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The appearance of a commercial or 
retail building is critical to attracting 
potential customers.  Statistics 
from the National Trust for Historic 
Preservation Main Street Center 
show that every dollar spent by local 
programs produces $27 in private 
investment into the community.
 
The business improvement district 
of Wilmington is home to 700 
commercial buildings.  A block-
by-block inventory completed by 
Downtown Visions (DTV) in 2011 
shows that 78% of those businesses 
would benefit from façade 
treatments in order to improve their 
appeal. 
 
To encourage façade improvements, 
ground floor businesses and upper 
floor residential units, DTV offers 
two grant programs to participating 
businesses and property owners.  

DOWNTOWN REVITALIZATION

Introduction

 Over the coming years, DTV seeks 
to enable building improvements at 
some 276 downtown commercial 
buildings, at a matching cost to DTV 
of $7 million which will produce 
$189 million in re-investment by 
individual property owners and 
developers. Many of these properties 
will undergo complete restoration 
to include residential space on the 
upper floors, creating 276 new 
apartments on Market Street alone.
 
Because up to 70% of the total 
outlay will be for labor, façade 
improvements will result in a 
significant boost to the local 
workforce as well as strengthen small 
independent businesses, where 60% 
of every dollar spent remains in the 
local economy.
 
In every respect, the Façade 
Improvement and Upstairs Fund 
programs are a win-win for 
downtown Wilmington. 
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DTV: Downtown visions

Downtown visions (DTV) is a non-profit organization chartered by the State of Delaware 

and the City of Wilmington in 1994 to manage a “business improvement district” (BID) and 

help keep downtown Wilmington clean, safe and attractive.  

MSW: Main Street Wilmington

Main Street Wilmington (MSW) is a non-profit partnership initiated in 2006 that 

follows the Four-Point Approach to downtown revitalization promoted by the National 

Trust for Historic Preservation’s Main Street initiative.  

BID: Business improvement district

A Business improvement district (BID) is a geographically defined area in which 

property owners agree to pay an assessment in addition to property taxes to fund privately-

operated cleaning, security and marketin services.  These services supplement those 

provided by City government.  

Important terms
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Before

After

Photography and Renderings Courtesy of Brian Truono

Potential streetscape
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Overview

Facade Improvement Program
Benefits to local 

business

•	 Matching grants for facade 
improvements, up to 50% of 
project cost or $25,000 per 
facade up to $75,000 for a 
building facing 3+ streets 

•	 full reimbursement up to 
$5,000 for awnings and signs 

•	 Assistance with financing 

•	 Assistance with building 
design, materials and color 
selection 

•	 Assistance with project 
bidding and contractor 
selection    

•	 Assistance with new business 
recruitment 

•	 Assistance with interior 
design & Merchandising

DTV’s Façade Improvement 

Program offers matching grants 

of up to $25,000 per facade (or 

$50,000 for corner buildings 

facing two streets, and up to 

$75,000 for buildings facing 

three or more streets) to 

facilitate upgrades to buildings 

and storefronts.

 

These matching funds are most 

often used for improvements 

to facades, signs, awnings and 

display windows.  They help 

pay for the removal of security 

gates and the installation of 

shatter-proof glass.  Grants are 

also used to illuminate facades 

and improve pedestrian level 

lighting.  Special consideration 

is given to projects that 

incorporate sustainable design 

and the use of energy efficient 

lighting such as LED.   

Often, improvements involve 

restoring the original historic 

design elements of older buildings, 

which have a much longer life-

span than new construction and 

are ideal for small, independent 

businesses.

 

Any new designs in Historic 

Districts must be approved by 

the City’s Design Review and 

Preservation Commission.  DTV 

also works with the Delaware 

Historical Society and other local 

groups to research the history 

of targeted buildings, thereby 

ensuring authentic restorations.
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Objectives & Eligibility

Through this program, we seek to:
•	 Preserve and restore properties within the Wilmington Business 

Improvement District (BID)
•	 Encourage and support economic development and leverage additional 

private investment
•	 Improve the pedestrian environment of the central business district
•	 Improve the external appearance of our commercial and mixed use buildings
•	 Create an aesthetically pleasing shopping, working, and living environment

objectives

•	 Owners of buildings with ground floor commercial use within BID 
boundaries (see page 12)

•	 Ground floor tenants within the program boundaries with written 
authorization of their property owner(s)

•	 Tenants who have a lease of no less than 5 years

Who is eligible?

•	 Exclusively residential buildings
•	 Buildings whose owners owe charges or taxes to the Business 

Improvement District (Downtown Visions) or to the City of Wilmington
•	 Projects that are post-permit, unless approved/referred by DRPC

Who is NOT eligible?

Before
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•	 Demolition and removal of outdated or inappropriate materials or signs 

•	 New signs and awnings that identify businesses 

•	 Repair and restoration of existing storefronts, including repair of masonry, 
metal or wood, storefront systems, repair or replacement of windows, 
improvements to display area, trim work, and painting 

•	 Installation of new, pedestrian-level commercial facades appropriate to the 
architectural style, age and character of the individual buildings 

•	 Costs of bringing storefront into compliance with the Americans with 
Disabilities Act 

•	 Repairing and restoring upper level facade of mixed-use buildings, including 
masonry repairs, window and shutter improvements, trim work, and painting 

•	 Architectural lighting that enhances the building’s facade and promotes goals 
of sustainability

Eligible Facade improvements

Objectives & Eligibility

After
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Business 
improvement 
district

City historic 
district

Eligible for Facade 
Improvement 
Grants

Additionally eligible 
for State and 
Federal Historic 
Preservation Tax 
Credits

Additionally eligible 
for City Tax Credit 
Abatement for 
Historic Properties

Program Boundaries

See page 42 for information on 
Additional incentive programs

Ntl Register 
historic District
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submit facade grant application to msw

Consult DRPC for unofficial project 
approval

Submit before photos, Renderings, work 
estimates & DRPC opinion to MSW within 

30 days of MSW application date

apply for building permits within 90 
days of design review recommendation

Construction to be completed within 1 
year of design review recommendation

Submit paid receipts/invoices 
& after photos

Assigned to MSW Design 
Committee buddy

Design Review by 
Committee and 

recommendation letter 
sent

Completed project 
reviewed by Design 

Committee for funding

Grant check issued

Submit proposal to DRPC 
(see page 43 for more info)

If: Located in City 
Historic district If: National 

Register 
Historic 
district 

property 

For substantial 
rehabilitation 

projects, 
consider 
applying 

for Federal/
State historic 
preservation 

tax credits

Facade Grant Process
Applicant Administrative
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Application Requirements

•	 Written description of project
•	 Before photos
•	 Renderings (where applicable) OR annotated photos of current conditions
•	 Work estimates
•	 Technical specifications for proposed materials
•	 Copy of Contractor Delaware/Wilmington Licenses

before photo renderings

In order to process your application and make recommendations for funding, the Design Review Committee must be able to see 
and understand the proposed project.  Thus, the following items are required before design review can take place:
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Sample Application Materials

Technical & Material Specifications

Owner permission/Description

Work Estimates
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In many cases, the owners of downtown buildings and 
small businesses do not have the funds immediately 
available for their matching amounts. 

•	 To help take advantage of this program, DTV is 
collaborating with First State Community Loan 
Fund, which provides financing at reasonable rates 
so that façade improvements can get underway. 

•	 The funding for DTV’s match comes largely from 
donations by local banks and corporations who 
understand the positive impact that façade 
improvements have in so many ways on the health 
and vitality of downtown Wilmington. 

Sources of Funding

Funding

PLEASE NOTE:  
The Facade Improvement Program 
is a discretionary program, as 
determined by the Board of 
Directors.  Funding for proposed 
projects is contigent upon 
incoming grants to DTV/MSW and 
is distributed on a reimbursement 
basis only, at the sole discretion of 
the Board of Directors. 

funding stipulations

Amount of Funding
•	 DTV offers matching grants of $25,000 per facade; 

$50,000 for corner buildings facing two streets, and 
up to $75,000 for buildings with three facades 

•	 100% up to $5,000 for replacement of awnings and 
signs

Timing
•	 Funding is made available based on the date of 

projection completion
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First State Community 

Loan Fund (FSCLF) 

is a not-for-profit 

Community Development 

Financial Institution that 

specializes in supporting 

microenterprises, small 

businesses, and affordable 

housing throughout the 

State of Delaware.  FSCLF 

leverages funds from 

investors and contributors 

to lend for the start-up and 

expansion of businesses, 

the construction and 

renovation of affordable 

housing and the provision 

of essential community 

services.  FSCLF was 

established in 1993 and is 

organized as a 501 (c) (3) 

corporation.

Funding

First state community 
loan fund

First State Community 
Loan Fund (FSCLF) will 
make matching loans of 
50% of project costs of 
the building facade.  All 
businesses that apply for 
financing will be evaluated 
based on their merit, 
their ability to repay, and 
other sound underwriting 
criteria.  Funding may 
also be available for 
purposes above the facade 
improvement costs such 
as working capital and 
inventory.  

Loan Guidelines

•	 Loan Amount:  Up to $150,000
•	 Terms:  	 Up to 5 years
•	 Rate:  	 8.5%
•	 Fees:  	 Loans > $35,000 -- $100 fee
		  Loans < $35,000 -- 2% of loan amount
•	 Applicants are responsible for all closing costs and 

all out-of-pocket expenses

Post-Loan

•	 Assessment of the borrower’s:
•	 Accounting/bookkeeping systems
•	 Marketing Strategy
•	 Operations
•	 Human Resources
•	 Insurance/Regulatory 

•	 Development of an action plan to address any 
issues or concerns identified in the assessment

Pre-Loan

•	 Assistance strengthening and fine-tuning business 
plan and financial projections

•	 Assistance completing the necessary forms and 
paperwork required with the application package
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Design Guidelines

•	 Hire experienced consultants and contractors 

•	 Retain & restore historic elements when possible 

•	 Keep the design simple 

•	 Use durable materials 

•	 Keep your storefront, awnings and signage clean and in good 
condition

General recommendations

How are projects evaluated?

The MSW Design Committee meets monthly to review proposed 
designs.  They will evaluate designs based on the guidelines 
listed on the following pages.  

Projects are considered with respect to the compatibility, 
arrangement, materials and colors to the building itself, the 
adjacent buildings and overall streetscape.  

Special consideration is given to projects that incorporate 
sustainable materials and energy efficient lighting such as LED.  
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Important decorative and 
unifying element of the facade.  
Preserve and do not cover with 
signage.Preserve existing details.  

Do not fill or block original 
window openings.  Avoid 
locating signage here; 
provide a conspicuous 
directory at ground floor 
entry instead.

Highlight architectural 
features, signage and interior.

Use quality materials such 
as canvas; avoid vinyl/hard 
plastic.

Locate street number at entry 
door in conspicuous location 
for easy visibility.

Let your merchandise speak 
for itself by minimizing window 
signs.

Select durable materials 
compatible with storefront 
& facade elements.

If possible, do not fill with 
air conditioning unit.  It can 
drip and make the entrance 
to your store unsightly.

Locate signage within this 
distinctive band.

Cornice

windows

lighting

Awnings

Street number

Display windows

signage band

transom

below-sill panel

Facade Elements

storefront
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Before

After

exterior fire Escapes 
disrupt the facade & 

pose life/safety issues

Contrasting paint 
colors accentuate 
architectural details

Historic Leaded 
and stained Glass 
Transom windows 
restored

blank, non-historic 
stucco wall & boarded 

windows obstruct 
storefronts

Facades: before & after
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Facade recommendations
ENCOURAGED

•	 Utilizing materials consistent with those in use at the 
time the building was constructed 

•	 Using paint colors that are historically appropriate 

•	 Leaving previously unpainted surfaces unpainted 

•	 Maintaining access door for upper stories on primary 
façade 

•	 Concealing mechanical systems and locating them in 
unobtrusive locations

Discouraged 

•	 Painting brick or stone that is not painted 

•	 Covering brick or stone with vinyl, aluminum or wood 
siding
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Storefront: before & after

After

non-historic 
Aluminum 

paneling Covers 
historic cornice 

and transom 
windows, limiting 
window space for 

merchandise

Limited signage 
allows the product 
to speak for itself

before

Clear, shatter-
proof security glass 
eliminates need for 
metal grates
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Storefront recommendations

ENCOURAGED

•	 Maintaining a transparent storefront 

to ensure natural surveillance 

and create an inviting pedestrian 

experience  (windows should comprise 

approximately 75% of the groundfloor 

façade) 

•	 Creating a storefront compatible with 

the overall style, size, scale and color of 

the existing building and/or streetscape 

•	 Retaining original storefront features 

such as woodwork & window 

placement

DISCOURAGED 

•	 Large, blank walls facing main streets 

or walkways 

•	 Cluttering storefronts with signage

M ain S treet W ilmington
Signage text 
in band above 
storefront

Retention of 
original details

well-lit 
storefront 
display 
highlighting 
product

exterior 
lighting to 
accentuate 
architecture & 
Signage

Contrasting 
paint colors
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Windows: Before & After

After

Historic window shape 
& glazing retained &  
restored

trim painted  contrasting 
but complementary colors

consistent Interior 
window treatments 
create a seamless 
exterior image

before
Many windows are 
filled in, broken or 

missing

dull colors & paint 
loss detract from 

architectural details

ground floor 
windows covered 

with signage 
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Window recommendations

ENCOURAGED 

•	 Retaining original window pattern whenever possible 

•	 Opening up filled-in or boarded windows 

•	 Using clear glass to allow views into and out of the business 

•	 Painting window frames a contrasting but complementary 

color 

DISCOURAGED 

•	 Reducing or changing the original window size or shape to 

accommodate standard replacement windows 

•	 Boarding windows of vacant floors 

 

•	 Painting glass to prevent transparency
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Awnings: Before  & After

After

Long awning protects 
customers and 
passersby

Bright color 
attracts the eye but 
complements the rest 
of the building

Simple text on awning 
features business name

before

Busy, Distracting 
signage breaks up 

facade & creates and 
uninviting business 

entrance
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Awning recommendations
ENCOURAGED

•	 Limiting to first floor 

•	 Choosing a durable natural or synthetic fiber rather 
than hard plastic  

•	 Using awnings that follow the shape of the windows 

•	 Using awnings with open sides (this enables better 
visibility of storefront displays) 

•	 Considering retractable awnings (during the winter, 
awnings may limit sunlight) 

•	 Integrating signage into awnings & limiting text to store 
name. 

•	 Selecting neutral colors.  Light colored lettering upon a 
dark background is recommended.   

DISCOURAGED 

•	 Using hard plastic or vinyl “waterfall” awnings 

•	 Including slogans, product brand names or lists of 
available services on signage
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ENCOURAGED 

•	 Restricting signage text to band 
immediately above storefront 

•	 Allowing signage band to stretch the 
width of the building façade 

•	 Limiting signage text in band to the store 
name.  Provide street number on main 
façade near entry door 

•	 Keeping signage flat to building or printed 
on awnings 

•	 Preserving original historic signs and 
signposts in CHD where applicable 

•	 Using wood and metal materials if 
possible 

•	 Illuminating signs with indirect light

Signage recommendations

Discouraged 

•	 Use of blinking, flashing or revolving signs 

•	 Signage lit internally
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lighting Recommendations

ENCOURAGED 

•	 Using distinctive, diffuse lighting 
 

•	 Illuminating merchandise in storefront windows 

•	 Light fixtures that complement the entire façade 

•	 Using  energy-saving light bulbs/fixtures, especially LED 

•	 Lighting recessed entries to make customers and passersby 
feel safe

DISCOURAGED 

•	 Lights that are too bright and cause glare 

•	 Lights directed towards streets or sidewalks 

•	 Lights that cast deep shadows
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Overview

Purpose & objectives
Before

After

Main Street Wilmington/Downtown Visions is 

collaborating with the City of Wilmington’s Upstairs 

Program to provide incentives for the comprehensive 

renovation of existing buildings with vacant or 

under-utilized upper floors throughout the Business 

Improvement District.  The program encourages the 

conversion of upper story space into affordable and 

market-rate housing units, giving preference to residential 

projects over other types of use.

Through this program, we seek to:

•	 Stimulate economic revitalization of Wilmington’s 

downtown

•	 Facilitate development to attract a diverse residential 

population 

•	 Contribute to a vibrant community with retail, 

entertainment and beverage establishments

The Purpose of funding is to:

•	 Cover the extraordinary costs of historic renovation 

and life/safety modernization

•	 Finance the “gap” between rehabilitation costs and 

post-development market value and revenue
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Eligibility

Who is eligible?

•	 Properties over 5 stories

•	 Buildings whose owners owe charges or taxes to the 

Business Improvement District (Downtown Visions) or 

to the City of Wilmington

•	 Applicants delinquent or in default on federal, state, 

or local taxes or existing private or publicly financed 

loans

Who is NOT eligible?

images courtesy of Buccini/Pollin Group

Before

After

•	 Legal or equitable owners of a building within 

Wilmington’s Business Improvement District (BID)

the program provides assistance for projects that:

•	 Convert vacant upper floors of existing buildings into 

residential units

•	 Renovate ground floor spaces in support of certain 

targeted commercial uses

Types of projects
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•	 A proposal for comprehensive interior and exterior 
redevelopment of the building that will result in 100% of the 
floors (excluding basements)

1.	 being brought into compliance with current building and 
life/safety codes, 

2.	 being returned “in-service” for commercial, residential 
and/or office uses within the building; and 

3.	 meeting the intent of the Main Street Wilmington 
program and the City Department of Planning’s Design 
Review & Preservation Commission

Application requirements

Upstairs fund requirements

•	 A marketing plan for all commercial and retail spaces and 
demonstrate its congruence with the goals and objectives of 
Main Street Wilmington

•	 A list of all contractors and subcontractors, copies of 
the Wilmington Business License for each contractor 
and subcontractor on the project, and a reporting sheet 
describing the total wages paid to each respective contractor 
and subcontractor

Applicants must submit:

Before

After

Examples of previous applications are available 
at the city office of economic development
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Program Boundaries

Business 
improvement 
district
Eligible for 
Upstairs Fund 
Grant



38 Downtown Visions Facade & Upstairs Improvement Programs

•	 Staff reviews project applicaiton
•	 Staff meets with applicant to understand project scope
•	 Staff identifies missing data or if additional information is needed

application Process

review

analyze

recommend

decide

•	 Staff reviews pro-forma to determine net operating income, debt affordability, and funding gap
•	 Staff identifies potential risks and benefits
•	 Staff engages a 3rd-party consultant for independent review

•	 Staff develops recommendation of general terms of loan
•	 Staff meets with applicant regarding general terms
•	 staff presents recommended general terms to review committee

•	 Committee approves, rejects or modifies recommended terms
•	 Committee authorizes staff to draft loan documents & negotiate details
•	 Committee approves final loan documents
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Funding Restrictions

Funding

•	 Limited to “gap” financing only 

•	 Amount will be determined in context of 

the difference between redevelopment 

costs and the sum of owner equity and 

commercial debt 

•	 Will have a not-to-exceed number and 

require a minimum equity contribution 

by the owner based upon overall 

redevelopment costs and approved 

sources/uses 

•	 May NOT be used to refinance existing 

debts or for distribution or payment 

to the owners, partners, shareholders 

or beneficiaries of the applicant or 

members of their families 

•	 Does not cover acquisition costs 

Before After
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Before After

811 Market St: Before & After

image courtesy of Buccini/Pollin Group
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Before After

images courtesy of Buccini/Pollin Group

811 Market St: Before & After
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Lighting

EnergizeDelaware Efficiency Plus Business Program

Loans up to $1,000,000/facility; Incentives up to $20,000/facility; Co-funding for Energy Audits up to $2,000

	 Web:  	http://www.energizedelaware.org/institutions-non-profit/efficiency-plus-program  

	 Email: 	EnergizeDelaware@saic.com							      Phone:  (877) 624-4448, select option 3

Additional Incentive Programs

Historic Preservation

State of Delaware Tax Credit

20% for income-producing buildings; 30% for owner-occupied residential; additional 10% for projects with low-income 

housing;  Available in addition to Federal Rehabilitation Credit

	 Web:  	http://history.delaware.gov/preservation/taxcredit.shtml			  Phone:  (302) 736-7400

FederaL rehabilitation tax credit (National Park Service; Delaware Division of Historical & Cultural Affairs)

20% income tax credit for certified historic income-producing structures; 10% credit for older, non-historic buildings

	 Web:  	http://www.nps.gov/hps/tps/tax/incentives/index.htm			   Phone:  (302) 736-7400	

City of Wilmington Tax Abatement

Available for commercial properties located within a City Historic District (see page 12)

	 Web:  	http://www.wilmingtonde.gov/departments/planning_brochures.htm

	 Phone:  	 Wilmington Division of Revenue (302) 571-4320	 Wilmington Department of Planning  (302) 576-3100

Other Resources

Delaware preservation Fund (Preservation Delaware)

Financial assistance to owners of historic properties listed on or eligible for the National Register or historic district

 	 Web:  	http://www.preservationde.org/delaware-preservation-fund/  		  Phone:  (302) 322-7100
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Other resources

HistoricAL research

Delaware historical society

Research library located at 505 Market Street, Wilmington.  Collections include books, newspapers, serials, maps, manuscripts 

and photographs related to the history of Delaware and its people.  

	 Web:  	http://hsd.org/  	 Online Collection:  www.hsd.org/AskCaesar.htm

	 Email: 	deinfo@dehistory.org

	 Phone:  	 (302) 655-7161

Recommended Products

DuPont™ SentryGlas®

Laminated glass interlayer products eliminate the need for security grates  

	 Web:  	http://www2.dupont.com/SafetyGlass/en_US/products/sentryglas-benefits.html

Commercial design guidelines

Delaware historic commercial district design guidelines  

	 Web:  	http://www.downtownvisions.org/

	 Contact your Design Committee buddy for more information

City historic district properties

Design review 

Properties located within a City Historic District are subject to review by the city’s Design Review and Planning Commission 	

(DRPC) through the Wilmington Department of Planning

	 Web:  http://www.wilmingtonde.gov/government/designreview

	 Phone:  (302) 576-3100
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