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INNOVATION STORY LOCATION 
STORY KEN RAPID CITY, 
NO. 7 STEINKEN SD 

& MORGAN 
MERCER 

Destination Rapid City (DRC) has transformed downtown 
Rapid City into a thriving business district that is rich 
in appeal for residents and visitors alike. One of DRC's 
major achievements is Main Street Square, a buzzing vil-
lage green that was once an aging parking lot fanked by 
empty storefronts. This transformation came from exten-
sive public dialogues. 
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Image: Megan Whitman, Main Street Square 

Image: Downtown Rapid City 
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DESTINATION RAPID CITY 85 

LEADER BUDGET GEOGRAPHY YEARS ACTIVE 
DAN SENFTNER $500,000–$999,999 SOUTH DAKOTA FOUNDED IN 2009 

BREAKTHROUGH 
In the midst of one of the toughest economic recessions, 

DRC proposed a multimillion-dollar public plaza to breathe new 
life into Rapid City’s declining downtown. To bring its blueprint to 
life, DRC rolled out a multipronged strategy to rally the entire town 
in support of its idea. 

DRC depended on in-person meetings to convince Rapid 
City business owners to pitch in additional tax money 
to fnance Main Street Square. During one-on-ones, DRC painted a 
picture of a revitalized downtown and brought property owners on 
board with its enthusiasm and unshakable belief in its goal. 

GET A YES IN 30 
MINUTES OR LESS 

CRITICS: A NECESSITY, 
NOT A NUISANCE To strengthen its strategic plan and lock in com-

munity support, DRC relied on its most outspoken 
critics to gain insight into how to win people over. DRC repeatedly 
met with the opposition, knowing if they didn’t feel heard the Main 
Street Square dream would never succeed. 

DRC BRINGS TOGETHER BUSINESSES, PROPERTY OWNERS, THE LOCAL UNIVERSITY, 
COMMUNITY MEMBERS, CITY GOVERNMENT AND NONPROFITS TO ENLIVEN AND 

FOSTER DOWNTOWN RAPID CITY THROUGH ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT. 

EXHIBITS RESOURCEFULNESS EMBODIES COLLABORATION REFRAMES RISK 
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86 BUSH PRIZE FOR COMMUNITY INNOVATION VOLUME TWO 

BLUEPRINT FOR Dan Senftner saw three things 
THE IMPOSSIBLE in front of him: an aging city 

parking lot, a porn shop and a series of rundown 
buildings and empty storefronts. This stretch of 
Rapid City’s downtown didn’t look like much, but Dan 
knew it was destined for more. Where others saw 
asphalt, he envisioned a space that could transform 
the heart of downtown for decades to come. 

In 2008, nearly one out of three downtown Rapid City 
businesses sat empty, and the local unemployment rate 
nearly doubled in a year. To keep the area from slipping 
further into decline, a network of philanthropists, 
property owners and entrepreneurs banded together to 
concoct an improbable plan: DRC proposed replacing 
the old parking lot with a downtown plaza to breathe 
life back into the central business district. Image: Downtown Rapid City 
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87 DESTINATION RAPID CITY 

“It took something of a destination to make people want 
to come downtown,” says Dan, who took over as DRC’s 
president and CEO in 2010. “You’ve got to have that wow 
factor. That’s what gets people motivated.” 

The plans for Main Street Square involved an ice-
skating rink, a summertime fountain and a green space 
where community groups could host hundreds of 
events that would draw visitors to Rapid City’s historic 
core. The catch? DRC proposed its plan during one 
of the toughest recessions the city had ever seen. On 
top of that, DRC asked downtown property owners to 
form a business improvement district (BID) and tax 
themselves to cover part of the $6.5 million it would 
take to build the public space. 

The square might seem like a ludicrous undertaking, 
especially in an economically conservative community 
like Rapid City, but Dan’s contagious excitement and 
DRC’s dedication to listening to the needs of local 
entrepreneurs and residents cemented community 
support. In a year, the group set up more than 100 
appointments to share the plan for the new plaza with 
every business owner downtown. 

“You have to totally believe in what you’re doing and 
your vision,” says Dan. “You’ve got to believe that what 
you’re doing is going to change the community.” 

After 18 months, DRC not only convinced more 
than half of the property owners in the central business 
district to support the creation of a new plaza, but it also 
persuaded a large part of the public, too. The city voted 
in favor of the project. In its frst year, Main Street Square 
brought 17,000 ice skaters to the plaza, nearly twice the 
amount it predicted. The BID transformed the downtown 
economy, in some cases doubling small business activity 
and lowering unoccupied storefronts from 30 percent to 
four percent. Twenty new businesses launched within a 
one-block radius of the square, including a $15 million 
remodel of a single property. 

“Everyone wants to be involved in a success story, but 
it doesn’t start out that way in the beginning,” says Dan. 

“It doesn’t just happen by itself. It takes years and a lot of 
networking. You never want to leave a stone unturned. 
Do you know from day one it’s going to work? No. Do 
you do everything you can to prepare for it? Yes.” 

EXHIBITS RESOURCEFULNESS 
DRC leverages its successes by 
creating additional opportunities 
from its accomplishments. The 
Sculpture Project at Main Street 
Square is a prime example 
of this multiplier efect. The 
original plaza design called for 
an artist to sculpt 21 pieces of 
granite onsite over a fve-year 
period. DRC partnered with two 
local foundations that gave $1 
million each to cover the artist’s 
commission. The selection 
committee chose an artist whose 
proposal set aside $70,000 to 
create art programs for local 
elementary schools. DRC 
appointed a Sculpture Project 
community outreach coordinator 
who assembled an advisory 
committee of local arts leaders 
to maximize the project’s poten-
tial for community and economic 
development. That group created 
a mini-grant program to stimulate 
downtown art projects, an annual 
Native American art market, an 
Art Night Downtown art walk and 
a cross-artistic collaboration 
that included performance and 
education in dance, flm, poetry 
and music. The undertaking is 
now the largest privately funded 
sculpture project in the nation, 
and brought together a splin-
tered arts community around a 
shared vision. 
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88 BUSH PRIZE FOR COMMUNITY INNOVATION VOLUME TWO 

GET A YES IN 30 In thirty minutes or less, 
MINUTES OR LESS Dan often accomplished 

the unthinkable: convincing Rapid City business 
owners to pay an additional tax each year to help 
build a new, central gathering space. 

It took Dan and another DRC volunteer nearly a year to 
meet with the 200 people affected by the proposed BID. 
When he did, he painted the picture of a transformed 
downtown—a revitalized space where arts and culture 
fourished, where small businesses thrived and where 
families gathered to spend time together. 

“We need to make a change,” Dan told them. “Our 
town isn’t growing. We’re stagnant. We’ve got to stimulate 
our economy and that takes all of us working together. 
People will move past us if we don’t act.” 

During those meetings, Dan sold downtown business 
owners on the future success story of Main Street Square. 
At the time, Dan had lived in Rapid City for more than four 
decades and had owned a business downtown for nearly 
30 years. People in the community trusted him. At the end 
of each appointment, Dan pulled out a piece of paper and 
asked every owner if he or she would sign it in support of 
the BID. Nearly two-thirds agreed on the spot. For those 
who didn’t, Dan made sure to schedule a follow-up meet-
ing before leaving the initial appointment so he would stay 
fresh in their minds. 

“It’s important to get most of the community involved. 
Every possible chance I had to go see someone, I did,” 
says Dan. “Your sponsors and your community start to 
gather and get behind you when they see the success of 
what you’re doing.” 

Those in-person meetings tipped the scales in favor of 
DRC’s ambitious plan. For Dan, a phone call or an email 
simply couldn’t rival sitting down with people, shaking 
hands, looking them in the eye and explaining DRC’s 
vision. It would be hard for people to experience the en-
thusiasm and belief he had in Main Street Square through 
the lines of an email, but those sentiments weren’t easily 

EMBODIES COLLABORATION 
Before DRC got of the ground, 
the Rapid City Downtown 
Association only had 38 
members and an all but nonex-
istent impact on the downtown 
landscape. Once DRC folded 
that organization under its 
umbrella, though, the group 
more than quadrupled in size. 
There are now 200 businesses 
that receive DRC’s bi-weekly 
newsletter flled with information 
that supports and connects 
local entrepreneurs. Instead of 
operating independently, down-
town property owners now know 
what’s going on in their area and 
are part of DRC’s larger network. 
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89 DESTINATION RAPID CITY 

missed when Dan sat across the table from business own-
ers and city council members. 

DRC’s strategy also included establishing an early base 
of support. To do that, Dan frst met with the 10 largest 
businesses DRC thought would be most willing to support 
construction of Main Street Square. Then, Dan leveraged 
that top rung of individuals to encourage other downtown 
property owners to back DRC’s vision. Prior to these meet-
ings, the organization also made sure to connect with 
Rapid City’s mayor and city council members to share its 
vision for the future. 

By January 2010, two-thirds of all downtown property 
owners submitted a petition to the city in favor of forming 
the district. By April, the city council unanimously voted 
to approve the BID, but DRC’s fght to reimagine Rapid 
City didn’t stop there. 

“YOU HAVE TO TOTALLY BELIEVE IN WHAT YOU’RE 
DOING AND YOUR VISION. YOU’VE GOT TO BELIEVE 
THAT WHAT YOU’RE DOING IS GOING TO CHANGE 

THE COMMUNITY.” 
—DAN SENFTNER, DRC 

CRITICS: A NECESSITY, Just when DRC thought it was in 
NOT A NUISANCE the clear to move forward with 

plans for Main Street Square, a group of downtown 
business owners halted progress. Opponents col-
lected enough signatures to bypass the unanimous 
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90 BUSH PRIZE FOR COMMUNITY INNOVATION VOLUME TWO 

city council vote and defer the BID to a citywide 
public vote before construction could begin. 

“You’re always going to have people in the community who 
don’t believe in the vision,” says Dan. “People picketed 
against us, they walked around with signs and they didn’t 
see what it could bring to their doorsteps.” 

Over the next few months, DRC launched a public cam-
paign to win over voters. Dozens of volunteers went door 
to door with fyers on the weekend, and Dan spoke to 
every community group that would allow him to put DRC’s 
presentation about the plaza on its agenda. He visited se-
nior groups, nursing homes, rotary clubs, care centers and 
even hosted three public meetings. Sometimes more than 
150 people showed up. The team at DRC felded questions 
and listened to the concerns of Rapid City residents. There 
wasn’t a question DRC wasn’t prepared to answer, and the 
team’s well-researched plan and enthusiasm for how the 
plaza could revitalize Rapid City built trust with skeptics. 

“Never get pushed into a corner that you don’t have 
the answer to,” says Dan, who heard complaints from 
residents that DRC was taking away parking and building 
a spot for people to loiter and cause problems. “You’ve got 
to have a plan, a layout, a budget and the capital. We put it 
all together before we moved forward.” 

When DRC hit a wall of opposition, the group reverted 
to the strategy it used initially to bring downtown business 
owners on board with the plan for the plaza: one-on-one 
meetings. Setting aside time to meet individually with 
community members allowed DRC to understand the 
perspective of Rapid City residents better, especially those 
not initially in favor of the plan for Main Street Square, and 
evolve its vision in response. Over the next few months, 
Dan met with one of the most outspoken opponents of 
DRC’s plan several times. With the economy down and 
sales slowing, the business owner didn’t want to pay the 
additional property tax to fund the plaza. Despite that, Dan 
continued to spend time with him to share his vision for 
the city and listen to what the property owner thought. 

“Bring the people who are against you the closest to 
you. Get to know them better, get to their heart and fgure 
out what’s there,” says Dan. “Most people who are against 
you don’t understand what you’re doing.” Image: Downtown Rapid City 
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91 DESTINATION RAPID CITY 

Dan met the man for lunch, stopped by his business and 
even brought him to DRC’s offce. Before long, Main Street 
Square’s biggest opponent not only got on board with the 
plan, but even started volunteering for the project. “They 
will listen to you if you stop and listen to them. They’ve got 
to be heard,” says Dan. “If they aren’t, you lose for sure.” 

Opposition strengthened DRC’s vision. Criticism 
showed DRC where it needed to fesh out its plan, or what 
questions it needed to know how to answer better. Listen-
ing became both an offensive and a defensive strategy for 
DRC. The more the organization took notice of complaints 
from critics, the more those individuals opened up to 
hearing about the vision DRC wanted to bring to life in 
downtown Rapid City. Each side got to know the other’s 
needs and wants better. One-on-one meetings also clued 
staff into the issues opponents planned to raise at public 
meetings before representatives ever got up to speak in 
front of the public. Hearing that feedback ahead of time 
allowed DRC to tweak its plan and presentation to address 
those concerns before holding city-wide meetings. 

After 18 months, the city council unanimously ap-
proved DRC’s blueprint for a second time after 55 percent 
of the public voted to approve the business improvement 
district. DRC built the plaza and opened it to the public 
in 2011. Main Street Square offcials projected the square 
would have a $1.7 million impact on the downtown area. 
In its frst year, the ice rink sold 17,000 day passes. When 
the plaza closed its books at the end of 2011, it showed a 
$35,514 revenue surplus. Thanks to its success, DRC with-
drew its request for $100,000 from the city in 2012 and 
declared it would not seek city funds in 2013. 

Other than ice skating, Main Street Square doesn’t 
charge for most of the 200 events it hosts every year. 
Concert series, broomball tournaments and events like a 
one-day pumpkin festival draw 600,000 to 700,000 visitors 
a year from Rapid City and the city’s surrounding Native 
nations, schools and military base. DRC continues to 
use community input to vet ideas for future projects and 
events, like a crosswalk residents asked DRC to develop 
that would connect the downtown area to the civic center. 

Main Street Square became the success story DRC 
originally painted for Rapid City business owners and res-
idents. The organization took a blighted area of town and 
transformed it from tumbleweeds and rundown buildings 
to a grand city square. Today, it’s the symbol of the vibrant 
future that encourages new people to call Rapid City home. 

REFRAMES RISK 
DRC realized that in order to 
remain creative, responsive 
and fexible, it needed to gen-
erate sustainable and diverse 
revenue streams with minimal 
dependence on city funding. 
The group’s public-private 
partnership model emphasizes 
contributions from local busi-
nesses, individual donations, 
foundation funding and event 
revenue. The plans to construct 
Main Street Square passed the 
public vote more easily because 
DRC made sure to insulate Rapid 
City residents from any fnancial 
risk. DRC even went so far as 
to give back to the community 
through its work, performing 
municipal tasks that save the city 
and taxpayers money, like empty-
ing downtown recycling bins and 
garbage cans, improving signage 
in the central business district 
and taking care of the plants in 
downtown pods. 
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Images: Executive Director Dan
Senftner, Downtown Rapid City,
Ice Skating Rink
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