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main mission
Mississippi Main Street celebrates 35 years of helping communities 

across the state revitalize their downtowns. 

MEREDITH 

 
Mississippi Main Street Association (MMSA), an economic development organization that is focused on historic preserva-
tion, is just a small branch of the Main Street America initiative. “Mississippi Main Street has been a strong state program, 
and I think their success is demonstrated best through impact figures we’ve collected on the preservation, revitalization, 
and economic activities in their local Main Streets,” says Patrice Frey, president and CEO of the National Main Street Center. 

 Since 2013, Main Streets in Mississippi have seen $7.24 million reinvested, 7,537 net gains in jobs, 1,352 net new busi-
nesses, 609 buildings rehabilitated, and 280,797 volunteer hours recorded, according to Frey. “Having a partner reach such 
an important milestone makes me hopeful for the future of this movement, and I’m looking forward to seeing Mississippi 

writer   MEREDITH ENGER    

PHOTOS  COURTESY OF MISSISSIPPI MAINT STREET ASSOCIATION



188   JULY |  AUGUST 2019

Main Street build on the progress they’ve made,” Frey adds. 
Main Street America was formed in 1980 as a response 

to the decline of historic commercial areas during the 
1960s and 1970s. With many small businesses not able to 
compete with large suburban shopping malls, many down-
town merchants were forced to close their doors or vacate 
to more popular areas. These store closings led to a loss of 
significant historic structures, deterioration, and a sense of 
loss in these communities, according to Ken P'Pool, a re-
tired deputy state historic preservation officer at the Mis-
sissippi Department of Archives and History and board 
member emeritus at MMSA. 

In 1980, the Department of Housing and Urban Devel-
opment proposed to fund establishments of Main Street 
Programs in five different states. Even though Mississippi 
was not chosen as one of the original five states, it was due 
to the hard work of then-governor William Winter and the 
Mississippi Department of Archives and History that Mis-
sissippi was allowed to enter the entry-level program at a 
reduced cost. Due to a lack of funding, these early initia-

tives collapsed, leaving nine communities with local pro-
grams but no assistance from a statewide program. This 
caused the creation of the Mississippi Downtown Devel-
opment Association, whose name was later changed to the 
Mississippi Main Street Association. “The greatest boost to 
the program’s promotion was the hiring of Beverly Ming as 
MDDA’s executive director,” says P’Pool. “Her knowledge 
for the program derived from years working with the South 
Carolina Main Street Program, and her infectious enthu-
siasm for the program was a key factor in attracting many 
Mississippi communities.”

MMSA has been one of Mississippi’s most active and 
cost-efficient economic development activities over the 
past 30 years, according to P’Pool.  “Despite the fact that 
the Main Street concept generates significant economic 
development, it is not actually an economic development 
program,” he says. “It is a quality-of-life-program. MMSA is 
proof that if a community maintains a good quality of life, 
economic development will follow.” The Main Street Pro-
gram is suitable for both the community’s soul and econ-
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ABOVE, CLOCKWISE FROM 
TOP LEFT: An art-window design 
in  Riley spruces up a downtown 
window. School-children are intro-
duced to the “Love Where You 
Live” education campaign in West 
Point. Locals enjoy an evening un-
der the stars at a farm-to-table din-
ing event in Aberdeen. OPPOSITE, 
CLOCKWISE FROM TOP LEFT: 
The 2018 Water Valley Blue Devils 
head to a state championship game 
with cheers from a bevy of sup-
porters. New fashions are revealed 
at an HSquared runway show in 
downtown Cleveland. Children of 
all ages enjoy fun activities in the 
alleys of Tupelo during Bud and 
Burgers.  Locals enjoy the sounds 
of Rick Lewis at an event. PREVI-
OUS PAGE: Tupelo’s downtown 
ally spaces have been converted 
into usable areas.

omy, according to P’Pool. “The impact of the program on 
Mississippi’s communities and economy has been enor-
mous,” P’Pool adds. “Gains for the community are usual-
ly incremental but continuous, rather than a single large 
investment.”

The mission of MMSA is to provide leadership and 
guidance to its communities through four pillars: organi-
zation, promotion, design, and economic development to 
make their towns better places to live and work. “This can 
be anything from board training to working on a grant 
to helping develop a plan to revitalize their downtowns,” 
says Jan Miller, director of field services at Mississippi 
Main Street. “Each town has different needs, but the end 
result is the same, a quality place to live and to work. We 
spend our time promoting our communities as well as 
providing program assistance.”

Even though they are celebrating a huge milestone, 
there is still work to be done. “After 35 years there are still 
projects to revitalize downtowns in our state,” says Miller. 
“The lifeblood of every community is its downtown. Many 

choose to take steps to revitalize, but many do not. It is 
the difference between thriving and dying. I am so proud 
to be a part of an organization whose mission is to help 
people revitalize their downtowns. We have been a cata-
lyst to help communities thrive in the state, and I am very 
proud of that."

Jeannie Waller Zieren is the director of training and 
information services at MMSA and has been working for 
the organization since 2008.  Since the organization be-
gan 35 years ago, Zieren shares that there has been an 
enormous change in downtown revitalization. “When we 
started, downtowns were not the hot spots,” says Zieren. 
“We had to get businesses filled and people back in town, 
and also compete with chain stores and the growth of the 
Internet over the years. Now we have over 50 communi-
ties that are doing incredibly well.” 

“I am working for something that will last and have a 
future impact,” Zieren adds. “To celebrate 35 years shows 
that we are significant and bring value to our state.”


