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Mayor: Towns will see ‘a new dawning’

CHARLES TOWN – What is being hailed as a national model for community rebuilding was on
display Monday as local, state and federal officials gathered for a symbolic community-wide
groundbreaking ceremony to introduce a host of projects aimed at revitalizing Charles Town and
Ranson.

The five projects, which include major contributions by both government and the private sector, add
up to some $104 million in investment in the two towns, said Matt Ward, a strategic consultant to
both towns and who served as a master of ceremonies during a presentation at American Public
University.

The five projects are the build-out of Fairfax Boulevard in Ranson, the expansion of American Public
University System, the construction of Powhatan Place, the restoration of Charles Washington Hall
and the construction of a new entertainment center in Ranson.

Ward said the projects will effect a significant turnaround for a community that was only a decade
ago overwhelmed by decay.

“Just about 10 years ago we were marked by closed factories, polluted brownfields, vacant
storefronts, crumbling infrastructure and disconnected neighborhoods,” Ward said. “This
transformation is resulting in a community that I believe has become a national model for
sustainable community revitalization.”

Guests who spoke at Monday’s groundbreaking included U.S. Rep. Shelley Moore Capito, Gov. Earl
Ray Tomblin, West Virginia Transportation Secretary Paul Maddox. Officials from the EPA, DOT,
and HUD also spoke at the event, as did state Sens. Herb Snyder and John Unger, and Delegate
Tiffany Lawrence.

As part of his presentation with Charles Town City Manager Joe Cosentini, Ranson City Manager
Andy Blake estimated that the projects will, all told, bring around 1,000 jobs to the area.

“These are sustainable projects, not only economically but environmentally and socially,” Blake said.

Blake told those in attendance for the ceremony that after months of negotiations, Ranson had
reached a development deal for the Powhatan Place project, which will see the former Kidde Brass
Foundry demolished and replaced with a four-story mixed-use development consisting of
commercial and retail space on the first floor with three floors of residential space above.

The project will turn what could have been persistent urban blight into an opportunity for new
development, Blake said.

“The company that took it over and shuttered it basically said that they were going to put a fence
around it for 40 years and not doing anything,” he explained, adding that the town had agreed to
take the facility for a payment of $1 betting that they could turn a polluted, decaying site into an
opportunity for development.

Cosentini said Charles Town could also look forward to another major development project in the
near future: the restoration of Charles Washington Hall.

“Once completed, Charles Washington Hall will have 2,500 square feet of retail office or retail space
on its first floor,” he said. “The second floor will be a large hall with a balcony and performance stage
for artistic, cultural and community events.”

Charles Town Mayor Peggy Smith Smith said the town is waiting on final approval of a USDA loan
which will fund the remodeling project. She expects the loan to be approved in the next three to four
months, at which time the project will be able to move forward.

The town plans for the revitalized space to contain a farmers market, a visitors center, a restaurant
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Gov. Earl Ray Tomblin said the two towns’ use of a combination federal
grants and local investment could serve as a role model for economically

challenged areas throughout the state.

and, on the spacious but currently vacant top floor, a public hall tht could serve as a venue for artistic
and cultural events.

Ward highlighted the fact that the towns – which have aggressively sought federal grants from the
Environmental Protection Agency, the Department of Housing and Urban Development, the
Department of Transportation and the Department of Agriculture for more than a decade – have
already achieved national recognition for their efforts. They have received a Phoenix Award for
brownfield redevelopment and have been featured on the covers of development manuals for the
USDA and the EPA.

“We are now America’s favorite brownfield project,” he said.

Smith said that the payoff from brownfield redevelopment could already be seen in the spectacular
growth of APUS over the last decade.

“Since 2003, when they first
came to the area and bought
the first piece of property on
Congress Street, their growth
has been remarkable,” she
said. “They’re really changing
the shape of this community.”

While Charles Town has long
been a bedroom community
with the majority of its
residents traveling out of the
are to find a job, Smith noted
that a recent economic
development study found that
it is transitioning to becoming
an employment center.

“What I found so surprising is
that now the City of Charles
Town has more people
commuting in to work than
going out,” she said. “That just
blew my mind. And I give credit to the 600-some jobs from American Public University.”

Wallace Boston, APUS’ president and CEO, said that federally-funded environmental remediation of
the brownfield sites on which their Academic and Financial Centers were later built were key to their
decision to build in the towns.

“We built two very nice buildings on former brownfields that we might not have taken a look at if the
[remediation] work had not been done,” he said. “We were somewhat limited because most of
Charles Town was built out, and so we were buying smaller properties on Congress Street, which is a
lovely area, but we were not going to destroy those historic buildings and build a big building like
[the Academic Center.] So we were fortunate that all of the development work with the brownfields
gave us reports that the pollution was no longer here.”

The first major project to begin construction is expected to be the build-out of Fairfax Boulevard. It
will connect downtown Ranson and Charles Town to newer commercial developments located of
W.Va. 9.

“Fairfax Boulevard … was conceived in 1891, so we kind of figured it was about time to build it,”
joked Blake. “Construction will start the first week in January.”

The project, also called the Green Corridor, will also include state-of-the-art storm water
management

“The impact of the Ranson-Charles Town Green Corridor will be tangible and transformative,” said
U.S. Department of Transportation Deputy Assistant Secretary Shoshana Lew.

A new theater is planned to be constructed near the terminus of the new Boulevard. The 60,000
square foot facility will feature 12 movie screens, including one IMAX screen, all of which will be
equipped with digital video and surround sound. Several will be capable of showing 3D movies,
explained Rick Albertson, a vice president of the Frank Family Entertainment Group.

“We’re going to build the best entertainment venue in the country,” he declared, “and I don’t think
I’m being overly dramatic on that.”

The venue will also feature all-leather reclining seats, a full bar, an arcade, a 16-lane bowling alley
and American-style bistro cuisine. They also plan to host live music.
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A host of local, state and federal officials were on hand Monday for a
symbolic groundbreaking for a suite of five major economic

development projects in Charles Town and Ranson. TOP: Projects
exhibited at Monday’s ground breaking included a 12-theater

cinema, completion of Fairfax Boulevard and the expansion of American
Public University’s campus.

Blake pointed out that the facility is projected to create 150 jobs.

Ranson Mayor David Hamill said the new development will go a long way toward repairing the
economic vitality of his town, which suffered greatly from the evaporation of its industrial base.

“This was a thriving industrial
community,” he said. “Over
the decades we’ve had
industry here with very
high-paying jobs.”

But many of those jobs left, he
said, often in sudden waves of
mass layoffs when
manufacturers decided to pull
up roots and move their
operations elsewhere with
little or no warning.

When Dixie-Narco decided to
move their vending machine
manufacturing operations to
South Carolina – going back
on private assurances to the
contrary, Hamill said –
around 1,200 jobs vanished
overnight.

“It was heartbreak for
everybody,” he said. “It was
really, really hard to take.”

“It’s been a hard, hard struggle knowing that you have to deal with the pain that people have
suffered,” he said.

But, Hamill said, the new projects the towns are undertaking bring hope for more, better jobs in the
future.

“There will be a new dawning,” he said.
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