investment would lower federal taxes by $200,000). 
Furthermore, NJ may likely add a 25 percent State HTC; 
rehabilitation of downtown Dunellen historic properties 
would realize a combined tax credit of nearly 50 percent.

• Additionally, the arts and cultural activities of creative place-
making are increasingly utilized for urban and community 
regeneration. Creative placemaking is commonly defined 
as when artists, arts organizations, and community devel-
opment practitioners deliberately integrate arts and cul-
ture into community revitalization work, making sure the 
arts find a permanent home in community development.

7
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• Cities and communities across the United States are increasingly 
seeing new cultural institutions, cultural districts, and commissions 
for art in public spaces, and activities such as these could be an signif-
icant and cost-effective driver of economic development and com-
munity-building in Dunellen. Examples of such Dunellen applications 
include community art projects (such as an expanded local mural 
program or ergonomic art such as painted benches or tables), music 
and arts festivals, and further preservation of the Dunellen Theater.

• Further, arts and culture can successfully be incorporated as a 
guiding management structure for a potential Dunellen DID. 
Rahway, NJ, exemplifies downtown improvement through the 
arts, and the strategies used by Rahway’s downtown manage-
ment organization could be pertinent to Dunellen moving for-
ward. Illustrative Rahway activities in this regard include a desig-
nated “Art Building”; the Union County Performing Arts Center; 
various classes; an artwork display program; a summer concert 
series; and the city’s annual Culture Crawl event (RABP, 2019b).

Murals & Public Spaces

• Murals are an affordable strategy for operationalizing arts and cul-
ture initiatives for downtown revitalization.

• To learn more about murals and public art initiatives the Rutgers 
Studio met with Jersey City artist Duda Penteado. Penteado shared 
his methods on constructing murals through public participation and 
student collaboration. As well, Penteado shared the effectiveness of 
sustaining a community arts following via murals by building a pro-
gram and curriculum with the local public school. Specifically, pro-
posing the local high school to create and sustain an art program for 
students to have a hand in creating the local murals is a way to build 
and maintain a coalitional process for arts and culture in Dunellen. 

• Public art has played a significant role in greater community de-
velopment strategies. As well, public art and murals requires a 
shared vision that the Borough of Dunellen must decide and act 
upon. If Dunellen is less inclines to build a community initiative 
around murals, there are also great templates of alternatives like 
the Walldogs (www.thewalldogs.com), an international network 
of artists, that can produce murals on behalf of the community.

Creative Placemaking: Dunellen 

• Specific placemaking strategies were conceptualized for 
Dunellen.

• Ideas include “rail” line dancing, community street quilts, 
large lounging installations and planter installations.

8
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Dunellen Profile

Background on Dunellen

The Borough of Dunellen is a small, suburban town located in central 
New Jersey with a population of 7,392, according to the 2017 Ameri-
can Community Survey estimates. Incorporated in 1887, Dunellen was 
established as a railroad town and suburban enclave approximately 35 
miles west of New York City, with the official motto of, “Small Enough 
to Know You, Large Enough to Serve You.” Dunellen’s proximity to New 
York City has historically made it an advantageous location for both 
families and young professionals alike. New Jersey Transit offers service 
to Dunellen on the Raritan Valley Line, and in 2012,  Dunellen was desig-
nated as a Transit Village. This new designation reflects both the increas-
ing desire for more walkable, multimodal transit-oriented communities 
from younger, increasingly diverse New Jersey populations, along with 
Dunellen’s interest in fostering such a community. This is especially il-
lustrated by the recent approval for the new Art Color Print Develop-
ment. The development will feature 252 apartments, 130 townhouses 
and 9,249 square-feet of retail space fronting on Washington Avenue, 
directly across from the Dunellen train station, and will play a pivotal 
role in the renewed efforts to revitalize Dunellen’s downtown corridor. 

Similar to many other New Jersey communities, Dunellen has experi-
enced significant demographic and socioeconomic shifts over the past 
ten years. As observed when comparing selected demographic and so-
cioeconomic metrics from the 2010 and 2017 American Community 
Surveys (Figure 1 and Appendix TBD), a clear change can be seen in the 
demographic makeup of Dunellen. To this point, Dunellen’s total popu-
lation rose at a relatively consistent rate from 2010 to 2017, while Dunel-
len’s overall population became increasingly diverse, as the white pop-
ulation share fell from 65.2% to 53.4%; comparatively, a similar shift in 
diversity can be seen at the Middlesex County and New Jersey state levels.

Of note, though, is Dunellen’s Hispanic population share of 29.1%, 
indicating that Dunellen’s Hispanic population represents a larger 
share of their community compared to both Middlesex County 
and New Jersey. Also significant, Dunellen, along with Middlesex 
County and New Jersey, saw increases in their median household 
incomes while experiencing decreases in their median house values 
from 2010 to 2017. Dunellen’s rent burdened (those paying more 
than 30% of income on housing) population share of 47.7% also 
stands out, especially when compared to Middlesex County and 
New Jersey rent burdened population shares of 37.5% and 39.8%, 
respectively. Taken together, these metrics reflect that Dunel-
len is a changing, increasingly diverse New Jersey municipality.

Source: Stephen Madeson
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Dunellen Middlesex County New Jersey

Social Profile

Population 7,143 798,882 8,721,577

Density 6815.8 2586.1 1186.0

Median Age 36.5 36.9 38.5

% High School Graduate or 
Higher

88.3% 88.0% 87.3%

% Bachelor’s Degree or 
Higher

27.4% 38.4% 34.6%

% Family Households 70.4% 72.1% 69.2%

Racial/Ethnic Profile
% White 65.2% 51.3% 60.6%

% Black or African American 4.7% 8.8% 12.9%

% Hispanic or Latino 29.5% 17.6% 16.8%

Economic Profile
Median Household Income $74,375.00 $77,615.00 $69,811.00

Poverty Rate 8.3% 7.4% 9.1%

Unemployment Rate 5.5% 7.1% 7.8%

Housing Rate
Median House Value $329,100.00 $356,000.00 $357,000.00

Median Gross Rent $1,082.00 $1,187.00 $1,092.00

% Owner-Occupied 68.7% 67.0% 66.9%

% Vacant Units 12.0% 5.2% 10.0%

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 2006-2010 American Community Survey
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Downtown Retail Potential

Situated near major retail locations along Route 22’s business corridor, 
Dunellen residents have a wealth of retail options outside the Borough 
for their current expenditures. With a revitalized downtown corri-
dor, however, Dunellen residents may be more likely to spend more 
of their daily expenditures within the Borough’s limits; a 2016 study 
on national consumer expenditures found that consumers will travel 
no more than 10 minutes from home for frequent purchases, and no 
greater than 20 minutes for less frequent purchases (Access Develop-
ment, 2016). To better understand and quantify how much Dunellen’s 
downtown corridor stands to gain from enhanced capture of the la-
tent retail potential of Dunellen residents, we examined the Bureau 
of Labor Statistics’(BLS) 2017 Consumer Expenditure Survey Annual 
Report to determine how much the average United States consum-
er spends on a variety of different outlays. Applying corresponding 
proportional shares from the 2017 Consumer Expenditure Survey to 
Dunellen’s 2017 mean household income, we calculated an estimated 
value for both the total Borough’s and average Dunellen household’s 
likely downtown retail expenditures. For the purposes of this analysis, 
we determined that likely downtown retail expenditures would include 
the purchases of food from both grocery stores and restaurants; al-
coholic beverages; apparel; drugs, medical supplies and services; and 
entertainment - all expenditures that can currently be made in Dunel-
len’s downtown corridor. Through our analysis, we found that Dunel-
len’s current residents had estimated annual total expenditures of all 
categories of approximately $195 million, with an estimated $59 million 
compromising likely downtown retail expenditures. Figure 2 details the 
estimated annual downtown retail expenditures for Dunellen, and is 
representative of the Dunellen community’s consumer spending power:

Dunellen - Downtown Retail Expenditure 
Analysis (2017)

Mean Household Income - 
Dunellen

$98,280

Total Household Income - 
Dunellen

2,428

Total Household Income - 
Dunellen

$238,623,840

Average U.S. Consumer share 
of Income on Annual Expendi-
tures

81.63%

Estimated Total Annual Expen-
ditures - Dunellen

$194,796,295

Food (At Home) $25,067,941

Food (Away from Home) $10,913,912

Alcoholic Beverages $1,809,796

Apparel $5,945,082

Drugs, Medical Supplies and 
Services

$4,910,449

Entertainment $10,388,487

Estimated Total Annual Down-
town Retail Expenditures - 
Dunellen

$59,035,667

Source: 2013-2017 American Community Survey Estimates; Bureau of 
Labor Statistics (BLS) Consumer Expenditure Survey 2017 Annual Report
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Downtown Business Survey

To better assess the needs and goals of local businesses in Dunel-
len’s downtown, a brief survey was distributed to several stores 
along the North and Washington Avenue corridor (the poten-
tial DID area). The English version of the survey was created by 
Dunellen resident and Dunellen Council Liaison Julie Grof, con-
sisting of fifteen concise yet comprehensive questions geared to-
wards local business owners. Julie also helped to distribute the 
survey, along Tim Jenssen and Lindsey Connors of The Bloust-
ein School. A total of 100 businesses were surveyed, out of the 
181 total businesses located in the DID area. The reason all 181 
businesses could not be surveyed was due to either new va-
cancies, current renovations, or being closed during the time 
the surveys were distributed. All businesses within the potential 
DID area were distributed across a total of 79 separate parcels.  

 Survey

The survey’s primary purpose was to garner constructive feed-
back and general consensus of what could be done to draw more 
pedestrian traffic to the diverse array of businesses downtown, 
along with additional revitalization strategies and the willing-
ness to implement them. As noted earlier, Dunellen’s Hispanic 
and Latino population comprises about 30% of all community 
residents, a figure reflected in the considerable share of Hispan-
ic-owned businesses within the DID. As such, a Spanish language 
survey was distributed to these types of downtown businesses 
as well, with the same questions as the original English version. 
This version was prepared by Tim Jenssen. The complete Spanish 
and English versions of the surveys can be found in Appendix A.

 Downtown Business Survey Results

The general consensus of businesses owners in the potential DID area 
was that there was not sufficient parking along North Avenue, and in-
sufficient free parking for business owners and their employees. Anoth-
er major concern was making the downtown section more appealing 
for pedestrian traffic, which many respondents suggested could be 
done through providing more downtown events, such as street fairs, 
music festivals, etc.  Adding additional pedestrian infrastructure was 
also a top priority among respondents, who suggested that  sidewalk 
benches, wayfinding points, additional lighting and planters would draw 
more pedestrians and businesses to the downtown area. However, de-
spite this clear consensus, out of the roughly 100 surveys distributed, 
only thirteen total responses were gathered by the March 31st dead-
line. Out of these thirteen responses, only five expressed any interest 
in paying a minimal fee to fund such improvement measures for the 
DID area, and none of the respondents selected “Strongly Agree” for 
this option. Out of the remaining eight respondents, five “disagreed” 
with this proposal, and three “strongly disagreed.” This may suggest 
that the prevailing feeling among business owners in the DID area be-
lieve that their rents and property taxes should already be sufficient 
to implement any type of DID initiative. Each business owner’s indi-
vidual, verbatim response to this survey can be found in Appendix A.

Downtown Dunellen
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Introduction to DIDs

A Downtown Improvement District (DID) is an organizing and fi-
nancing tool for stimulating and supporting local, often, but not 
necessarily, downtown central business district (CBD) revitaliza-
tion (National Council for Urban Economic Development, 1988, p. 
1). A common feature is that businesses or property owners with-
in a designated area agree or are obligated to pay an assessment 
to support improvements or services that specifically benefit the 
area. In that vein, the New Jersey enabling legislation for this dis-
trict improvement strategy defines it as an area “in which a spe-
cial assessment on all property within a district shall be imposed 
for the purpose of promoting the economic and general welfare 
of the district and the municipality” (NJSA, 40:55-65). The DID’s 
improvements and services in a district are distinguished from 
those “normally” provided by the municipality to the area and, 
as such, are paid for by the property owners within the district.

While the laws outlining improvement districts vary from state to 
state, New Jersey allows for a broad interpretation of the eligible 
activities, financing methods, and naming nomenclature. For the 
purposes of our study, we refer to these structures as “Downtown 
Improvement Districts” or DIDs. Other common names include: “Busi-
ness Improvement Districts” and “Special Improvement Districts.”

DIDs may constitute a sub-unit of local government and are pub-
lic/private partnerships in which property and business owners elect 
to make a collective contribution to the maintenance, develop-
ment, and promotion of their commercial district. In New Jersey, 
the obligation to pay special assessments is mandatory for owners 
within the district as imposed by ordinance of the governing body.

The idea for the DID is modeled on the shared maintenance pro-
gram of many suburban shopping centers. In fact, in New Jersey, the 
enabling statute authorizing DIDs was born out of the already-ex-
isting statute authorizing pedestrian malls. Tenants of a mall pay a 
common area maintenance fee to underwrite services that enhance 
the appearance of the common areas and provide cooperative 
advertising for the mall and its stores. A DID works in much the 
same way. However, because a DID has multiple property owners 
(stakeholders), not one as in a mall, they need to agree to the ex-
tra maintenance fee (assessment). Thus, stakeholders in a commer-
cial district can align themselves in much the same way as a mall 
operation, to improve their area (district) via an assessment fee

DIDs have  been formed to realize such objectives as:
• A cleaner, safer and more attractive business district
• A steady and reliable funding source for supplemental services 

and programs
• The ability to respond quickly to changing needs of the business 

community and district
• The potential to increase property values, improve sales, and 

decrease commercial vacancy rates
• A cohesiveness as a district that is better able to compete with 

nearby retail and business centers

Figure 3 from national and New Jersey DID surveys by Becker, Gross-
man, and Santos (2010 and 2011) illustrates some specific services 
that DIDs across the United States and in the Garden State either 
provide directly or contracted for with an outside vendor. Evident 
is the frequent emphasis on marketing and myriad other activities 
to strengthen the customer draw and attractions of the district. 
Such services can provide both tangible and intangible benefits to 
the property owners and businesses located within the district.

13
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Example Services Provided by DIDs in the Nation and New 
Jersey

Selected Service National DIDs New Jersey DIDs

Marketing Advertisting Cam-
paigns

86% 57%

Holiday Decorations 76% 90%

Festivals 71% 95%

Business Recruiting 65% 85%

Street Guides or Ambassadors 41% 69%

Maps and Area Information 81% 95%

Litter and Graffiti Removal 74% 78%

Rubbish Collection 53% 57%

Uniformed, Unarmed Ambassa-
dor

28% 57%

Parking System Management 15% 20%

Sources: Becker, 2010; Becker, Grossman, and Dos Santos, 2011.

It is important to stress that a DID delivers a range of supplemental services in 
coordination with municipal services; by New Jersey state statute for example, a 
DID can “only enhance and not replace” municipal services. These supplemental 
services and improvements may include, but not be limited to, the following:

• Maintence - Street/sidewalk cleaning, graffiti removal
• Public Safety/Hospitality - Public safety officers, visitor assistance
• Business Development - Commercial Vacancy Reduction, business mix 

improvement
• Marketing - Special events, public relations, promotional materials, holi-

day decorations and banners
• Capital Improvements - Improved street lights, custom trash receptacles, 

directional street signage, custom news boxes, and flower boxes, as 
well as sidewalks, curbing and pavers in partnership with municipal and 
state funding

• Landscaping - Planting trees/flowers, tree pit maintenance and hanging 
flower baskets

• Community Service - Fundraising, charitable events, homeless and youth 
services

To reiterate, the above DID services are a supplement to, and not 
a replacement for, municipal services. The ideal DID will enhance 
and partner with municipal services already in place and will work to 
ensure a cost effective, accountable and reliable delivery of services.

A DID will often complement parallel efforts to organize local busi-
nesses (e.g., a downtown merchants association) and to revitalize the 
downtown or central commercial area (e.g., through designation of 
an Urban Enterprise Zone or UEZ). Yet, there are differences as well. 
For instance, while business participation in a merchants association is 
voluntary, all downtown property owners in a DID are automatically 
included. The DID enjoys a steady and reliable source of funding (the 
DID assessment is described later) not available to the merchants 
association. And while a downtown or central commercial area may 
have both a DID and a UEZ, the former acts as a business constituency 
focusing on improvements and customer satisfactions while the lat-
ter typically concentrates on business recruitment and job creation.

Historical and Financial Background

Downtown Improvement Districts to revitalize older business cen-
ters date from roughly the late 1970s (beginning in Toronto, Canada; 
the first United States DID was located in New Orleans) to the early 
1980s when they were first applied in such states as New York and 
Maryland (Smartt and Berlin, 1987, p. 44). There are 48 states that 
allow DIDs. State enabling legislation authorizing DIDs in New Jersey 
dates from 1985, and the first such districts in the state - in Trenton 
and Cranford - were formed that year, with Englewood and a number 
of other communities soon following suit. However, forces prompting 
these districts, both nationally and in New Jersey, began much earlier.

Beginning in the early post-World War II period, the retail and com-
mercial dominance of older Central Business Districts (CBDs) was chal-
lenged. Where once people shopped and worked in urbanized down-
towns, now increasing shares of commercial activity, in tandem with 
residential construction, were found in newly developing suburbs. For 
instance, Englewood, New Jersey, was once known as one of the major 
retail hubs of Bergen County, and in 1948 captured nearly one-tenth 
of the county’s retail sales; but by the late 1980s, Englewood captured 
only 2 percent of Bergen County’s retail sales - a precipitous decline 
experienced in many older communities (Listokin and Beaton, 1983).
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been more public spending for revitalization supported through 
general taxation, but there were a number of countervailing forc-
es to such action by the 1970s, extending into the early 1980s. 
This period saw a resistance to added local public spending, espe-
cially if the result was higher general property taxes. A property 
tax revolt, spearheaded by Proposition 13 in California, arose, and 
alternatives to higher taxes were sought. Local governments, for 
instance, began to charge more for services to specific beneficia-
ries as opposed to having services funded from general taxation.

These developments influenced the response to declining commer-
cial centers. While the problem was acknowledged, the solution 
would not be solely public investment paid from general taxation. 
Instead, a Downtown Improvement District would be established, in-
dependent of - albeit subordinate to - local government, wherein the 
beneficiaries of the DID’s revitalization activities would be charged 
for the services and improvements tendered. Note that while inde-
pendent of local government, DIDs are best understood as genuine 
public-private partnerships that serve simultaneously as instruments 
of public policy which advance general public interests and as self-
help entities which serve more particular interests. In many instances, 
DIDs serve as a “responsive, non-bureaucratic, and private sector-led 
approach to reinventing the provision of local public services.” In fact, 
the New Jersey Supreme Court has opined that DIDs “are an attempt 
to achieve privately what municipal government has struggled unsuc-
cessfully to do” (2nd Roc-Jersey Associates v. Town of Morristown).

The separate-entity nature of the DID from local government offered 
another advantage. It was perceived that one of the shortcomings 
of older commercial centers, vis-à-vis their newer suburban shop-
ping and planned office development competitors that burgeoned 
in this period, was the absence of coordinated marketing, publici-
ty, improvements, and the like. To counter that, a professional and 
business-like approach to coordinated downtown marketing and 
upgrading was sought, and it was believed that this role would be 
sooner realized by a DID than through a unit of local government..

These forces prompted the formation of DIDs in the United States, 
beginning roughly in the 1970s to early 1980s. First came a spate of 
enabling legislation. In 1973, Illinois authorized differential taxing ar-
eas (Special Service Areas) within a municipality for services or im-
provements that were not generally available (National Council for 
Urban Economic Development, 1988, p. 10). In 1981, the State of 
New York enacted a Business Improvement District law, as did Kan-
sas. A year later, Baltimore, Maryland, enacted a home-rule ordinance 
allowing the establishment of Retail Business Districts. New Jersey 
legislation enacted in 1985 (described in detail shortly) permitted 
municipalities in this state to create Special Improvement Districts.

With the legal authorization established, DIDs were formed through-
out the United States. In the late 1970s, for instance, twenty-three 
Special Service Areas were proposed in more than a dozen Illinois local-
ities (National Council for Urban Economic Development, 1988, p. 10).

By the mid-1980s, Baltimore had established six Retail Business Districts 
with aggregate assessments of approximately $700,000 on some 1,000 
businesses; the Baltimore program was funded from business license fees.

The 1980s saw the creation of major-scale DIDs throughout the Unit-
ed States in terms of both physical size and budget. For instance, 
in 1982, the Denver Partnership formed a DID centered around the 
16th Street Transit Mall. This ultimately encompassed a 120-block area 
and a DID budget of almost $7 million annually to fund such activ-
ities as managing the mall, providing security, marketing the area, 
and offering business support and other services. Over the next 
decade and into the early 1990s, significant numbers of DIDs were 
in place in cities across the United States, including Seattle (Retail 
Core and other BIDs formed from 1986 onward), Buffalo (Buffalo 
Place Incorporated formed in 1987), New York City (Grand Central 
Business Improvement District formed in 1988, and numerous other 
DIDs), and Philadelphia (Center City District incorporated in 1990).
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While national statistics are sparse, in the late 1980s the Internation-
al Downtown Association (IDA) reported that between one-half and 
two-thirds of its 300 members established Downtown Improvement 
Districts or related efforts (e.g., special assessments) for downtown 
revitalization (National Council for Urban Economic Development, 
1988, p. 5). The incidence and presence of DIDs nationally has in-
creased from the late 1980s, although exact statistics are unavailable. 
One 2006 study (Ratcliffe and Flanagan, 2006) mentioned the exis-
tence of 400 DIDs throughout the United States. That 400 nation-
al DID count, however, is likely a significant understatement. Seth 
Grossman (2008, p. 15) observes that “there are more than 1,600 
Business Improvement Districts in the United States and Cana-
da… There are 48 states in the USA that have SID/BID capability.”

In New Jersey, following the passage of Special Improvement Districts 
state enabling legislation in 1985, Cranford Township became one of the 
first communities to form such a district. As described in one article:

In 1985, the Township of Cranford… took a hard look at the status of commerce in the municipal-
ity. The results were not encouraging. Business owners were choosing to locate elsewhere, and 
consumers were patronizing area malls that offered variety, parking, convenience, and more 
pleasant surroundings. Nothing was being done to develop what downtown Cranford had to offer.

Convinced that revitalization would pay off, Cranford published in 1985 “Improvement
Implementation Plan for the Central Business District.” This document recommended a 
five (5) year physical improvement program and establishment of a SID [Special Improve-
ment District] and a DMC [District Management Corporation] (Zimmerman, 1992, p. 13).

The Trenton, New Jersey DID was also formed in 1985. This was 
followed by similar districts established in Elizabeth (1986), Engle-
wood (1987), and New Brunswick and Somerville (1988) (Houstoun, 
1990). In 1991, the New Jersey Department of Community Affairs 
directed Seth Grossman to design the Business Improvement Dis-
trict Program and to disseminate information on the planning and 
implementation of DIDs in the Garden State (Grossman, 2008, p. 
15). This led to the formation of 10 New Jersey DIDs by 1992, with 
30 more created by 1998, for a total of almost 50 SIDs. As of early 
2009, there were 73 such districts in New Jersey in 62 communities.

A 2010 survey of downtown improvement districts and related dis-
trict management corporations (DMCs) by the New Jersey Depart-
ment of Community Affairs identified (see Appendix B for full details):
• 81 improvement districts/71 DMCs in New Jersey in 18 

of the state’s 21 counties. Glouceter, Salem, and Sus-
sex counties did not have any of these districts. In con-
trast, Essex County had 13 and Bergen County had eight.

• The above entities were found in 64 municipalities; therefore 
some municipalities had more than one improvement district 
or DMC. For example, Jersey City had four of these districts 
as did Woodbridge Township. Newark contained three and 
Clifton, Elizabeth, Paterson, and Wildwood had two apiece.

It is important to acknowledge the tremendous diversity both na-
tionally and in New Jersey concerning the physical scale, budget, and 
other characteristics of business improvement districts. Nationally, 
DIDs range in terms of district size from huge (e.g., almost 300 square 
blocks of the Seattle Metropolitan Improvement District [MID] and 
over 200 square blocks of both the Philadelphia Center City District 
and the Portland Clean and Safe District) to a compact size of a few 
blocks. Similarly, in New Jersey, the physical scale of the Atlantic City 
Community Reinvestment Development Authority (CRDA) Special 
Improvement District dwarfs that of many other SIDs in this state.

In tandem with the tremendous diversity in the DID’s physical scale 
and attendant activities is the considerable range in the budgets 
of these districts, both nationally and in New Jersey. For example, 
whereas the Philadelphia Center City District annual budget exceeds 
$20 million, the Los Angeles Chatsworth DID’s yearly budget is under 
$150,000. In a similar vein, the New Jersey Atlantic City CRDA DID 
annual budget of about $5.8 million is about 50 times the yearly ex-
penditure (about $100,000) of the Central Avenue DID in Jersey City.
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budgets vary in terms of funding structure. A combination of dol-
lars from the assessment fee, governmental support (e.g., dollars 
given directly from municipal, county, state, or federal organiza-
tions for the DID), grants (e.g., federal and state economic devel-
opment aids), voluntary contributions (e.g., a local business offering 
free services), and  contracted services (e.g., a public entity pays a 
DID to provide services for public blocks outside the district) make 
up the DID budget. Thus, the assessment could be the entirety (as 
is the case with Somerville, NJ’s DID), the majority, or a small por-
tion of the DID budget. See Figures 4 and 5 for select national and 
New Jersey examples, respectively, of DID budget revenue sources.

Revenue Sources of Select National Downtown Improvement Districts

BID Budget Revenue Sources
Assessment Voluntary 

Contributions
Grants Contracted 

Services
Other

Bryant Park, NYC (2015) $11,139,288 10% 45% 0% 38% 6%

CCD, Philadelphia (2013) $20,076,088 74% 0.40% 0% 21% 4%

Central Avenue Historic BID, LA (2016) $423,802 99% 0% 0% 0% 1%

Chatsworth BID, LA (2015-2016) $135,900 78% 0% 0% 0% 22%

Denver Downtown District (2016) $6,870,000 80% 2% 0% 7% 11%

Grand Central BID (2014) $13,644,634 93% 0.10% 0% 3% 4%

Mount Vernon Triangle CID, DC (2016) $894,959 79% 0% 14% 0% 7%

NoMa, DC (2016) $3,695,877 62% 0% 25% 8% 5%

Portland Clean & Safe District (2015-16) $4,811,322 100% 0% 0% 0% 0%

Seattle MID (2014-15) $9,399,782 80% 2% 4% 1% 13%

Union Square BID (2015) $2,061,717 97% 0% 2% 0% 1%

Yerba Buena CBD, San Francisco (2015-16) $3,151,836 95% 0% 0% 0% 5%
Source: Small and Listokin, 2017, p.14

Current Status of New Jersey DIDs

To clarify on the contemporary landscape of DIDs in New Jersey the 
Rutgers Studio met with Jef Buehler of the New Jersey Department 
of Community Affairs (DCA). Mr. Buehler, Placemaking & Place-
Based Revitalization Specialist/MSNJ & ID Programs, is a leading ex-
pert on DIDs in New Jersey and met with our Studio class on April 
3, 2019. Mr. Buehler shared with us invaluable insight regarding the 
recently compiled 2018 census on DIDs in New Jersey. The initial 
findings from the 2018 census and significant lessons derived from 
our meeting with Mr. Buehler included the following insights: it is 
strongly suggested to combine a DID with a Main Streets program; 
scale is less of a deciding factor for a municipality in New Jersey, due 
to he high density of New Jersey; and proper staffing of the District 
Management Corporation is a major factor in long term DID success.
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Revenue Sources of Select New Jersey Downtown Improvement Districts
BID Budget Revenue Sources

Assessment Voluntary
Contributions

Grants Contracted 
Services

Other

CRDA SID, Atlantic City (2015) $5,752,685 37% 0% 0% 0% 63%

Historic Midtown Elizabeth (2016) $226,000 88% 12% 0% 0% 0%

Central Avenue SID, Jersey City (2016-17) $114,370 100% 0% 0% 0% 0%

Jackson HIll Main Street, Jersey City (2016) $289,250 84% 16% 0% 0% 0%

McGinley Square Partnership, Jersey City (2016) $91,671 79% 0% 0% 0% 21%

Montclair Center BID (2014-15) $534,838 100% 0% 0% 0% 0%

New Brunswick SID (2013) $506,582 94% 3% 2% 0% 1%

Ironbound District, Newark (2016) $835,000 100% 0% 0% 0% 0%

Bunker Hill, Paterson (2016) $180,500 100% 0% 0% 0% 0%

Downtown Paterson (2016) $304,000 100% 0% 0% 0% 0%

Red Bank River Center (2015 $923,551 55% 0% 1% 0% 3%

Source: Small and Listokin, 2017, p.15

Combining a Main Street program coextensively with a DID pro-
posal is strongly encouraged to catalyze the success and mo-
mentum of the DID. This is especially relevant for municipalities 
interested in arts and culture oriented DIDs not only because the 
Main Streets program managing template structurally fosters more 
arts-development due to its roots in historic preservation, but also 
because the Main Street program offers a network of resources 
for downtown revitalization that has been applied nationwide. Ac-
cessing the network of resources is the first step toward estab-
lishing and operationalizing a full functioning Main Street program.

The scale of a municipality (i.e. a town being “too small”) is often 
brought up to discourage the use of a DID based on the prem-
ise that there won’t be enough assessment capture if the DID is 
too small. This is less relevant in the New Jersey context due to 
New Jersey’s density. The scale of DIDs in New Jersey is notewor-
thy. According to the 2018 Improvement District Census, 30% NJ 
residents reside in a municipality with an Improvement District. 
Overall New Jersey has 69, out of 565, municipalities with Improve-
ment Districts, and 90 Improvement Districts total as of 2018. 

Staffing the District Management Corporation (DMC) for the DID is 
often overlooked. Properly staffing the DMC with paid part- or full-
time positions has a strong correlation to the long term success of a 
DID. The structure and financing of the DMC is dependent on the DID 
ordinance written up by the municipality. 72% of managed districts in 
NJ are funded all or in part by assessments on commercial property 
and business owners in locally-defined improvement districts (Buehler, 
2018). As well, 48 of the 90 DMC budgets range from $1 to $299,000, 
with the entire range of DMC budgets ranging from $1-$5,000,000 
(Buehler, 2018). The DMC paid staff size ranges from 0 to 73 staff 
members, where 46 of the DMCs in New Jersey staff 1-2 people. Last-
ly, the number of businesses within the improvement district range 
from of business included range from 99 (fewer) to 1,000 (more), 
with a majority (21 improvement districts) having 100-199 businesses.

The 7 DIDs that have started since 2011 speak the to the growing success 
of implementing DIDs in New Jersey. The increasing success of pairing a 
DID with a Main Streets program, while taking into account proper staff-
ing of the DMC is tantamount to the success of the DID. What follows 
are some proposals for how a DID could look in the Borough of Dunellen. 18
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As previously mentioned, a Downtown Improvement District is an 
organizing and financing tool for stimulating and supporting local 
neighborhood revitalization. Given DIDs’ objectives and component 
revitalization activities in both a state and national context, a DID 
strategy merits consideration by a town like Dunellen. After thor-
ough research and multiple discussions with expert practitioners, 
we prepared two potential DID financing scenarios, detailed below.

Before preparing each DID financial scenario, we first established 
the potential DID area in consultation with Dunellen Borough 
Council President Jason Cilento. As mentioned in the earlier report 
section, the potential DID area informs which parcels and corre-
sponding property owners would pay an assessment to support a 
portion of the DID budget. Based on the delineation of the down-
town corridor and a recommendation from Jason Cilento, the 
potential DID area in Figure 6 became central to our DID scenar-
io analyses. The potential Dunellen DID area is situated on North 
Avenue, running from Madison Avenue to Jefferson Avenue, while 
also covering additional blocks on Washington Avenue, including the 
Dunellen Train Station and the Art Color Print Development site..

Potential DID Study Area

Class and Value of Properties

With the potential DID area delineated, we then developed a DID 
financial profile model using tax and property data available through 
the New Jersey Department of Community Affairs’ Community 
Asset Map and New Jersey Department of Taxation. Based on our 
analysis of the property and tax data, we found 79 total parcels in 
the potential DID area. Out of the 79 total parcels, only 58 par-
cels in the DID area are considered traditional DID property class-
es, more specifically those being Class 4A (Commercial), 4B (In-
dustrial) and 4C (Multi-Unit Apartment, >5 units), while 21 of the 
parcels (20%) fell into other property classes, such as Class 2 (Resi-
dential, 1-4 units) and Class 15C (Public Property) which are not in-
cluded within traditional DID financing models. We found that the 
total assessed value of the 79 parcels in the potential DID area is 
$14,670,600. The value of property classes that comprise the DID 
financial profile model, or 4A, 4B, and 4C property classes, make up 
$11,695,300 or 80% of the total parcel value in the potential DID area.

Figures 8, 9 and 10 show these statistics. Using this information and 
the profile model, we prepared two DID scenarios outlining possible 
budgets and assessment fees, each using a different financing struc-
ture, which are outlined in the following paragraphs. For the purpose 
of our analysis, we assumed financing structures that both used a 
60% budget share rate. In other words, 60% of the DID budget would 
come directly from assessment fees, while the remaining 40% would 
come from available grants and other applicable revenue streams.

Parcels Count Assessed Net 
Value

4A 55 $8,966,100

4B 2 $2,582,500

4C 1 $146,700

Other 21 $2,975,300

Total 79 $14,670,600

Figure 8:

Figure 9: Potential DID Area - Total Parcels

Non-DID Property Classes

DID Property Classes - Class 4A, 4B, 4C 

Total Parcels
73.4%

26.6%
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 Figure 6: Potential Downtown Improvement District (DID)

Proposed DID Site

NJ Transit Bus Routes

NJ Transit Rail Line
Municipal Boundary

NJ Transit Rail Station

20



Dunellen Downtown Revitalization Strategies
D

ID
s

Figure: 7:

Source: TNJ & NJTPA, Dunellen Transit Hub Study 2019
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Total Assessed
Value

79.7%

20.3%

Non-DID Property Classes

DID Property Classes - Class 4A, 4B, 4C 

Figure 10: Potential DID Area - Total Assessed Value

Potential DID Scenario 1

The first scenario uses the traditional DID financing model to outline 
the average assessment fee per parcel for three different budget op-
tions appropriate to the proposed scale and scope of Dunellen’s pro-
posed DID: $50,000; $100,000; and $200,000. These budget options 
were chosen and informed by our meeting with Jef Buehler, whose 
2018 census on improvement districts showed that the median bud-
get for New Jersey improvement districts was between $200,000 
and $299,999. Using the traditional financing model, individual DID 
assessments are calculated based on the application of a proportional 
assessment rate on the total assessed value of relevant properties 
($11,695,300) in the DID study area. Using these DID financing vari-
ables, we derived the following proportional assessment rates and 
assessment fee structures, with average assessment fees ranging 
from $517 in a $50,000 budget and $2,068 in a $200,000 budget:

Figure 11:

Potential DID
Budget

DID Assessment
Rate

Average 
Assessment

$50,000 0.26% $517

$100,000 0.51% $1,034

$200,000 1.03% $2,068

Methodology: 
The proportional DID assessment rate for this scenario was calculated 
using a traditional proportional share formula, which is expressed below 
using the corresponding DID variables. The $50,000 budget required 
an assessment rate of 0.26%; the $100,000 budget, an assessment 
rate of 0.51%; and the $200,000 budget, an assessment rate of 1.03%. 
For context, Dunellen’s 2017 general property tax rate was 12.96%.

Figure 12:

(DID Budget) x (% Budget Share)

Total Assessed Value of DID Study Area[ ] = Assessment 
Fee

Once we determined an assessment rate for each budget, we were 
able to calculate the assessment fee for each individual parcel by 
multiplying the parcel’s assessed value by the proportional DID as-
sessment rate, which is expressed in the formula below (Figure 13).

Figure 13:

Parcel Assessed Value Assessment Rate =Assessment 
FeeX
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ing how an assessment fee would be calculated for a parcel with 
an assessed value of $100,000 in the $50,000 budget scenario. By 
first multiplying the $50,000 budget by the budget share rate of 
60%, and then dividing that product by the total assessment val-
ue of the 58 relevant DID area parcels, $11,695,300, we derive a 
proportional assessment rate of 0.0026, or 0.26%. If a parcel has 
an assessed value of $100,000 in this budget scenario, the par-
cel would be assigned an assessment fee of $260, or the parcel’s 
assessed value multiplied by DID’s proportional assessment rate.

($50,000) x (0.6)

$11,695,300[ ] = 0.0026

Figure 14:

$100,000 0.0026 =$260X

Figure 15:

To calculate the average assessment fee for each budget using this 
financing structure, we multiplied the DID assessment rate for each 
budget to the assessed value for all 58 relevant parcels in the DID study 
area. We then summed together all these assessment fees and divided 
them by the total number of relevant parcels to calculate the average 
assessment fee for each budget scenario within this financing structure.

Potential DID Scenario 2

The second scenario is based on a weighted or tiered assessment 
financing structure recommended by Jef Buehler of the New Jer-
sey Department of Community Affairs. Conceptually, a tiered as-
sessment is based on which property classes stand to most bene-
fit from DID improvements and services. After researching other 
DIDs with a similar tier structure, we created a tiered financing 
approach with four separate classifications, detailed in the ta-
ble below: General Commercial and Retail, responsible for 65% of 
the budget; Office Space and Services, responsible for 15% of the 
budget; Vacant Lots and Property, responsible for 15% of the bud-
get; and Residential Apartments, responsible for 5% of the budget. 
Based on our DID profile model, we found 59 relevant parcels within 
the proposed DID area with a total assessed value of $11,579,900.

Tiers Assessed 
Weights

TIER 1: General Commercial & Retail 65%

TIER 2: Office and Services 15%

TIER 3: Vacant 15%

TIER 4: Residential Apartments 5%

Figure 16:

Using this tiered financing approach, we determined the average 
assessment fee for each tier within the three suggested budget 
scenarios of $50,000, $100,000, $200,000, outlined in Figure 17.

Potential DID Budget Tier 1 Tier 2 Tier 3 Tier 4
$50,000 $464 $500 $750 $750

$100,000 $929 $1000 $1500 $1500

$200,000 $1857 $2000 $3000 $3000

Figure 17:
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The second scenario is based on a weighted or tiered assessment 
financing structure recommended by Jef Buehler of the New Jer-
sey Department of Community Affairs. Conceptually, a tiered as-
sessment is based on which property classes stand to most bene-
fit from DID improvements and services. After researching other 
DIDs with a similar tier structure, we created a tiered financing 
approach with four separate classifications, detailed in the ta-
ble below: General Commercial and Retail, responsible for 65% of 
the budget; Office Space and Services, responsible for 15% of the 
budget; Vacant Lots and Property, responsible for 15% of the bud-
get; and Residential Apartments, responsible for 5% of the budget. 
Based on our DID profile model, we found 59 relevant parcels within 
the proposed DID area with a total assessed value of $11,579,900.

Methodology: 
Using the tiered financing structure, we first had to determine the 
tiered assessment rates for each corresponding tier that. Multi-
plying each budget scenario by the budget share rate of 60%, we 
then multiplied this amount by each tier’s assessed weight to de-
termine how much of the total budget each tier would be re-
sponsible for. We then divided this amount by the total assessed 
value of the corresponding tier, which calculated the tiered assess-
ment rate. The structure of this formula is devised in Figure 18:

(DID Budget) x (% Budget Share)

Total Assessed Value of Tier Class[ ] = Assessment 
Rate

Similar to the traditional financing model, this tiered assessment 
rate could then be applied to each relevant parcel’s assessed value 
to ultimately determine their individual assessment fee. To deter-
mine the average assessment fee for each tier within each budget 
scenario, we applied the corresponding tiered assessment rates to 
each parcel’s assessed value, summed this amount, and then divid-
ed it by the total amount of parcels within the corresponding tier.

Figure 18:
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What is a Downtown Improvement District (DID)?

• A DID is a defined area which businesses pay an additional tax 
(or levy) in order to fund projects within the district’s bound-
aries. The DID is often funded primarily through the levy but 
can also draw on other public and private funding streams.

• DID’s may go by other acronyms, such as Business Improve-
ment District (BID) or Community Improvement District (CID).

• DID’s make local businesses and property owners the driving 
force in establishing the identity for their downtown. By com-
municating with the local property and business owners and 
developing a long- term strategy for success, a DID can help 
an area retain new property and business owners, and market 
a downtown area as a shopping and restaurant destination.

• Downtown Improvement Districts drive economic growth 
and create job opportunities for local residents. DIDs also 
make it easy for businesses to relocate to a specific com-
munity by offering a guide to meet municipal requirements.

• DID’s generally focus on quality of life issues: upgrad-
ing sidewalks, removing graffiti, street cleaning and cre-
ating an environment where local businesses can thrive, 
along with serving as a supplement to municipal services.

• An improvement district is generally in the central business dis-
trict of a downtown or a mixed- use corridor (typically down-
town area) that is authorized by state law and created by an or-
dinance of the local government to collect a special assessment 
on the commercial properties and/or businesses in that area.

• This assessment is granted to a District Management Cor-
poration (DMC), which is governed by a board of direc-
tors comprised of business and property owners who set 
the agenda, priorities and initiatives of the organization.

• The DMC will hire an Executive Director and staff deter-
mined by the annual budget and assessment amount.

How are these types of initiatives funded?

Property Valuation
• Assessments may be calculated as a function of property val-

uation, in which property owners are charged as a percent-
age of the assessed value of their property (an assessment 
equal to a percentage of the total structure’s property taxes).

Outside Funding Sources
• Funding from outside sources (private grants, dona-

tions, etc.) can be a valuable resource of addition-
al revenue and provide funding above and beyond assess-
ment income for expanding DID services and activities.

DID operations and activities are funded in primarily two ways; proper-
ty assessments and outside funding sources. The assessments or taxes 
levied on each property within a DID form the heart of the DID’s budget, 
often 60-90% of the total budget. Assessments are paid by property 
owners and collected by the city, who then returns those funds to the 
district. The DID then determines the assessments formula it will use.

How is a DID adminstered and managed?

• New Jersey law requires DIDs to create a district manage-
ment association to operate the program.  Management 
may consist of a director and any number of full-time or 
part-time professionals. Most DIDs operate with staffs of 
two or four employees. Some DIDs can also operate with 
a district manager and a part time administrative assistant.

• The DID management is responsible for the day-to-day oper-
ations and administration, but its responsibilities stretch be-
yond these routine functions. DID management must also cre-
ate and maintain relationships with community players (i.e., 
local government officials, non-profit organizations, etc.).

• The DID Director/Manager must be visible within the neighbor-
hood as well as available to local merchants in the designated area.
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Who and what is a DID’s Board of Directors comprised of?

A DID’s Board of Directors serves in an advisory capaci-
ty to the district, establishing priorities and providing exper-
tise and experience in decision-making. Board members also 
provide important links to funding, political officials, and oth-
er neighborhood resources. These Boards can be made up of:

• Both commercial tenants and property owners
• Local residents
• Local government (City Council, Planning & Zoning Board, etc.)
• Non-profit organizations and institutions

What is the role of a DID’s Executive Director?

• To oversee the administration of the DID and ensure compliance 
of the DID by-laws. 

• To oversee the daily operations of the DID.

• To provide and ensure the ability to work with and foster collab-
oration among various organizations in the city. 

• Must be a spokesperson and liaison (on behalf of businesses) 
with public officials, community leaders, media, etc. 

• Must be well versed overall in public relations.

What are some specific examples of improvements provided by DID?

The overall goal of services and improvements is to make a district 
more attractive to potential customers, and to encourage spending at 
businesses within the district. However, the services provided by DIDs 
are intended to supplement and enhance rather than replace basic city 
 provided services. DIDs should be made up of service working com-
mittees: Some examples of typical committee subdivisions include:

• Improvements: Physical improvements to the district. Facades, 
planters, flags, wayfinder signs, gardens, pocket parks and other 
possibilities as they arise.

• Events: Special events are an opportunity not only to attract 
additional customers, but also to bring the community together 
for celebration, enhance district image, and create Community 
traditions.

• Marketing: Overall plan to decide theme, advertising matrix 
(print, tv, radio, social media) and to serve two functions:

 » To bring shoppers into town from surrounding areas and to 
entice current residents to keep their “Dollars Local” and fre-
quent existing businesses. 

 » To attract entrepreneurs and businesses to locate to the area.

• Maintenance: Cleaning up the area will encourage more resi-
dents to shop locally and improve resident’s self-image. Cleaning 
the streets, removing graffiti and maintaining the area’s overall 
aesthetic appearance.  This enhances overall quality of life.

• Security: Improved security measures may not only reduce 
crime but also increase a customer’s sense of safety. Efforts 
often include security patrols / bike patrols, additional or high 
intensity streetlights or even a police substation. (Borough of 
Bound Brook, Ord. 2014-08)
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The studio studied Bound Brook, Metuchen, and Somerville as ex-
amples of New Jersey municipalities with improvement districts 
at the request of Dunellen City Council President Jason Cilen-
to. Based on the case study research, the two factors most close-
ly linked with DID success are pairing an improvement district 
with the Main Street program and adequately staffing the man-
aging organization. Jef Buehler of the NJ Department of Com-
munity Affairs echoed these factors as being critical for success.

Bound Brook

Source: Zeete

History of Bound Brook

The Borough of Bound Brook was first settled in 1681 when a small 
community of European settlers was established between the Middle 
Brook and Green Brook streams, both tributaries of the Raritan River. 
Raritan River from the Green Brook on the eastern side of the borough.

A wooden bridge over the Raritan River was erected as ear-
ly as 1761 and was named the Queen’s Bridge in 1767. Later, it 
became a covered bridge. During the American Revolutionary 
War, the bridge was an important piece of infrastructure uti-
lized by both sides during the Battle of Bound Brook in 1777.

The total area of Bound Brook measures 1.7 square miles, and 
its downtown area is home to three sites listed on both the 
National and New Jersey Historical Preservation Registers:

• The Bound Brook Train Station c. 1913
• The Brook Theatre c. 1927
• The Old Stone Arch Bridge c. 1731

The majority of Bound Brook’s historical site and buildings are locat-
ed on its Main Street corridor adjacent to the Raritan River.  This 
area also serves as the Borough’s central business district and public 
transit hub, with Bound Brook Station offering rail access to NYC as 
well as points west of the Borough. (Borough of Bound Brook, 2019)

With a tight-knit downtown section and pedestrian ac-
cess across the Raritan River to the D & R Canal Trail, Bound 
Brook offers a pedestrian friendly mix of small-town 
charm with easy access to NYC and other large NJ cities.

Community Profile of Bound Brook

Population

Approximately 10,191 people lived in Bound Brook as of 
the 2013-2017 American Community Survey (ACS). This 
is a population increase of 3.13% since the 2000 census.
 
Most of Bound Brook’s residents between 2013-2017 identified 
as White (84.67%). The rest of the population identified as Af-
rican American (4.24%), Asian (2.15%), American Indian or Alas-
kan Native (0.60%), “some other race” (6.86%), two or more 
races (1.47%).  In terms of ethnicity, non-white Hispanics amount-
ed to (52.19%) of Bound Brook’s total population, while non-His-
panic whites accounted for 32.48% of the total. Note: percentag-
es do not add up to 100 percent because they are presented on 
the decennial census and ACS in terms of “race” and “ethnicity”.
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The Bound Brook racial and ethnic populations changed between 
2000 and 2013-2017: the White population (including Hispanics) 
by 5.71%, the African American population by 64.58%, the Asian 
population by -32.74%, and the Hispanic population by 54.03%.
 
Most of the population was classified as of working age (65.92%) in 
2013-2017. Individuals over age 65 made up 10.02%% of the pop-
ulation, while those under 18 made up the remaining 32.37%.
 
Bound Brook’s median household income was $65,199 in 2013-
2017, compared to New Jersey’s median of $76,475, as esti-
mated by the ACS. During the same time, 36.08% of house-
holds in Bound Brook had an annual income of less than 
$50,000, compared to 33.93% of total households in New Jersey.

Data from the U.S. Census Bureau for 2013-2017 indicate that 3,187 
people or 30.32% of the population living in this area were “foreign 
born”. Census defines foreign born as anyone who is not a U.S. citizen 
at birth.  According to the Department of Homeland Security, New 
Jersey was home to 54,440 people who were granted Legal Perma-
nent Residence status in 2017. Those LPRs, or “green cards”, represent 
4.83% of green cards issued throughout the United States that year.

Of the 2,393 families residing in Bound Brook, 31.34% were mar-
ried with children. Families are groups of related people who 
live together, whereas households refer to the person or group 
of people living in any one housing unit. Generally, households 
that do not contain a family are made up of unrelated people 
living together (e.g.: roommates) or people living alone. While it 
is possible for two families to share a household, the difference 
between the number of households and the number of fami-
lies in an area shows, approximately, the number of non-fam-
ily households in a place (PM Comm. Prof. Bound Brook).

Employment

The Bureau of Labor Statistics reports that 167,140 individuals in 
Somerset County were employed in December 2018, as compared 
to 5,074 unemployed individuals. The Bureau does not collect data 
for Bound Brook specifically (PM Comm. Prof. Bound Brook).

Housing

There were 1,917 single family detached homes in 
Bound Brook in 2017 according to the 2013-2017 ACS. 
This represents 42.14% of the total housing stock.
 
Throughout Bound Brook an estimated 50.75% or 1,853 house-
holds owned their home between 2013-2017. The average size 
of a household in this area was 2.87 between 2013-2017, as com-
pared to the average household size for the county and the state, 
2.84 (Somerset) and 2.74 (New Jersey) respectively.  Of the approx-
imately 4,539 housing units in Bound Brook, 19.74% were vacant, 
compared to 11.01% in New Jersey (PM Comm. Prof. Sommerville).

Crime

According to the FBI’s Uniform Crime Reports, there was 26.55 
aggravated assaults per 100,000 people in Bound Brook in 
2015, slightly above the 2015 rate for Somerset County. Bound 
Brook also had higher rates than Somerset County for bur-
glary or larceny and robbery.  Rates of motor vehicles thefts 
were below the county average. (PM Comm. Prof. Bound Brook).

Property Tax Information

The New Jersey Department of Community Affairs shows the av-
erage median home value in Bound Brook is $337,725 and gener-
ates on average $8,199 in real estate property tax. The table below 
shows property tax date by census tract in Bound Brook (NJ DCA B).

Arts and Culture

Bound Brook hosts many arts and cultural events year-round, which 
are targeted towards many different demographics. The Borough’s 
website (“Bound Brook Events”, 2019), promote many of these events 
and include an announcements page and calendar to notify residents 
of these upcoming festivities.  Some major annual events include:
• Holiday Tree Lighting  Ceremoney - December
• Fall Festival - October
• Veteran’s Day Ceremoney - November
• Bound Brook Riverfest - July
• Costa Rican Festival - September
• Classic Car Show - June
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Origins, Formations, Objective

Since the early 1980’s, Bound Brook has discussed various way of imple-
menting a Downtown Improvement District (DID) for its downtown. 
The most recent proposal in 2014 reassessed the downtown area which 
would be covered by the SID and was amended with a 4-2 vote by 
the Borough’s City Council. (Deak, Pg. 1). The Borough’s current DID 
was established in 2015 shortly after this vote and currently operates 
under the the name “Bound Brook Revitalization Partnership” (BBRP)

The DID’s objective is to “achieve an economically-healthy, tran-
sit-friendly and socially-vibrant downtown” (BBRP, 2019). To fulfill 
this mission, the DID has established three main long-term goals:
• Development of a dynampic promotional campaign incorporat-

ing general image/branding building, special events promotion 
and retail event sponsorships

• Enhancement of Downtown Bound Brook’s physical environ-
ment through thoughtful planning of business district design in-
cluding window and signage design; resolving maintenance issues 
including those dealing with historic preservation and safety; 
coordination of zoning issues.

• Expansion of cultural, commercial, institutional, transportation, 
recreational and residential opportunities through aggressive 
economic restructuring programs and committees. (BBRP, 2019)

More specific target objectives for the partnerships include:
• Establish and maintain communication with member businesses

• Assess Bound Brook’s business landscape, keeping consumer 
needs in mind

• Assess Bound Brook’s business landscape, keeping consumer 
needs in mind

• Regularly evaluate how the DID is achieving its goals

• Advertise and promote the BBRP and its business

• Apply for grant opportunities to expand services

• Plan and implement street improvements

• Recruit new businesses and implement strategies to retain busi-
nesses (BBRP, 2019)

In addition to these stated objectives, Bound Brook’s DID web-
site (downtownboundbrook.com) also offers comprehensive 
facts, guides and strategies to entice new businesses and entre-
preneurs to locate to the downtown area, as well as how to be-
come engaged in the DID process. Some of the pages on the web-
site that geared towards prospective and existing businesses are:

• Business Resources
• This is Our Bound Brook
• Volunteer
• Why Downtown Bound Brook?

 » Starting Your New Business in Downtown Bound Brook
• Commercial Real Estate Listings

 » Artist Space in Bound Brook

To help ensure that that businesses within the DID are able to prosper, 
Downtown Bound Brook has also included a section on their site which is 
geared towards residents and visitors, encompassing such subjects as:
• Shopping and Dining

 » Downtown Business Directory
 » Borough Business Directory
 » Restaurants
 » Artist Survey

The website also includes a comprehensive events page and cal-
endar, which helps to direct residents, visitors, and potential new 
businesses to the DID area. The vast majority of these events are 
also held within the DID’s boundaries, which spurs exposure to 
the various commercial options in Bound Brook’s downtown.

Organization and Membership

The Bound Brook Revitalization Partnership is a 501(c)(3) tax 
exempt organization which is also registered with NJ’s Office 
of Attorney General’s Charitable Organizations list. Many of 
the contributions to The Partnership come from individual 
and commercial sponsorships, which are usually derived from 
fundraising for specific events. A hierarchical membership lev-
el is also structured depending on the donation amount. 
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Governance and Finance

Since its 2015 establishment, Bound Brook’s DID currently con-
sists of twelve board members. Out of these twelve members, 
five serve on the board as governing officers with the titles of:
• Chair
• Vice Chair
• Treasurer
• Secretary
• Borough Liaison 

The remaining seven members serve as volunteers and consultants 
assigned to ensure the successful implementation of the DID. All 
twelve also serve directly with the four committees that com-
prise the DID in its entirety. The four Committees are as follows:
• Promotion, Marketing and Business Recruitment Commit-

tee
• Maintenance and Security Committee
• Planning and Improvements Committee
• Nominating and Membership Committee

Improvement District Impact and Future

A variety of factors have hindered the effectiveness and permanence 
of Bound Brook’s DID efforts.  First and foremost is the Borough’s 
geographic location within a major flood zone on the Raritan Riv-
er.  During Hurricanes Floyd (1999) and Irene (2011), many commer-
cial structures along Main Street (almost the entirety of the BBRP) 
were damaged to the point of being razed and rebuilt.  As a result, 
flood insurance rates are significant for business owners, and when 
combined with the already high property taxes rates in New Jer-
sey, this can cause a financial strain on many businesses within the 
district. (Valinski, 2012)  Therefore, the prospect of adding even a 
small property surtax (one cent per $100 assessed) is unappealing to 
many businesses.  Before its 2014-2015 amendment and restructur-
ing, these adverse factors made business participation inconsistent, 
and a uniform DID platform was difficult to establish.  (Deak, 2019)
However, the amended 2015 BBRP seems to be drawing attention 
to Bound Brook’s DID, both from a press standpoint and financially.  

However, the amended 2015 BBRP seems to be drawing atten-
tion to Bound Brook’s DID, both from a press standpoint and fi-
nancially.  In 2019 alone, Bound Brook has already received $6,500 
in grants from Somerset County earmarked for its BBRP.  This is 
in addition to the established surtax for BBRP members and from 
other private contributions from residents, visitors, and addition-
al contributions from BRP members. (BBRP, 2019)  The financial 
impact of the amended DID is somewhat early to quantify.  How-
ever, substantial flood mitigation measures must be taken to en-
sure that Bound Brook’s Main Street businesses are not compro-
mised in the increasing likelihood of a hurricane or powerful storm.  
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Source: “Metuchen Downtown”

Like many other boroughs in central New Jersey, Metuchen 
came to prominence in the 19th century due to the rail net-
work that connected the town to cities like New York City, 
Newark, Trenton and New Brunswick. In the early 19th cen-
tury, Metuchen grew as a way station for coaches carrying 
passengers between New York City, Newark, Perth Amboy, 
New Brunswick and Trenton, as two of the most import-
ant of the early turnpikes passed through the town. One 
was the Middlesex-Essex Turnpike (now Route 27), which ran 
from Newark to New Brunswick, and the second, the Perth 
Amboy Turnpike, followed the current Amboy Avenue from 
Perth Amboy to Piscataway (Metuchen: A Brief History, p. 2).

In 1835, Metuchen became a stop on the New Jersey Railroad 
(later the Pennsylvania Railroad, now Amtrak) and the easy trav-
el it afforded allowed Metuchen to become, in the period after 
the Civil War, a bedroom community of New York City. Many 
of Metuchen’s older homes were built during this era, as was 
Metuchen’s train station (1888), one of the oldest in New Jersey. 
Known as the “Brainy Borough” for its pronounced community of 
teachers, artists, and innovators, Metuchen attracts a multitude of 
activities while also maintaining its historical and quaint character.

History of Metuchen

Population

According to American Community Survey (ACS), Metuchen has an ap-
proximate population of 13,940 as of 2013-2017. This is a 8.6% increase 
in Metuchen’s population since the 2000 census population of 12,840.
Metuchen’s population is 75.7% white between 2013-2017 . The 
rest of the population is comprised of those who identify as African 
American (5.2%), Asian (14.7%), and “some other race” (1.4%), two 
or more races (2.6%), or Hispanic (7%). Note: percentages do not 
add up to 100 percent because they are presented on the decennial 
census and ACS in terms of “race” and “ethnicity,” and 0% record-
ed for “American Indian,” “Alaskan Native,” and “Pacific Islander”.

Metuchen has a median household income of $116,632 in 2013-2017, 
compared to New Jersey’s median of $76,475, as estimated by the 
ACS. During the same time, 34.8% of households in Metuchen had 
an annual income between $25,000 to $99,999, compared to 45.3% 
of households in greater Middlesex County. Lastly, of the 3,748 
families residing in Metuchen, 37.6% were married with children.

In regards to immigration, Data from the U.S. Census Bureau 
for 2013-2017 indicate that 2,819 people or 20.22% of the pop-
ulation living in this area were “foreign born”. Census defines 
foreign born as anyone who is not a U.S. citizen at birth. This 
area is located in New Jersey, which, according to the De-
partment of Homeland Security, was home to 54,440 people 
who were granted Legal Permanent Residence status in 2017.

Community Profile of Metuchen
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Employment

The Bureau of Labor Statistics reports that as recent as March 2019, 
418,511 individuals in Middlesex County were employed, as com-
pared to 15,100 unemployed individuals. The Bureau does not col-
lect data for Metuchen specifically (PM Comm. Prof. Metuchen).

Housing

Of the 5,182 housing units, 3,591 were single family detached 
homes in Metuchen in 2017 according to the 2013-2017 ACS, rep-
resenting 67.2% of the total housing stock. As well, 17.2% or 922 
of the housing units were in small and large apartment buildings.

In Metuchen, an estimated  77.69% or 4,026 households owned their home 
between 2013-2017. The average size of a household in this area was 2.7 
between 2013-2017, as compared to the average household size for the 
county and the state, 2.8 (Middlesex) and 2.7 (New Jersey) respectively.

Crime

According to the FBI’s Uniform Crime Reports, there was 50.5  ag-
gravated assaults per 100,000 people in Metuchen in 2015, com-
pared to 78.69 per 100,000 people of Middlesex County. Metuchen 
also had lower rates than Middlesex County for burglary or larce-
ny, motor vehicle thefts, and robbery (PM Comm. Prof. Metuchen).

Property Tax Information

The New Jersey Department of Community Affairs shows 
the average median home value in Metuchen is $371,620 and 
generates on average $8,240 in real estate tax (NJ DCA B)

Arts & Culture

The Chamber of Commerce in Metuchen has traditionally played a 
large role in facilitating the Arts & Culture initiatives in the commu-
nity. These activities highlight the vibrancy of the downtown and 
encourage community, some of the activities explicitly organized 
through the chamber of commerce include:
• Country Fair
• Winter Parade, and the Miss Merry Christmas Contest
• Spring Arts & Crafts Festival
• Town-wide Garage Sale 

• Taste of Metuchen (showcases foods from local restaurants) 
• Community Service Award Dinner, and naming the Metuchen 

Citizen of the Year (designed to recognize outstanding individuals 
and organizations who have greatly contributed to improving the 
quality of life in the borough) (Metuchen: A Brief History, p. 9)

Improvement District Background

Origins, Formations, Objective 

In conjunction with the Chamber of Commerce, the Down-
town Improvement District in Metuchen has been actively pro-
moting Arts & Culture initiatives as well. The DID was founded in 
March 2016, under an ordinance that declared the SID (as it’s re-
ferred to in the Ordinance itself) addresses the following goals:

1. Beautification, Cleanliness, Maintenance and Design Standards
2. Marketing, Advertising, Public Relations and Events
3. Business Recruitment and Retention;
4. Coordination of downtown activities and clearinghouse for 

information; and
5. Integration of new developments with existing business district. 

(Ordinance 2016-10, p. 1).

Organization and Membership

Through their DID, Metuchen established a 501(c)(3)  organization, 
the Downtown Metuchen Alliance to be the vehicle through which 
their district management corporation operates. The official website, 
www.downtownmetuchen.org, acts a a hub for events and initiatives 
going on downtown, with satellite posting on other social media ave-
nues like Facebook and Instagram. Their Board of Trustees consists of 
14 members: four representatives of District Owners, four represen-
tatives of District Businesses, one member of the Borough Council 
of Metuchen, one member of the Metuchen Area Chamber of Com-
merce Board of Directors, one Metuchen resident who does not own 
commercial real estate and/or operate a business in the District and 
who is not on the Borough Council nor employed by the Borough, 
one member of the Metuchen Arts Council to be appointed by and 
serves at the pleasure of the Metuchen Arts Council, one board mem-
ber of the Metuchen Parking Authority (Ordinance 2016-10, p. 3).

32



Dunellen Downtown Revitalization Strategies
D

ID
s Governance and Finance

All commercial properties, multi-family rental properties with 
four or more units and mixed use properties within the Dis-
trict are deemed included in the assessing and taxing provi-
sions of this ordinance and are expressly subject to assessment 
and payment of taxes for SID purposes, including properties 
making payments in lieu of taxes (Ordinance 2016-10, p. 2). 
From here, in 2016, Metuchen assessed their fees initially via 
“a percentage of the quarterly real estate taxes due on each 
District block and lot calculated as follows: as determined 
by the approved budget” (Ordinance 2016-10, p. 5). As well, 
the Borough transfers the collected assessments to the cor-
poration on the fifteenth of February, May, August and No-
vember; the initial budget and approved assessment transfer 
amounted to $150,000 in 2016 (Ordinance 2016-10, p. 5).

Improvement District Impact and Future

When our studio met with Jef Beuhler of the New Jersey DCA, 
he mentioned that Metuchen’s nascent DID is showing very prom-
ising signs of success because of how Metuchen fortified its DID 
with a Main Streets program. In addition, the focus on Arts & Cul-
ture has proven successful for Metuchen over the last 2-3 years of 
their DID, as they are now promoting a Metuchen “Arts District.” 
The centerpiece of this Arts District is the renovation of the Forum 
Theater being financed by the Borough (image above). In Fall 2018, 
Metuchen was granted a $3.5 million grant from the Middlesex Coun-
ty Cultural and Arts Trust Fund to help create the Metuchen Arts 
District (middlesexcntynj, 10/6/2018). This grant is being applied di-
rectly to the purchasing of the Forum Theater for an estimated $1.4 
million, and then using the rest of the grant for renovation (D’Elia, 
2019, par. 2). The borough plans to acquire the theatre, as well as an 
abandoned gas station and a small strip of landscaped area owned 
by the University Radiology on Amboy Avenue, and make an arts 
district. The district would include a restaurant and an all-weather 
space. The borough plans to name the property “The Spot!” after 
the first gas station that originally existed there in the 1940s (D’Elia, 
2019, par. 7). So far, Metuchen is a tremendous example of ex-
panding the benefits and capacity of a DID with a Main Street to 
produce an Arts District promoting Arts & Culture in the town.33
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Somerville

Source:: “Somerset County Tourism”

History of Somerville

Somerville Borough was settled in 1683 and incorporat-
ed in 1909. The Borough was pivotal in Somerset County’s 
growth: Somerville was the center of the Middlebrook Rev-
olutionary War encampment of 1778 to 1779 and became 
the seat of Somerset County in 1799, as it remains so today. 
Additionally, Somerville has long been an educational and 
cultural center of the county (“Somerville History”, 2019).

Though only two square miles, Somerville is home to multiple Na-
tional Register and Register-Eligible properties spanning various 
eras. Its downtown area (including Main, Division, High, and parts 
of Doughty and Bridge streets) is a part of a proposed Somerville 
Historic District that includes late Victorian and early 20th cen-
tury town architectural examples (“Somerville History”, 2019).

Main Street Somerville maintains the majority of the Bor-
ough’s historical buildings, many of which have been con-
verted to specialty stores and second-hand shops. Somerville 
has a large and diverse collection of restaurants that draws 
people from the surrounding areas and contributes to a live-
ly downtown. It is also home to the oldest competitive bi-
cycle race in the United States, starting in 1940. The Raritan 
Valley Line of NJ Transit stops just south of the downtown 
center of Somerville. Passengers can access midtown Man-
hattan with some direct Somerville to New York Penn Sta-
tion trains. Elsewise, passengers must transfer in Newark.
The combination of a rich past with modern amenities 
makes Somerville a unique destination for living and visiting.

Community Profile of Somerville

Population

Approximately 12,234 people lived in Somerville as of the 2013-
2017 American Community Survey (ACS). This is a population 
decline of 2% since the 2000 census. The majority of individu-
als living in Somerville between 2013-2017 were White (71.1%). 
The rest of the population is comprised of those who identi-
fy as African American (9.6%), Asian (11.2%), American Indian 
or Alaskan Native (0.1%), “some other race” (5.4%), two or 
more races (2.6%), or Hispanic (21.8%). Note: percentages do 
not add up to 100 percent because they are presented on the 
decennial census and ACS in terms of “race” and “ethnicity”.

The Somerville racial and ethnic populations changed be-
tween 2000 and 2013-2017: the White population by -1.8%, 
the African American population by -24.5%, the Asian pop-
ulation by 58.4%, and the Hispanic population by 26.1%. 
Most of the population was of working age (67.4%) in 2013-
2017. Individuals over age 65 made up 15.1% of the popu-
lation while those under 18 made up the remaining 22.3%.
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2017, compared to New Jersey’s median of $76,475, as esti-
mated by the ACS. During the same time, 31.3% of house-
holds in Somerville had an annual income of less than 
$50,000, compared to 33.9% of people in New Jersey.

Approximately 2,764 people (22.6%) in Somerville were “foreign 
born” in 2013-2017. 56,187 individuals in New Jersey were granted 
Legal Permanent Residence status in 2016 according to the De-
partment of Homeland Security. Those “green card” recipients 
represent 4.8% of all green cards issue in the nation that year.

Of the 2,682 families residing in Somerville, 33.9% were mar-
ried with children. Families are groups of related people who 
live together, whereas households refer to the person or group 
of people living in any one housing unit. Generally, households 
that do not contain a family are made up of unrelated peo-
ple living together (e.g.: roommates) or people living alone. 
While it is possible for two families to share a household, the 
difference between the number of households and the num-
ber of families in an area shows, approximately, the number of 
non-family households in a place (PM Comm. Prof. Somerville).

Employment

The Bureau of Labor Statistics reports that 167,140 individuals in 
Somerset County were employed in December 2018, as com-
pared to 5,074 unemployed individuals. The Bureau does not col-
lect data for Somerville specifically (PM Comm. Prof. Somerville).

Housing

There were 2,487 single family detached homes2 in Somerville 
in 2017 according to the 2013-2017 ACS. This represents 45.7% 
of the total housing stock.

An estimated 2,338 households (or 52.7%) owned their home 
between 2013-2017 in Somerville. Somerville’s average size of 
a household was 2.7 at that time, as compared to the aver-
age household size for the county and the state, 2.8 (Somer-
set County) and 2.7 (New Jersey) respectively. Of the approx-
imately 5,438 housing units in Somerville, 18.4% were vacant, 
compared to 11% in New Jersey (PM Comm. Prof. Somerville).

Crime

According to the FBI’s Uniform Crime Reports, there was 49.3 
aggravated assaults per 100,000 people in Somerville in 2015, 
double the rate of Somerset County. Somerville also had high-
er rates than Somerset County for burglary or larceny, mo-
tor vehicle thefts, and robbery (PM Comm. Prof. Somerville).

Property Tax Information

The New Jersey Department of Community Affairs shows 
the average median home value in Somerville is $371,442 and 
generates on average $8,506 in real estate tax (NJ DCA B).

Arts and Culture

Somerville hosts many arts and cultural events year-round. Some are 
targeted towards families and children, others focus on millennials and 
young adults, and others are tailored to Somerville’s aging residents. 
The Downtown Somerville’s website (“Somerville Main Events”, 2019) 
and Facebook page, in addition to the Borough’s website (“Somerville 
History”, 2019), promote many of these events. Some events include:
• Girls’ Night Out, shopping, food, and beverage deals
• St. Patrick’s Parade
• Summer Stage, live music every Friday and Saturday night 

during the summer
• Cruise Nights, classic cars on display
• Central Jersey Jazz Fest
• Starlit Cinema, outdoor movies on Thursday nights in July 

and August
• Resale Extravaganza
• Spooktacular, Halloween event35 2 Single family homes include all one-unit structures, both attached and detached. Townhouses or duplexes include one-unit attached homes, 

as well as housing units with two units. Units in small apartment building are buildings with 3 to 49 units; large apartment buildings include 
buildings with 50 units or more. Other types of housing include vans, boats, recreational vehicles, or other units.
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• Girls on the Run 5K
• Holiday Jubilee
• Community Yoga
• Detox and Retox, yoga and beer
• Division Street Yoga
• Guided walking tours

Improvement District Background

Origins, Formations, Objective 

Somerville began its downtown revitalization by joining the Main 
Street Program when this national initiative from the National Trust 
for Historic Preservation originated some four decades ago (the Main 
Street Program is described in detail in the following section). Follow-
ing the success of the Program, Somerville formed the second-ev-
er improvement district in New Jersey in 1988 and “led the way”, 
according to Seth Grossman, a Rutgers professor of public admin-
istration who specializes in business district management (Cooper, 
2011). Somerville’s DID was originally an extension of the Borough 
and a quasi-governmental organization; towards the end of 2018, 
the district management corporation split from the borough and 
became a standalone nonprofit called The Downtown Somerville 
Alliance (DSA) (N. Pineiro, personal communication, April 30, 2019).
 
The DSA manages Somerville’s improvement district and “promotes, 
enhances and revitalizes Somerville’s downtown as a thriving com-
mercial district and community-gathering place for residents, shop-
pers and visitors from Somerville, Somerset County, and Central 
New Jersey” (“About Downtown Somerville Alliance”). The DSA’s 
nonprofit status helped widen the scope of potential projects and 
programs. By reducing red tape, the DSA is able to work more 
closely with local business owners to execute their shared vision.

The DSA is currently working on an updated strategic plan for the DID. 
Though the vision and mission will remain the same, the specific goals will 
adapt to support a growing and progressive downtown. The 2013-2018 
Strategic Plan is available online at www.downtownsomerville.com.

Location, Organization, and Membership 

The DID runs from Mountain Avenue to Meadow Street along Main 
Street, and extends one block north and south, including High Street 
and Veterans Memorial Drive. It takes approximately 15 minutes to 
walk across the district. Division Street, a pedestrian-only zone, is sim-
ilarly encompassed in the SID. During the warmer months, tables and 
chairs are set up for public use (N. Pineiro, personal communication, 
April 30, 2019). The Downtown Somerville Alliance’s board is com-
prised of twelve local business owners, elected officials, and public ad-
ministrators (“About Downtown Somerville Alliance”). Natalie Pineiro, 
the Executive Director of DSA, joined the nonprofit in January of 2019.

Governance and Finance

The special assessment fee for businesses in the improvement dis-
trict in Somerville as of 2001 is 0.087% of assessed property value 
(Cooper, 2011). Though currently in flux due to the change in DMC 
structure (public to nonprofit), the 2019 operating budget is approxi-
mately $560,000. Nearly 100% of the funds are raised by the assess-
ment fee. The remaining dollars are generated through sponsorships 
of programs and events, grants, and in-kind services from the Bor-
ough (such as police presence at events for security and help from the 
Department of Public Works) (N. Pineiro, personal communication, 
April 30, 2019). Somerville approves the DSA’s budget each year.

The DSA’s budget funds downtown physical improvements and 
projects to the downtown (such as streetscape plantings and hol-
iday decorations), offsets the cost of business-generating events 
(such as the Somerville Jazz Festival and ever-popular classic car 
nights), “helps finance studies and reports intended to convince the
governing body to make changes to laws or regulations that could help 
further improve the area” (such as making some streets one-way or adding 
parking) (Cooper, 2011), and employs a lean staff of approximately two. 

A project in 2011 raised funds to fully rebuild Somerville’s pub-
lic parking lots 1 and 2 and install a new pay-station system. The 
DSA arranged approximately $1 million in loans to help fund the 
project, including a $600,000 zero-interest loan (Cooper, 2011).
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The Somerville DID has been extremely successful in years past and 
shows no sign of slowing down. Many projects are slated for the coming 
months and years, including: treescaping to address overgrown trees in 
the area, placemaking features and events, installing new infrastructure 
(banner poles, banners, and seasonal plantings), and a rebranding cam-
paign for the DSA (N. Pineiro, personal communication, April 30, 2019).
 
Previously, a high-end ShopRite grocery store opened in downtown 
Somerville in 2011, in addition to a revitalized rail station. The DSA’s 
goal is to push for continued growth and envisions in the near future 
a “24-hour bustling, thriving center” that spans the downtown area 
and hosts all different groups coming at all different times” (Coo-
per, 2011). Division Street is slated to become an arts destination.
 
The DID’s success, however, has altered Somerville’s housing mar-
ket and demographics. The Borough now draws in more young 
professionals, newly-weds, and single people who live in down-
town studio and one-bedroom apartments, near the train station; 
the blue collar legacy families continue to prefer single family de-
tached homes. There are at times a disconnect between the two 
populations. DSA actively works to provide benefits to the commu-
nity at large (N. Pineiro, personal communication, April 30, 2019).
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Other Downtown Revitalization Strategies

Main Street Program

Introduction

Main Street America is a nationally-utilized, historic preservation-fo-
cused approach to community revitalization. The national historic 
preservation movement first began in 1931, and today there are over 
2,300 historic districts in the United States (DVRPC, nd). The Main 
Street approach was subsequently created in the 1980’s and since has 
been successfully used in conjunction with Downtown Improvement 
Districts. Moreover, this program is especially recognizable for its use in 
small towns (Robertson 2004). The Main Street program incorporates 
an approach called the “Four Points Approach”, which is known to of-
fer a useful organizational structure for planned revitalization. Down-
town Improvement Districts, furthermore, offer expanded funding 
mechanisms that compliment the management structure offered by 
the Main Street approach (Wagner, personal communication, 2-26-
19). Historic preservation may furthermore be especially significant in 
New Jersey in the near future; there is a current proposed state Historic 
Tax Credit of 25 percent for the state of New Jersey (Insider NJ, 2019). 

The Main Street Program Nationally

Since its founding in 1980, the Main Street America  has been a na-
tionally-utilized historic preservation-focused tool that is centered 
on community-based revitalization initiatives. According to Robert-
son (2004), “The Main Street Approach is arguably the most widely 
used and heralded method of downtown revitalization - especially 
for smaller cities - in the United States” (p. 56). Main Street Ameri-
ca was originally created out of a demonstration program from the 
National Trust for Historic Preservation in 1977 (Prusak, 2017). By 
2017,  Main Street America programs generated $4.48 billion in local 
reinvestment, aided in opening 6,211 net new businesses, generat-
ed 30,294 net new jobs, catalyzed the rehabilitation of 8,737 histor-
ic buildings, and clocked 2.7 million volunteer hours.” (DFM, 2018).

Figure 19:

If enacted, this state Historic Tax Credit coupled with the 
broader preexisting national Historic Tax credit could pro-
vide Dunellen with historic tax credits of almost 50 percent.
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The Main Street program has touted a variety of benefits and chal-
lenges since its creation. A 2017 survey of 190 of the nation’s Main 
Street America programs found that the greatest challenges expe-
rienced by Main Street program organizers were of filling business 
vacancies, retaining downtown businesses, expanding housing in the 
Main Street district, parking, averting construction, and sustaining fi-
nancing (MSA, 2017).  Benefits experienced by survey respondents 
included support of businesses, strength in partnerships, facade im-
provements, successful events, strategies for planning development, 
and improved streetscapes (MSA, 2017). The following section de-
scribes observations from national overview data pertaining to Main 
Street America, collected by a graduate redevelopment studio course 
at the Edward J. Bloustein School of Planning and Public Policy.

Findings from the 2017 Main Street Trends Survey

Most Recent Common Benefits 
of the Main Street Program

Most Recent Challenges associated 
with the Main Street Program

Business Support Filling Vacancies

Strong Partnerships Sustaining Financing

Facade Improvements Retaining Downtown Businesses

Successful Events Expand Housing

Strategic Planning Parking

New Streetscapes Dealing with Construction

Source: (MSA, 2017)

Figure 20:

In 2017, graduate student researchers at the Bloustein School of Plan-
ning and Public Policy found that as of 2016, over four billion dollars 
have been allocated to communities with a Main Street program. In-
vestment peaked in 2006, shortly followed by a significant drop from 
2007-2012. Dollars invested nationally in the Main Street program have 
been steadily rising since 2014. In New Jersey, reinvestment through 
the Main Street Program may result in positive benefits. From 1995 to 
2016, State-supported Main Street New Jersey efforts garnered over 
$1 billion of private reinvestment in the state’s Main Street districts. As 
of May 2018, a reinstatement of funding for New Jersey’s Main Street 
programs was established in the sum of $500,000 (NJB Magazine, 2019).

Coinciding with the pattern of dollars invested nationally in the 
Main Street program, the number of building rehabs performed na-
tionally, as shown in chart two, skyrocketed in 2005, and has since 
evened out. The recorded number of new jobs similarly increased 
in 2004. While we do not have access to longitudinal data for the 
state of New Jersey for comparison, a local business news source 
recently reported that “For the last two decades, Main Street New 
Jersey districts created a net gain of 10,301 full-time jobs in 2,560 
new and expanded businesses. Additionally, MSNJ local districts 
have supported more than 6,000 building preservation, improve-
ment and construction projects, resulting in more than 1,700 down-
town residential units at all affordability levels” (NJB Magazine, 2019).

Main Street Program in New Jersey and Four-Point Approach

The Main Street Program in New Jersey has been in ef-
fect since 1989 (OMSNJ, 2016). Currently, there are 18 Main 
Street Programs in New Jersey (EJB, 2018). New Jersey’s Main 
Street programs are located throughout the state, large-
ly along the Delaware River Gateway regions (EJB 2018).

Locally, as well as nationally, the Main Street program incorpo-
rates an approach involving transformation strategies organized 
around “Four Points” (Brightfind, 2019). These points include Eco-
nomic Vitality, Design, Promotion, and Organization. The Na-
tional Main Street Center writes that “A revitalization program’s 
work - and its transformation strategies - need to be informed by 
a solid understanding of local and regional market data, and sus-
tained and inclusive community engagement” (Brightfind, 2019).

Used in conjunction, the Main Street “Four Points” Approach is uti-
lized by communities across the United States to help to garner revi-
talization and economic development. Economic Vitality, or econom-
ic value, involves a focus on market mechanisms to create long-term 
revitalization changes.  These changes could include strategies such 
as, but not limited to, recruiting new businesses, finding new mar-
kets for existing businesses, and making use of existing unused spaces 
for business. Design, or “place value”, emphasized the aesthetics of 
the commercial district’s  physical image. Changes in design could 
include, for instance, street cleanup, landscaping, and street furniture.
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The National Main Street Program Activities, 1995-2016
Year Dollars 

Reinvested 
in Billions

Net New 
Businesses

Net New 
Jobs

Number of 
Buildings 
Rehabs

Volunteer 
Hours

1995 5.80 33,000 115,000 34,000 -

1996 1.20 6,732 27,927 - -

1997 1.60 4,068 18,673 48,800 -

1998 2.30 3,200 12,400 12,100 -

1999 1.90 4,000 19,000 1,100 -

2000 2.40 1,000 13,000 17,000 -

2001 0.90 4,300 20,900 9,700 -

2002 0.90 1,100 4,782 5,034 -

2003 1.30 3,177 12,863 2,549 -

2004 5.00 6,423 63,825 10,896 -

2005 8.20 5,387 23,047 71,548 -

2006 10.10 5,412 17,731 8,093 5,573,976

2007 3.30 5,110 21,366 12,699 6,886,603

2008 3.90 4,941 20,536 7,081 8,512,015

2009 0.10 6,326 26,869 7,663 10,056,258

2010 2.20 5,332 18,990 7,512 11,822,142

2011 2.50 5,453 11,926 7,389 14,141,768

2012 2.10 4,703 24,604 7,037 -

2013 0.03 5,298 26,778 7,343 1,965,377

2014 3.10 5,548 28,340 8,294 2,231,403

2015 3.90 5,966 28,403 8,173 2,288,502

2016 4.65 5,616 27,462 8,042 2,134,301

Total 67.38 132,092 584,422 302,053 65,612,345

Source: NJ Office of Information Technology, Office of GIS (NJOT - OGIS)3

Figure 22:Figure 21:

3 According to the NJ Bureau of GIS, there are 18 New Jersey Main Street Programs. Seven of these 
Main Street Programs are simultaneously located within Downtown Improvement Districts. These seven 
Main Street programs are: Highland Park; Jersey City; Montclair; Plumstead Township; Somerville; South 
Orange; and Vineland. The remaining eleven Main Street Programs are: West Orange; Westfield; Boonton; 
Bridgeton; Hammonton; Lawrence Township; Maple Shade; Millville; Mount Holly; Salem; and Woodbury 
(Prepared by EJB, 2018).
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Promotion, or social value, emphasizes the importance of marketing 
and promoting the commercial district by creating a brand for the dis-
trict that leaves the public excited to explore and spend money there. 
Promotion may be an especially important point of the Four-Point ap-
proach; a 2004 study on the Main Street Four-Point approach found 
that promotion was consistently the most heavily used component 
(Robertson).  Organization, or civic value, places an emphasis on the 
importance of a diverse, stable, and representative group of organiz-
ers for the commercial district, under the reasoning that these factors 
are a catalyst for long term positive economic change (OMSNJ, 2016).

The Main Street “Four Points” Approach

Economic
Vitality

Design Promotion Organization

Asset Leveraging 
Purpose

“Economic 
Value”

“Place Value” “Social 
Value”

“Civic Value”

General Leveraging 
Purpose

“Leverges 
entrepreneurs 
and capital”

“Leverages the 
built history 
and place”

“Leverages 
the cultural 
history and 
present”

“Leverages an engaged 
public”

Strategy for Economic 
Development

Leasing Property 
Development

Marketing Human and Financial 
Resource Management

Sources: Asset leveraging row, OMSNJ, 2016; General Leveraging Purpose row, Brightfind, 2019; Strategy for economic development, OMSNJ, 2016.

Figure 23:

The Main Street Program and Business Improvement District

According to Kennedy Smith, director of the National Main Street 
Center, “as many as 20 percent of Main Street programs (nation-
ally) already have a DID. That number is likely to grow as down-
town businesses recognize the importance of supporting a viral 
downtown” (Houston, 2010, NP).  In New Jersey, there are nine 
communities that have both a DID and a Main Street (Bloustein 
Data, 2017). Two factors that could lead to the simultaneous incor-
poration  of a Main Street and a DID are that (1) DIDs are a po-
tential financing tool for a Main Street program, and (2) the Main 
Street program could provide a useful, community-oriented im-
plementation structure for Downtown Improvement Districts.

A 2017 survey of 190 Main Street programs found that respondent re-
ceived the majority of their funding for their Main Street from public 
funding sources (40 percent), events and festival revenue (18 percent), 
sponsorships (10 percent), and memberships (10 percent) (MSA, 2017). 
A Downtown Improvement District is an important option out of of a 
variety of potential funding sources for a Main Street. Matt Wagner of 
the National Main Street Center, Inc., explains that “DIDs are not as 
much as a revitalization approach or methodology but simply a funding 
mechanism/tool to do revitalization work. Whereas Main Street is a 
methodology, and often will use Whereas Main Street is a methodolo-
gy, and often will use DID legislation as a funding tool to help carry-out  

the “Approach,” along with other fund-
ing tools like memberships, fundraisers, 
corporate and business sponsorships, 
city contributions, etc.” (Wagner, per-
sonal communication, 2-26-19). As a fi-
nancial  Analogy for the relationship be-
tween Downtown Improvement Districts 
and the Main Street program, the office 
of Main Street New Jersey explains that 
“an Improvement District is a mechanism 
for funding, not a business model. Think 
of your commercial district as a car. The 
Improvement District represents the 
gasoline (or up to 70% of it), while the 
Main Street Approach serves as the driv-
er and the GPS.” (OMSNJ, 2016, p.36).

Lawrence Houston explains further that “the four Main Street principles 
… give participants a blueprint to follow, while [DIDs] plan, organize and 
operate based on local priorities that can differ widely. The overall ob-
jective- producing better commercial centers – is common to both, al-
though DIDs define this more in terms of economic functioning and Main 
Streets with greater emphasis on appearance and design” (2010, NP).

41



Du
ne

lle
n D

ow
nt

ow
n I

m
pr

ov
em

en
t D

ist
ric

t
O

th
er

 R
ev

it
al

iz
at

io
n 

Timing of Implementation

While DIDs may offer a complimentary funding structure for Main 
Street programs, the Main Street Approach may offer a dependable 
management structure for Downtown Improvement Districts. To 
elaborate, a 2010 survey of Main Street programs implemented in 
Pennsylvania found that two variables emerged as significant predic-
tors of MSP sustainability: the existence of a Downtown Improve-
ment District (DID), and managers’ perceived effectiveness at using 
the Main Street Four-Point Approach (Kimmel and Schoening, 2011).

Timing is also a topic of interest regarding the implementation of 
a Main Street program and  Downtown Improvement District. Re-
search on the timeline for forming a DID and a Main Street simul-
taneously are mixed; for instance, findings from a state-wide 2016 
study by the University of Wisconsin found that while some respon-
dents held strong beliefs about one program needing to be imple-
mented before the other, others found that the programs work best 
when implemented a the same time (Prusak, 2017).  The New Jersey 
Department of Community Affairs provides a local perspective, ex-
plaining that “Assigning an already effective Main Street Program as 
the DMC of an Improvement District (or adding a Main Street Pro-
gram to an existing Improvement District) is often a very successful 
approach to ensuring ongoing success in your downtown” (NJDCA, 
2019).  Regardless of the timing of implementation, it is clear that 
the incorporation of a Downtown Improvement District alongside 
a Main Street is increasingly of interest, both nationally and locally.

National Main Street Examples

Economic
Development
Strategies

Strategy Details Main Street Program 
Funding/Structure

• Adopt a Planter 
Event

• Focuses on beau-
tifying the down-
town by adding 
planters outside of 
businesses.

• The program partnered 
with the local 4-H club 
to install and upkeep 
them; together they 
added 32 planters to 
their downtown corri-
dor. 

• Partnership with the de-
partment of local affairs 
in the town.

• Painted murals 
throughout their 
community;

• Decorate the 
community 
for the holiday 
season;

• Annual Arbor 
Day celebration

• Annual Brewfest

• Each mural rep-
resents aspects of 
the community.

• Yearly hanging of 
lights during the 
December holiday 
season.

• Arbor Day involves 
cardboard recy-
cling, tree educa-
tion and plantings.

• Brewfest is a craft 
beer festival which 
brings breweries 
from around the 
area. This is a main 
fundraiser for the 
mainstreet.

• The materials and time 
were all donated to the 
community by a local 
painting company, busi-
ness, and a local artist 
created a painting;

• funded by the town and 
labor is put forth by the 
Kiwanis club; 

• This event is paid for by/
sponsored by the Rotary 
Club, Kiwanis, and the 
Boys and Girls Club of 
Willington;

• Brewfest funds the Main 
Street program’s beauti-
fication projects and pro-
motion for the down-
town; they received a 
grant from AARP to in-
stall lighted crosswalks in 
their downtown

Sources: (“About Main Street Mount Pleasant - Mount Pleasant Area Chamber Of Commerce” 2019); 
(“Flowers On Main” 2019); (“Wellington Chamber Update - June/July 2018 - Wellington Main Streets Program” 
2018).

Economic 
Development 
Strategies

Strategy Details Main Street Program 
Funding/Structure

• Saving of the 
Green Beer Walk;

• Music on Main;
• Wings in the 

Spring;
• Bikes and Burgers;

• Craft beer festival;
• Monthly music 

performances on 
main street;

• Chicken wing cook-
off in the park;

• Motorcycle festival 
with local restau-
rants;

Main Street Program is 
strictly volunteer-run, 
and they only have 
one paid person on 
staff. Additionally, the 
Main Street Program 
is operated out of the 
Town’s Chamber of 
Commerce. 42

Figure 24:
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Arts and Culture
Nationally

Art  is an increasingly utilized tool for urban and community regen-
eration. Cities and communities are increasingly seeing new cultural 
institutions, cultural districts, and commissions for art in public spaces 
(Miles, 2007). Though inclusion of the arts and culture in community de-
velopment practice is not yet universal, the degree to which investors 
and policy makers are looking towards the arts and creative industries 
is far greater than it was several years ago (Jackson, 2012). For instance, 
The Arts and Cultural Production Satellite Account (ACPSA) by the 
U.S. Department of Commerce’s Bureau of Economic Analysis (BEA) 
show that arts and cultural economic activity nationwide increased 
by an inflation-adjusted 4.9 percent in 2015. That compares with a 
0.4 percent increase in 2014. Moreover, arts and cultural economic 
activity accounted for 4.2 percent of gross domestic product (GDP), 
or $763.6 billion, in 2015 (BEA 2018). In comparison to prior years, the 
chare of arts and culture in the GDP has increased; in 2011, 3.2 per-
cent, or $504 billion, of the gross domestic product was attributable 
to arts and cultural production (Bennett, 2014). Moreover, the Amer-
icans for the Arts National statistical economic report explains that 
nonprofit arts and culture organizations in the US accumulate into a 
$135.2 billion dollar industry. They support 4.1 million full-time jobs and 
generate $22.3 billion in government revenue annually (AFTA, 2010).

Cultural Economies and  Creative Placemaking

The creative economy represents the latest wave of interest in the arts 
and culture as a post-industrial urban revitalization strategy (Stern & 
Seifert, 2008). The logic is that attracting the “creative class” to a region 
or community will generate jobs and tax revenue; eventually benefit-
ting all citizens (Stern & Seifert, 2008). Artists represent a powerful la-
bor force whose contributions are just beginning to emerge recogniz-
ably,  and proximity to arts and cultural offerings is increasingly believed 
to alter people’s tastes and preferences in ways that change the types 
of goods and services that they spend their money on (NEA, 2008; 
Markusen, Gadwa, & Barbour, 2013). Moreover, along with holding a 
significant place in our economy, artists and art organizations carry a 
cultural extensiveness and a unique ability to express and communi-
cate across an array of diverse groups. The arts are argued to inspire 
intrinsically, entertain, deliver beauty, critique social issues, communi-
cate our rich differences and make us think in new ways (Webb, 2013).

In as little as a decade, arts and culture have begun to contribute 
to meeting community conditions and fostering development 
on an intrinsic social level. The use of creative engagement to fos-
ter community development, not only in a market oriented fash-
ion, is just beginning to be seen with significance through research 
(Stern & Seifert, 2008). In 2009, Ann Markusen and Anne Gadwa 
refined the concept of “creative placemaking” as “an action of part-
ners from public, private, nonprofit, and community sectors that 
strategically shapes the physical and social character of a neigh-
borhood, town, tribe, city, or region around arts and cultural ac-
tivities. Creative placemaking animates public and private spaces, 
rejuvenates structures and streetscapes, improves local business vi-
ability and public safety, and brings diverse people together to cel-
ebrate, inspire, and be inspired.” (Markusen & Gadwa, 2014, p.1).

Creative placemaking is also defined as when artists, arts organiza-
tions, and community development practitioners deliberately inte-
grate arts and culture into community revitalization work, making 
sure the arts find a permanent home at the “table.” Additionally, 
creative placemaking can be a way to strategically engage the arts 
in economic development priorities. Jamie Bennett, executive Di-
rector of Artplace America, outlined four foundational functions 
of creative placemaking; these functions include 1) Strengthening 
economic development, 2) encouraging civic engagement, 3)build-
ing resiliency, and 4) contributing to quality of life (Bennett, 2014).
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Jamie Bennett’s “Foundational Functions of Creative Placemaking

Strengthening local eco-
nomic development

Envouraging civic 
engagement

Build resiliency Contributing to quality 
of life

Arts are often consumed 
in-person: supports 
Foot traffic (arts venues, 
museums, etc) (Bennett, 
2014)

Can provide a sense 
of community identi-
ty and agency (people 
are stewards of a 
shared space) (Ben-
nett, 2014)

People who partici-
pate in arts are more  
likely to engage civi-
cally beyond the arts. 
(Catterall, 2012)

A shared sense of iden-
tity is a stepping stone 
to resiliency: Arts and 
arts organizations can 
drive “community at-
tacgment” by fostering 
social offerings, a wel-
coming atmosphere, 
and aesthetic beauty 
(TKF, 2010)

“Creative placemaking 
creates more vibrant 
and livable places by 
offering social activities
and improving an area’s 
aesthetics.” (Bennett, 
2014)

Arts and cultural leisure 
activities are regularly 
among the quality of 
life offerings
that are present in 
the “vibrant, close-in 
neighborhoods” that 
are seeing population 
growth.(Cortright, 
2005)

Arts and Culture Case Study: Rahway, New Jersey

Source:: RABP, ND

Development History of Rahway

Rahway was first settled in 1665 after the US 
government granted the land to settlers from 
Long Island and New England. The major attrac-
tion of the settlement was the Rahway River, 
named after chief Rahwack of the Lenni-Lenape 
tribe. The river was used by various settlements 
for the first 20 years of Rahway’s colonial his-
tory. By 1700 there were several roads to Rah-
way, and by 1835, the building of a railroad fur-
thered development and population increase. 
Rahway soon became the Union County’s most 
industrialized municipality, with carriage mak-
ing as its primary industry, later followed by a 
successful clothing manufacturing industry.

Rahway was incorporated as a City in 1858, the 
year following the formation of Union Coun-
ty. Rahway became increasingly urbanized with 
the lighting of city streets in 1857, the creation 
of a library in 1869, and with the construc-
tion of an opera house in 187 4. By the 1900’s 
new enterprises such as Merck and Company 
(1903) and the Wheatena Company (1907) re-
placed Rahway’s original carriage making and 
clothing manufacturing industries. With these 
changes came both new affluent suburban 
housing as well as worker housing. Housing 
development again boomed shortly after the 
depression, as well as the redevelopment of 
various areas in the city. Later urban renewal 
programs of the 1960s brought the redevelop-
ment of older structures on the Rahway River.
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Following urban renewal Rahway’s development was considered 
by some full and stable. Following decades brought little new de-
velopment and a subsequent loss in population, followed by a de-
cline in employment. The city’s once thriving downtown retail sec-
tor soon declined impactfully during the 1980’s. This shift fostered 
a pro-active role by the residents and local government to foster 
economic development and support growth and employment in 
Merk & Company, Inc, the city’s remaining industry. Following the 
1980’s was an expansion of the Rahway Hospital and a variety of 
the city’s smaller manufacturing and business enterprises. The 
City formulated a plan to revitalize the Central Business District in 
1990, resulting in the formation of the Rahway Center Partnership.

By 2010 many plans for revitalization continued. The City re-
built its community facilities- most notably City Hall, developed a 
new firehouse and post office, and undertook a renovation of the 
Union County Arts Center, the city’s main cultural center. Hous-
ing rehabilitation and development, including storm-water damage 
prevention, was underway. By 2010 plans to revitalize Rahway’s 
riverfront were created. New walkways and bike trails were added 
into the riverfront area, and a plan for stormwater drainage and 
water quality improvement, as well as improvements to the city’s 
schools, library, and police force were established (TCR, 1996).

The Improvement District

Rahway first adopted an ordinance to create a Downtown Improve-
ment District in September of 1993 with the formal intention to 
“promote economic growth and encourage commercial develop-
ment and improve the business climate (Hrwyna 2018; (SCNJAD, 
2018, NP). By 2014, an ordinance was enacted to expand Rahway’s 
Downtown Improvement District to include all non-residential and 
non-public properties in the city, as well as all residential properties 
containing more than four units (SCNJAD, 2018). Before this enact-
ment, the DID properties of Rahway Downtown Improvement Dis-
trict were largely scattered throughout the middle, northern, east-
ern, and southern regions of the city (SCNJAD, 2018). While the 
DID has been approved, the decision to expand Rahway’s Down-
town Improvement District has been unsuccessfully argued against 
in trial court into October of 2018 through the case titled Friends 
of Rahway Business, LLC, v. Rahway Municipal Council (Segal, 2018).

The Rahway Arts and Business Partnership (RABP), District Management 
Corporation

The Rahway Arts and Business Partnership (RABP) is a nonprofit arts 
and economic development organization that serves as a District 
Management Corporation for Rahway’s Downtown Improvement 
District (Hrwyna, 2019). Moreover, the RABP is operated by funds 
from the city’s Downtown Improvement District (NEA 2019). As a 
district management corporation, the RABP acts as an advisory board 
to Rahway’s Mayor and Council, while also providing an organization-
al structure for arts and culture-focused development in Rahway. The 
Rahway Arts and Business Partnership was first established in 2009 to 
“promote and enhance the business, educational, civic, and cultural life 
of the [Downtown] Improvement District of Rahway” (RABP, 2019a).

RABP Managment  and Financial Structure

The RABP is a nonprofit corporation that is governed by a board of 
trustees, one council member who serves as a representative, and 
two staff members. The board of trustees comprises seven mem-
bers, including a president, a vice president, a treasurer, and four 
trustees (RABP, 2019a). Staff members include an executive director 
and a managing director. The managing director and executive di-
rector are operational managers for the RABP. Moreover, the man-
aging director’s responsibilities for the RABP overlap with other re-
sponsibilities in serving the city of Rahway; the RABP director acts 
as an Economic Development Specialist for the city (RABP, 2017).

Total Assessed
Value

Assessments on 
BID Properties

$130,000

$4
4,5

15Fundraising &
Other Sources

Figure 26:
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Funding
Allocation

Programming, 
Salaries, & Expenses

Fundraising &
Other Sources

$12,569

$130,000

Figure 27:

Funding for the RABP’s programs comes from two sources: 1) a spe-
cial assessment on properties within the Downtown Improvement 
District, and 2) fund raising events undertaken by the RABP which 
promote the District and its goals. In 2017, the RAPB was provided 
$130,000 from the City of Rahway through a special assessment on 
properties within Rahway’s Downtown Improvement District. An ad-
ditional $44, 515 was provided through the RABP’s events, as well as 
other sources. Most of the RABP’s operating budget was allocated to-
wards programming, salaries, and expenses ($161, 946) (RABP, 2017).

Activities, Programs, and Other Key Elements of the RABP

The RAPB organizes the Rahway’s-development activities into two 
categories: Special Events and Ongoing Programs. Rahway’s Taste of 
Spring is an example of a special event that has been occurring annu-
ally since the year 2000. This event has developed to become one of 
the largest and best-attended tasting events in New Jersey (RT, 2019). 
Ongoing programs happen on a regular basis; Cinco Rahway is an 
example of low-cost, ongoing program (CR, 2019). Cinco Rahway is a 
social media facilitated event that occurs on the 5th of every month. 
Participants simply make the effort to do something fun/social and 
post their activities to social media using a designated hashtag.

This event is unique because it is a low-to-no-cost cultur-
al development tool that offers a flexibility to overlap with as-
pects of business development beyond arts-related activities.
In addition to special events and ongoing programs, the RABP has sup-
ported its arts-and-culture-based development with correspondence 
to six additional key elements: The “Art Building”; the Union County 
Performing Arts Center; various classes; an artwork display program; 
a Summer Concert Series; and the Culture Crawl (RABP, 2019b).

Two physical structures of importance to Rahway’s arts-based de-
velopment are the “Art Building” and the Union County perform-
ing Arts Center (UPAC). The Union County Performing Arts Center 
(UCPAC) was first built in the 1930’s. After falling into disinvestment 
from the 1950’s into the 1970’s, the UCPAC was redeveloped by 
Rahway Landmarks, and local preservation nonprofit corporation. 
Today. The UCPAC serves as a multipurpose venue for the perform-
ing arts and is listed in both the state and national registers of his-
toric sites. The center is managed by a nonprofit organization, vol-
unteers, and residents (UCPAC, 2019). The Art Building is a gallery 
Space that provides a platform for artists to showcase their work.

The Art Building

Source:: RABP, NDa
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UCPAC

In addition to the Art Building, the RABP facilitates a program dedicat-
ed to artwork display and rehearsal space. The city’s Local Artists, Lo-
cal Venues program is organized to connect local artists with business-
es in Rahway’s town center that seek a rotating display of artwork, or 
the professional skills that artists possess. The RABP stores artists’ dig-
ital application materials, sent exclusively through an online platform, 
within a database available to Rahway businesses (RH, 2019). The RABP 
also facilitates a variety of arts and culture-related educational oppor-
tunities throughout the city. Classes and private lessons for adults 
and children are hosted through a variety of organizations including 
the YMCA, UCPAC, and others. The RABP also offers workshops 
and camps for children facilitated through the UCPAC, including the 
UCPAC Summer Theater Camp and Acting Academy (RABP, 2019c).

In addition to a variety of special events and ongoing programs, 
there is one program and one event facilitated by the RABP that 
are both especially relevant: The Mayor’s Summer Concert Se-
ries and the Culture Crawl (RABP, 2019d). The Mayor’s Summer 
Concert Series is a weekly ongoing event that occurs each Thurs-
day in August: the City of Rahway partners with the UCPAC to 
host a variety of musicians in front (or inside) of the theater.

The Culture Crawl is a free, one-day arts festival that occurs 
in Rahway’s downtown area. The Culture Crawl comprises 
of classes and activities, dance, music, and performance art-
ists, shopping, and a film festival, all located within designat-
ed zones throughout the downtown area. Shopping in the 
downtown area retail businesses and eating at local restau-
rants is encouraged during the culture crawl (RABP, 2019e).

Murals and Enhancing Public Spaces

Both the Main Street program and the Rahway case 
study embody themes of incorporating aesthetic en-
hancement and related arts and culture activities as 
means to revitalize, especially in a downtown setting. 
There are clearly further dimensions to this quality of 
life enhancement approach to revitalization and we 
briefly consider two such elements in the concluding 
portions of this report dealing with encouraging pub-
lic arts through murals and enhancing public spaces. 

Public art is most effective when it is created through a 
comprehensive orientation toward community approach-
es and involvement. Utilizing arts-based development and 
revitalization as an overall community development strat-
egy has been. As in the example of Rahway, arts and cul-
ture was used as the basis of the plan, rather than serving 
as one component of a development plan, the underlying 
conviction for the community-wide revitalization effort is 
that the arts are a key to revitalizing the community. While 
arts events alone are not enough, Phillips (2004, p. 118) 
notes, “it is the integration of the arts into overall commu-
nity development strategy and planning, including encour-
aging wide-spread citizen participation, that seems to be 
[the most] effective community development approach.”
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The arts can be a powerful catalyst for community development 
and stimulating local economies. Public art is an increasingly useful 
tool for economic development in downtowns. Public art can take 
on a lot of different forms, mediums, and representations, and the 
Rutgers studio focused specifically on murals as a source of pub-
lic art. Murals are a relatively inexpensive method for downtown 
revitalization, which often makes public art and murals a desirable 
first step in arts and culture oriented revitalization. In order to ex-
pand on the literature on murals and downtown revitalization, and 
with special thanks to Stuart Koperweis the Rutgers Studio met 
with renowned artist Duda Penteado (www.dudapenteado.com).

Mural by Duda Penteado. Source: Penteado, 2014, p. 167

Image series of Penteado’s Jersey City student collaboration. Source: “123dudapenteado” 

Penteado is a Brazilian artist and New Jersey 
resident who has done impressively exten-
sive public art work within his community in 
Jersey City. Penteado met with our Studio 
class, representatives from the communi-
ty of Dunellen, Cassandra Olivera-Moreno 
from Mason Gross School of the Arts, and 
DID expert Stuart Koperweis on March 25, 
2019. He presented his work and his process 
and began an enriching conversation around 
the role of public art in communities and, 
specifically, working with the local schools to 
create the public art. According to Penteado, 
the main premise of his process for public art 
is to address and understand how cities can 
make a difference not just by building struc-
tures, but through community connection. 
Penteado’s methods for public art are em-
bedded in a larger history of informal public 
art such as graffiti and street art installation. 
From this history, Penteado began expand-
ing on the role of murals and their access to 
the public in his community of Jersey City.
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Mural by Duda Penteado. Source: Penteado, 2014, p. 164

To build a sustainable public arts initiative in a community, Penteado 
carefully walked us through his process of how to get local school and 
students involved. He has cultivated a thriving and self-sustaining--
both financially and institutionally--public arts program for students in 
Jersey City through a program called Jersey City Mural Arts Program 
(JCMAP). In addition, media company Unshakeable Productions has 
created an associated film directed by Penteado about the JCMAP mu-
rals in Jersey City titled “How Many Lives?” The film relates the larger 
social  and political aspects of public art and highlights the multidimen-
sional aesthetic, social and economic accomplishments of the JCMAP. 

The infrastructure and sustainability of the mural and education pro-
gram in Jersey City, Penteado noted, can also be largely credited to co-
alitions with non-profit partnerships that make the public art a success.

These types of public art works and programs can be scaled up 
and scaled down according to the community needs and budgets 
within which they are embedded. The Borough of Dunellen, while 
it is not the size and density of Jersey City, has a significant and la-
tent capacity for building an arts initiative tethered to education 
curriculum and development. This would require participation and49
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commitment from the Dunellen public school system to begin build-
ing and sustaining a mural arts program. Following the template of 
JCMAP, this would be a coalitional effort to fortify the prospect 
of a multi-pronged effort of forming a murals program through 
the public school system, that is then sustained through non-prof-
it partnerships, and other funding streams for training students.

Another alternative to producing murals in the Borough of Dunellen 
is to hire artists from within or outside the community. The Walldogs 
(www.thewalldogs.com), for example, is an international network of 
skilled artists who specialize in murals that are creative and represent 
the community within which they’re made. The Walldog movement 
began in Allerton, Iowa in 1993 and was hosted by Nancy Bennett, 
when Dozens of sign artists arrived in Allerton to paint several large 
historic wall advertisements signs and military-themed murals. Since 
then, the Walldog Movement has continued to grow (“Hire a Wall-
dog”). Through the “Hire a Walldog” process, a locally registered 
Walldog would be assigned to the mural project in the community, 
which often gets a great deal of good publicity, and is often turned 
into an event for the community. Financing a mural with Walldogs 
varies on the project scale and community, but it is an internationally 
established collection of artists that the Borough of Dunellen should 
certainly look into if they want privately sourced mural production. 
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Creative Placemaking: Dunellen

Creative placemaking is a considerable approach to a downtown 
revitalization strategy. As discussed earlier in the Arts and Culture 
section, creative placemaking aims to create strong public spaces us-
ing strategies that increase interactions and strengthen connections 
between people in existing spaces. Dunellen’s downtown currently 
suffers from social disinvestment due to a sense of lost place, per-
ceptions of crime, and strict zoning regulations. Creative placemaking 
offers Dunellen light, short term, and affordable strategies for trans-
forming their public spaces that invigorate safety, ownership, and con-
nection.  While creative place making offers broad solutions such as 
integrating arts and culture, successful public spaces are unique to a 
community’s characteristics. Thus, we felt it would be helpful to brain-
storm placemaking strategies tailored for Dunellen. We hope the fol-
lowing ideas will kindle further projects for placemaking in Dunellen:

• “Rail” Line Dancing: The concept here is to use the train sta-
tion commuter parking lot during a weekend for a social event 
such as “Rail” Line Dancing. Renting lighting, flooring and mu-
sicians can transform the ambiance and atmosphere of a 
dead, empty parking lot to one with dancing, music and fun.

• Community Street Quilt: Community street quilt is a borrowed idea 
from Montclair, New Jersey. In partnership with high school stu-
dents, the community painted murals in the town’s busiest inter-
sections as a traffic calming technique. While the project’s initial 
goal was traffic safety, the murals became a catalyst for a collab-
orative and social experience for the community. Inspired by this 
idea, Dunellen can imitate a similar project at the heavy crosswalk 
intersections, namely North Ave and S Washington and North 
Ave. and Madison (ideally near Uncle Louie G’s Ice-cream shop).

Source: Project for Public Spaces

Source: Project for Public Spaces
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• Pop Rocks: Pop rocks was born out the idea to shut down part 
of North Ave to reclaim the downtown roadway as a place for 
residents to enjoy and relax. Large lounging installations will wel-
come visitors to experience the downtown in a different way. 

• Planter Installations: Planter installations will enhance the beauty of 
the downtown area, transforming the space to a visually positive 
one. Planter installations can also be a community engagement 
activity by involving local residents and students with planting. 

Source: Project for Public Spaces

Source: Project for Public Spaces

Other possible placemaking strategies include sidewalk libraries, 
digital placemaking, murals, chalk art, pop-ups in vacant lots and 
stores, “parklets”, painting rail bridges, community gardens, festi-
vals, large game installations, and many more. While the creative 
placemaking process results in changes to physical spaces, it is also 
an opportunity to build relationships between diverse partners and 
to build positive change. A key element in the creative placemak-
ing process is to have stakeholders, including artists, engaged ear-
ly in the process. This provides opportunities to look at community 
challenges in an inclusive manner, gathering and deciding on creative 
placemaking actions based on a variety of community perspectives.

For future interest in placemaking, additional resources 
can be found at these sources below:
• Project for Public Spaces (https://www.pps.org/)

• Fantastica (https://totembrooklyn.com/urban-de-
sign-consultants)

•  Better Block Foundation (http://betterblock.org/)
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Appendix A: Dunellen Business Outreach Surveys & 
Results
English Version:
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Spanish Version:
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Results:
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Appendix B: New Jersey Special Improvement Districts

List of Special Improvement Districts in New Jersey, as of 2010
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Appendix C: Renderings
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Before:
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Gregory Brodie
Master of City and Regional Planning, 2020
Concentration in Community Development and Transportation

Gregory started at the Bloustein School to pursue a career in urban planning, with 
special attention to the political, housing, transportation, and industrial sectors of cit-
ies. He holds a degree in Political Studies from Prescott College, in Arizona, where he 
built networks working with community development corporations and labor unions. 
Originally from New York, after Rutgers, he hopes to move back to New York City and 
work in politics or consulting. In his spare time he enjoys swimming, and thinking about 
how we accommodate community needs around housing and economic development. 

Lindsey Connors
Master of City and Regional Planning, 2019
Concentration in Community Development and Housing

Lindsey is originally from Massachusetts. She received her bachelor’s degree from the 
University of Massachusetts Boston in community economic development. There she 
developed a strong interest in how equity relates to many urban planning topics, and in 
learning about the factors that help produce inequitable housing systems. Lindsey seeks 
to help people meet their housing needs and will continue to do so at the University 
of Kentucky where she will begin her doctoral studies in urban planning in the fall of 
2019. In her free time, she likes to experiment in the kitchen and spend time outside. 

Tim Jenssen
Master of City and Regional Planning, 2019
Concentration in Environmental Planning and Real Estate Development & Redevelop-
ment

A New Jersey native since the age of five, Tim has always been intrigued by local infra-
structure developments and overall improvements to the built environment in NJ and 
the NYC Metro Area.  Originally obtaining his Bachelor’s Degree in International Business 
and Spanish from Northeastern University, Tim spent a year living in Mexico and spent an 
additional five years working in the finance industry.  After going through a midlife crisis 
in his late twenties, Tim decided to make a career out of his intrigue and enrolled in the 
MCRP program.  In his free time, Tim enjoys golfing, camping, skiing and is an active vol-
unteer on the Family Selection Committee with Habitat for Humanity in Paterson, NJ.
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Master of City and Regional Planning, 2020
Concentrations in Community Development, Housing and Redevelopment

A former long-time resident, Stephen is thrilled to be back in New Jersey at Rutgers. Prior to 
pursuing his master’s degree, Stephen earned his bachelor’s degree in political science from 
the College of the Holy Cross in Worcester, Massachusetts and spent the past five years 
working for Morgan Lewis in Washington, DC. In pursuing his master’s degree, Stephen 
has focused on promoting and researching inclusive economic and neighborhood rede-
velopment strategies, along with the financing mechanisms supporting them. During his 

free time, Stephen enjoys large cups of coffee, working on his bike, and watching basketball.
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Master of City and Regional Planning, 2020
Concentrations in Transportation and Urban Informatics

Evan, a Philadelphia resident, earned his bachelor’s degree in community development 
from Temple University where he minored in political science, business, and GIS. He is 
particularly interested in working with low-income communities in the areas of eco-
nomic development, and technology disparities. Evan is currently pursuing a master’s 
degree in city and regional planning, and he hopes to work toward advancing mar-
ginalized communities in cities. In his free time, Evan volunteers as a reading coach 
for elementary school students, rides public transportation, and explores Philadelphia. 

Julia L. Wong
Master of City and Regional Planning, 2019
Concentration in Urban Informatics

Julia, a New Jersey native, is thrilled to work on a project so close to home! Her bachelor’s 
degree from Washington University in St. Louis is in environmental studies, with minors 
in public health and American cultural studies. Combined with a master’s degree in city 
and regional planning focused on urban informatics, Julia aims to build healthier, thriving, 
and more equitable communities in the greater New Jersey region; she will join the New 
Jersey Department of Environmental Protection as a Program Specialist, working with 
the department of Environmental Public Health and Safety in June of 2019. Julia spends 
her free time exploring new places, playing with her puppy, and making homemade pasta.
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Concentration in Design and Redevelopment, Certificate in Coastal Resilience

Cansu takes much pride in being born and raised in New Jersey. Her passion for the nat-
ural and built environment began as a child when her father would drive her and her sib-
lings around to share and explore the beauty of parks, neighborhoods and downtowns in 
the tristate area. She graduated from Rutgers University with a degree in Environmental 
Policy, Institutions and Behaviors and chose to compliment her undergraduate studies 
with a masters in urban planning. Her ambition is to design resilient communities vulner-
able to extreme weather events. When Cansu is not in school, she enjoys spending time 
with her friends and family, trying out new sports, reading, and exploring new places.




