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Williston unveils downtown dream 

 

 
The Williston Community Redevelopment Agency is comprised of volunteers 

(from left) Mike Langston, Vice Chairman Nick Williams, Chairman Dr. Kenneth 

A. Schwiebert, Jonathan Lewis and Art Konstantino. They meet monthly on the 

second Monday, starting at 5:30 p.m., in the City Council Chambers of Williston 

City Hall, 50 N.W. Main St. City Planner Jackie Gorman said the CRA welcomes 

input on the future plans for improving the Community Redevelopment Areas of 

the city. She mentioned the possible start of a ‘focus group’ in this regard. Like any 

ad hoc advisory group such as that, a focus group will be under the Florida laws 

regarding public meetings and public records. 

 

Story and Photos 

By Jeff M. Hardison © Jan. 15, 2020 at 12:09 a.m. 

     WILLISTON – The Williston Community Redevelopment Agency, comprised of five 

volunteers who meet monthly, unveiled a vision of the “Heart of Downtown Williston” Monday 

evening (Jan. 13) to people at an informal meeting in City Hall. 
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CRA members Jonathan Lewis and Art Konstantino await the start of the meeting. 

Since the city had difficulty with its public address system that evening, the 

method for people to hear what was said was for speakers to speak loudly. 

 

 
Williston Community Redevelopment Agency Chairman Dr. Kenneth A. 

Schwiebert speaks about the past and the future of the city in regard to 

redevelopment. 
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     This concept of the future of “Block 12” shows a strip of blighted buildings restored as a 

thriving marketplace, where pedestrians are safe to walk. It includes a new performing arts 

center as well, which serves as a magnet for community interaction. 

     One of the finer points currently plaguing “downtown” Williston is parking. Another issue is 

vehicular traffic along Noble Avenue (U.S. Alt. 27) and Main Street (U.S. 27, U.S. 41, State Road 

121). 

     In February of 2016, Burrell Engineering had provided the Williston CRA with a plan for 

improved parking in and around Block 12, according to records. 

     Williston City Planner Jackie Gorman on Monday evening helped Williston CRA Chairman 

Dr. Kenneth A. Schwiebert share the idea for improving Block 12, which is bordered by Main 

Street, Noble Avenue, Northeast First Avenue and Northeast First Street. 

     Over the past few decades, downtown Williston has seen a number of iterations in regard to 

potential parking improvements. 

     Likewise, in the past decades, the structures in “Block 12” have become increasingly 

unappealing in appearance from a curbside view. 

     Gorman and the Williston CRA now have a grander vision beyond just improving the parking. 

One significant change is the CRA’s purchase of the John Patrick property and building in the 

$95,000 range. That location on the block is the current tentative location of the future 

performing arts center. 

     Improving the downtown’s slum-like appearance has been part of the CRA’s Redevelopment 

Plan for more than 20 years, Chairman Schwiebert said. 

     “We have tonight,” Schwiebert said as he opened the meeting, “to share with you, a concept.” 

     The CRA wants to increase the dialogue with the people of Williston to spark the start of more 

forward momentum for redevelopment. The CRA has made significant improvements at 

Heritage (Linear) Park, including the addition of a well-equipped pavilion, wider sidewalks and 

more. 

     Chairman Schwiebert welcomed Levy County Commission Chairman Matt Brooks, a former 

member of the Williston City Council who has a business in the city limits, and County 

Commissioner Mike Joyner. Schwiebert also mentioned Mayor Jerry Robinson and some 

members of City Council had come to see the presentation. 

     Former CRA members Jim Smith and Betty Fender were in the audience and were recognized 

by the chairman, too, for their work leading to this point. 

     In addition to Chairman Schwiebert, the current members of the Williston CRA are Vice 

Chairman Nick Williams, Jonathan Lewis, Arthur “Art” Konstantino and Mike Langston. 

     The architects for the new vision of downtown Williston were present and they were 

introduced. Walker Architects Inc. of Gainesville sent owner Joe Walker and designer and 

visualization specialist Manuel Marull. 

     Walker Architects Inc. is the company that created the layout and structure of the new 

Williston City Hall. 

     As he began speaking about the plan for the future, Schwiebert spoke about the arcade of the 

late 1920s in then-downtown Williston. There is still an archway in this set of buildings, where it 

used to enter into that arcade of old. 

     Constructed in 1925, the arcade was in the prime downtown property now known a “Block 

12.” Back then, it was a place of social gathering and the original motion-picture projector was 

hand operated, Schwiebert said. 

     When it was first developed, the screen could be raised to open a stage on which traveling 

performers could act, he said. Over the years, the arcade-theater was modified with wiring for 
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electric and sound projectors, 

air-conditioning and cinema 

screens. 

     The backstage area became 

a place designated for 

equipment and storage, he 

said as he spoke about the 

former attraction – now faded 

into the dust of the historic 

past. 

     As he introduced the 

concept of the future, 

Schwiebert showed the 

improved façade along Main 

Street and Noble Avenue, as 

well as the future performing 

arts center. 

 

 

 

 

These three artists’ 

renditions (above), 

created by Walker 

Architects Inc. of 

Gainesville and shown on 

a TV screen hanging in 

the City Council meeting 

room, capture a current 

vision of the possible 

future. In the one 

rendition where there is 

a building behind the 

line of structures and 

there is an open area 

between them, the multi-

story building is a 

concept of how the 

future performing arts 

center may appear from 

the outside. 
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Owner Joe Walker and designer and visualization specialist Manuel Marull of 

Walker Architects Inc. of Gainesville pause next to an old Arcade-Theatre sign. 

 

     Architect Walker spoke to the people. He said the idea is to bring the community together in 

the future downtown Williston. In the improvements to Linear Park, he said the theme of 

bringing the community together where people can gather and get to know one another, has 

come to fruition. 

     Over time, he said, one shop will open and then another. Over time, everything becomes 

revitalized in downtown. 

     Then, Friday nights become “the thing,” he said. Rather than staying home and watching TV, 

people bring families out and neighbors speak with each other face-to-face, Walker said. 

     By cutting out the back parts of some of the buildings and creating a gathering area off of the 

main streets is part of this idea, he said, where the people can enjoy themselves downtown. 

     The overriding message from Monday night is that this is the start of a concept forming. It is 

the beginning of a vision for the potential future of downtown Williston. It is a dream for 

downtown. 

     When the question about pedestrian safety in that part of the city was broached, Schwiebert 

and Gorman said the city is working with the Florida Department of Transportation to address 

the concerns, which including people walking across Main Street from the front of City Hall over 

to the set of buildings where a façade may be added in the future. 

     Some audience members questioned the stability of the old structures and whether a simple 

facelift and new roof are enough. They were told the “bones” or supporting cornerstones and 

foundations and beams of the old buildings are trustworthy. 

      Gorman said the city and the CRA have several aspects of the plan for the future working 

together. There is the façade for the buildings. There is the future performing arts center. And 

there are traffic and parking issues in the area. 

     In addition to the CRA, which owns some property, it is working with private owners of the 

properties. She foresees a potential public-private partnership. 
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      By adding the performing arts center, Gorman hopes the other property owners in the area 

see the value of investing to improve their structures to attract new business interests. 

     “We want people to come back downtown,” Gorman said. 

     Gorman said she hopes to inspire property owners in downtown Williston to make the “Heart 

of Downtown” vibrant again. She wants input and participation from the general public. 

Gorman said the CRA intends to create a focus group for input as well. 

     As noted on the Florida Redevelopment Association's website, 

Community Redevelopment Agencies are quite common, but often there are many questions in 

the minds of those who don’t work with them every day. 

     Under Florida Statute 163.330, the “Community Redevelopment Act of 1969,” local 

governments are able to designate areas as Community Redevelopment Areas when certain 

conditions exist. Since all the monies used in financing CRA activities are locally generated, 

CRAs are not overseen by the state, but redevelopment plans must be consistent with local 

government comprehensive plans. 

     The money for the CRA comes from ad valorem property tax dollars diverted from city 

property taxpayers away from the county to go to the city’s CRA alone. 

     Examples of conditions that can support the creation of a CRA include, but are not limited to 

the presence of substandard or inadequate structures (blight and slum), a shortage of affordable 

housing, inadequate infrastructure, insufficient roadways and inadequate parking. 

     Tax increment financing (TIF) is a unique tool available to cities and counties for 

redevelopment activities. It is used to leverage public funds to promote private sector activity in 

the targeted area via a public-private partnership. 

     It is important to note that property tax revenue collected by the School Board and any 

special district are not affected under the tax increment financing process. 

     Gorman reminded everyone that this is all a vision, a concept. If the performing arts center 

comes to be built, one idea now is for a foundation to be formed to work with its continued 

operation. The CRA or the city are not seen as owner-operators for that enterprise in the future. 

     Gorman invites everyone to the monthly CRA meetings to watch as the city progresses on its 

road for this aspect of revitalization of downtown Williston. The CRA meets the second Monday 

of the month at City Hall starting at 5:30 p.m. 
  


