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What the situation was

As Paducah’s population grew in the 1950s, the 
outskirts started to suburbanise, and the downtown 
area began to lose population and struggle 
economically. In a situation replicated across 
the United States, a shopping mall built on the 
outskirts of Paducah in the early 1980s further hurt 
downtown retail. With the decline of local industry, 
Paducah suffered from both a loss of the economy 
that had helped it prosper, and from suburban 
flight. By the late 1980s, LowerTown, downtown’s 
historic former residential area, was blighted by 
crime and neglect, and its commercial centre had a 
70% vacancy rate.

What it became

LowerTown is now listed on the National Register 
of Historic Places and hosts a thriving arts and 
small-business community that attracts more 
than $200 million in annual tourism income. 
Paducah’s results are impressive and well 
documented: 1,000 net new jobs; 234 net new 
businesses; 119 buildings renovated; 27 new 
buildings; vacancy rate down from 70% to 14%.

Nearly 400,000 people attended arts events in 
Paducah during 2007, 40% of whom came from 
out of state. Not counting admission fees, these 
out-of-state visitors spent more than five times 
as much as local residents on lodging, meals, 
transportation, and shopping. A 2009 Americans 
for the Arts study found that in 2007, non-profit 
arts and culture organisations generated $40 

million in local economic activity, supporting 819 
full-time jobs and generating $3.6 million in local 
and state government revenue. In 2013, UNESCO 
designated Paducah the world’s seventh City of 
Crafts and Folk Art. 

How it happened

Downtown revitalisation
In 1989, the mayor of Paducah helped launch the 
Paducah Renaissance Alliance, an organization 
dedicated to developing Paducah’s ‘Renaissance 
Area’, which includes the Lower Town Arts District, 
the historic downtown, and, later, the riverfront.27 
The method was based on the Main Street Four-
Point Approach (Annex).

Many buildings downtown have now been 
renovated and new construction has taken 
place in empty lots. The Downtown Streetscape 
Programme moved power and utility lines 
underground, planted trees and gardens along 
the pavements, invested in public sculpture, and 
cleared out old cement pavements, replacing 
them with more attractive brickwork. As investors 
and entrepreneurs saw how the town centre 
improved, they made investments of their own. 
Today the town authorities continue to support 
the area through programmes such as micro-
grants for façade repairs and an upper story 
residential grant programme.

27 How Small Towns And Cities Can Use Local Assets To Rebuild 
Their Economies: Lessons From Successful Places, EPA 2015

Case Study 4: Paducah, Kentucky

With a population of around 26,000, Paducah lies in Western Kentucky, at the 
confluence of the Tennessee and Ohio rivers. Situated halfway between Nashville and 
St. Louis, Paducah became an industrial rail and steamboat centre, and enjoyed decades 
of steady population growth leading into the 20th century. The Paducah Gaseous 
Diffusion Plant was built in 1952 and produced enriched uranium for nuclear power 
plants until 2013, employing as many as 2,200 people as recently as 2010. 
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An arts-focused approach
The town was already home to the William 
Clark Market House Museum and Market House 
Theater, both housed in a 1905 structure that is 
an icon of downtown Paducah. A local quilting 
enthusiast couple led an effort to establish the 
National Quilt Museum. In 1991, the museum 
opened the doors to a new $2.2 million building 
in downtown Paducah, which draws about 
40,000 visitors a year.

Building on these cultural assets, a critical part of 
the downtown revitalisation was an innovative 
Artist Relocation Programme. Created in 2000 by 
Mark Barone, a local artist, and Thomas Barnett, 
the town planner at the time, it set out to 
attract artists as pioneers to live and work in the 
neighbourhood. Barnett has commented: 

 Artists are the kind of folks who see what 
can be. They see potential, and we knew 
that was what it was going to take when 
they came in to see the neighbourhood in its 
current condition.  28

The town acquired 80 properties via 
condemnation or foreclosure in a 30-square-
block section of LowerTown. They then sold them 
to artists around the country for as little as $1, 
with the provision that the artists renovate the 
buildings into first-floor studios with second-
floor living spaces. Paducah Bank offered no 
down payment, low-interest loans for the full 
cost of repairing the dilapidated properties and 
agreed to offer mortgage loans at well above 
the appraised values so new owners could afford 
renovations. In an area where property values 
had fallen so far below renovation costs, this 
decision by the locally-owned bank was critical 
to the programme’s success. ‘When you’re going 
into these blighted areas, the incentive package 
has to be good enough where [the artists] can 
overlook the blight,’ said Barone. ‘And if it’s not, 
you’re not gonna get anyone to come.’29

The opportunity to own a home was a major 
attraction to the artists. Other places that 

28 How to Save the Cities – Send in the Artists, The Fiscal Times, 
June 4th, 2010 

29 New York, Paris, Paducah? Kentucky Attracts Artists, ABC News, 
December 23, 2006

had used artist housing to help upgrade 
neighbourhoods generally based the approach 
on renting. When property values inevitably went 
up, so did the rents and eventually, most pioneers 
were priced out of the market.

The incentives worked. In the first year, eight 
artists moved to LowerTown. In year two, the 
number increased to around 20. In the first five 
years, the town spent about $3m, while he artists 
invested approximately $35m in their buildings. 
More than 100 artists eventually moved to live 
and work in the neighborhood, which is now filled 
with galleries, shops, and restaurants, and the 
new Paducah School for the Arts.

Diversification
From ice cream and healthcare to locomotives 
and barge operations, Paducah’s local economy 
is varied. These other industries combine with the 
artists to form a varied set of local options: 

 Paducah is a regional hub for health, 
education, and business. But Paducah also is 
a creative community with a variety of artists 
ranging from internationally-known painters 
to students who are just learning a craft,’ said 
Mayor Gayle Kaler. ‘Without a doubt, the arts 
mean business in Paducah.  30

30 Interview in Paducah Life, January/February 2014
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