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October 19, 2012

Mr. Chris Dyess
Rockdale Downtown Association
134 North Main Street
Rockdale, Texas  76567

Reference: Final report of the Rockdale Downtown Master Plan Report

Dear Mr. Dyess:

Halff  Associates is pleased to submit this fi nal report for the Rockdale 
Downtown Master Plan.  Th is document is the culmination of an extensive 
planning process over the past year that involved key stakeholders, 
Association staff , City staff , elected offi  cials, business owners and most 
importantly the citizens of Rockdale.

Th e citizens of Rockdale envision downtown to become a key part of the heart 
and soul of Rockdale - a destination where people love to live, work and play.  
Th e desire is to preserve the history and character of the buildings and streets 
that make up downtown, and by doing so address the following three goals: to 
build a downtown community, to create a sense of place, and to enhance the 
value of the area.  Th is document identifi es opportunities and actions to fulfi ll 
this vision for Downtown Rockdale, and to make it a truly livable and special 
place.

We are honored to have worked with you, your staff , and the citizens of 
Rockdale.  We believe that this master plan provides you with a blueprint to 
restore the value and importance to downtown.

Sincerely,

Halff  Associates, Inc.

Jim Carrillo, FAICP, ASLA
Director of Planning/Vice Presient

Halff  Associates, Inc.

JiJiJiJiJiJiJiJJiJiJiJiJiJJiJJiJiiim CaCCaCCCCCaCCCCCCCCCCCCC rrillo, FAICP, ASLA
Director of Planning/Vice Presient



iii

Acknowledgements
Th e Downtown Master Plan would not have been possible without the 
feedback, input and support provided by Rockdale’s citizens.  We’d like to 
thank all particpants in the planning process who live, work, play or use 
downtown, other interested individuals who gave their feedback on this 
planning eff ort, and members of the Rockdale Downtown Association who 
made themselves available to provide information related to this master plan.

FOREWORD



iv Rockdale Downtown Master Plan 

Table of Contents

Chapter 1 | Existing Conditions
Purpose of Th e Planning Eff ort ............................................................. 1
Transportation Network ......................................................................... 2
Existing Land Use .................................................................................... 6
Vision and Goals for Downtown ........................................................... 9

Chapter 2 | Public Involvement
Purpose of Public Involvement ........................................................... 11
Survey Results ........................................................................................ 11
Public Visioning Meeting ..................................................................... 16

Chapter 3 | Recommendations
Market Review and Recommendations .............................................. 17
Rockdale Downtown Master Plan Recommendations ..................... 28

Chapter 4 | Implementation
Implementation Plan ............................................................................ 45

Appendix
Downtown Intercept Questionnaire
Downtown Customer Survey Results
Business Owner Survey Responses





1Chapter 1 | EXISTING CONDITIONS

Purpose of the Downtown 
Planning Effort
In 2011, the Rockdale Downtown Association hired Halff  
Associates, Inc. to develop a downtown master plan for the 
downtown area of Rockdale.  Th e master plan is intended to 
establish a vision for the future of Downtown Rockdale, and 
outline a framework of actions to realize that vision.  Future 
funding and development decisions should be guided by the 
vision and goals of this master plan.

A master plan is a focused review of the issues surrounding a 
particular area, and the development of a strategy to begin to 
address the key needs of that area.  Development of a master 
plan is a process that involves review and refi nement based on 
the input that is received.  Th e master planning process includes 
the steps shown by the fi gure to the right.

Th e Master Plan is intended to guide the redevelopment of 
Downtown over the next ten years.  Like any master plan, 
external conditions that impact the master plan may change 
over time, and require that it be periodically updated.  Th is 
master plan should be viewed as a fl exible guide for the 
redevelopment of the area, and can be modifi ed if key needs 
or unique opportunities arise.  However, business and 
property owner involvement should be a key part of any 
recommendation to revise the master plan once it is completed.

Regional Context and Study Area
Rockdale is located in Milam County, approximately 43 miles 
east of Round Rock, and 30 miles west of Hearne on Highway 
79.  Highway 79 is the major arterial link to the City, and bisects 
the downtown area.  

Th e limits of the downtown study area are shown on the map 
below.  It is bordered by Davilla Ave. to the north, San Gabriel 
St. to the east, the railroad tracks to the south, and one block 
west of Wilcox St.

Introduction
Ascertain reasons for Master Plan

Master Planning Process and 
Timeframe

Downtown Rockdale Today
Context and Relationship to the 

Remainder of the City
Existing Features of the Downtown
Key Opportunities and Constraints

Program of Elements that could be 
included in Downtown

Potential facilities for Downtown
Review and adjustment of the 

elements for Downtown

Master Plan Concepts
Develop alternative preliminary 

concepts
Refi ne based on comments received

Public Input
Public input via small group and larger 

public meetings
Refi nement of the plan based on 

comments received

Implementation Strategy
Estimated Costs for Plan Components

Prioritization and Implementation 
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Adoption of Plan Recommendations
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A Brief History of Rockdale
Th e town fi rst developed in 1873, as the International-
Great Northern Railroad passed through Milam 
County.  Rockdale got its name from a nearby rock that 
supposedly stood 12 feet high and had a circumference 
of 20 feet.  Th e City incorporated in 1878.  It was the 
fi rst major railroad town in the County, and become a 
shipping and supply hub for area farmers.

In the early 1950s, a large Alcoa plant opened and 
nearly tripled the population in Rockdale within six 
years.  At its heyday, the large Alcoa smelting operation 
could produce 1.6 million pounds of aluminum per 
day.  Since the almost  total closure of the plant in 
late 2008/early 2009, the population of Rockdale has 
remained fl at with little growth.  In 2011, the US 
Census estimated the population of Rockdale to be 
5,572, a slight decline since 2010.  

Why Invest in Downtown?
Revitalization can sometimes be seen as a venture 
with some level of risk.  Typically, investors are more 
reassured when area governmental entities work to 
create a more attractive investment climate and assist 
by also investing in the area.  Th e City’s investment in 
downtown can be reassuring to a private investor and 
may help encourage them to make the investment.

Moreover, successful downtowns have direct and 
indirect benefi ts to the rest of the city.  A strong central 
core is a sign of a strong, healthy city.  Th e long term 
population growth projections developed by the Texas 
Water Development Board for the City of Rockdale 
indicate very slow population growth throught the 
year 2040.  By carefully and successfully revitalizing 
the downtown study area, the entire City of Rockdale 
could see benefi ts such as increased tourism, sales 
tax revenue, population growth, and an increase in 
property tax revenue.

Relevant Previous 
Planning Efforts
Th e review of previous planning eff orts provides an 
idea of the community’s interests based on historical 
actions and goals identifi ed in these plans.  Previous 
eff orts include:

Comprehensive Plan
Th e 2002 Comprehensive Plan focused on four 
main components of the City: thoroughfares, water, 
wastewater, and drainage.  Within the thoroughfare 
plan section, there are specifi c recommendations 
for streets within the downtown study area.  It 
recommends that both Main Street and Ackerman 
Street become one-way streets and paved to a Class 
E collector street cross section, which recommends 
two 12-foot wide traffi  c lanes, 8-foot wide parking 
lane, and 4-foot wide sidewalk on each side.  Th is 
master plan recommends that one-way streets NOT 
be implemented, since they make access to local 
businesses more cumbersome and have been shown to 
limit spontaneous sales.  In addition, traffi  c volumes 
do not in any way warrant one way streets.

Transportation 
Network
Transportation is more than the movement of motor 
vehicles.  Th e transportation network should be 
planned and designed for all modes of transportation 
including motor vehicles, bicyclists and especially 
pedestrians.  Th e following is an evaluation of the 
existing transportation system and how it serves 
multiple users.

Vehicular Circulation and Traffi c Flow
Currently there are three primary road classifi cations 
that exist in the downtown study area: arterials, 
collectors and local streets.  Arterials and collectors 
are designated as thoroughfares to carry traffi  c, and 
as such are designed primarily for this purpose.    
However, this is oft en done at the expense of 
pedestrian and bicyclist safety.

Primary vehicular access to downtown Rockdale is 
via Cameron Street/Hwy 79.  It is a four-lane road 
with angled parking on both sides through the heart 
of downtown, then turns into a two-lane road with a 
center turn lane at the outer edges of the downtown 
study area.  Typical daily traffi  c volumes along Hwy 
79 / Cameron Boulevard are in the 15,000 - 19,000 
per day range.   More importantly, much of that daily 
volume is truck traffi  c which creates uncomfortable 
conditions for pedestrians and downtown visitors.
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Traffi  c fl ow of major arterial streets in downtown.

Traffi  c fl ow of all streets in downtown.
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Pedestrian Facilities (Sidewalks)
Sidewalk quality varies drastically throughout the 
study area.  Th ree key issues exist today:  sidewalk 
conditions, inconsistent sidewalk pavement (due ot 
multiple repairs and additions over many years) and 
the lack of sidewalks in some key areas.

Condition - Many sidewalks have signifi cant cracks, 
pavement condition varies from previous patches and 
repairs, and handicapped accessibililty ramps that were 
installed in the past two decades are unsightly and are 
being damaged by parked cars.  Left over sign poles, 
remnants of prior street tree locations and a lack of 
attention to removing weeds have created unsightly 
walking conditions in major parts of the downtown 
area.  

Inconsistent pavement - many additions and 
improvements over time have resulted in unattractive 
sections of sidewalk, as shown in the photograph 
below.

Apart from the condition of existing sidewalks, 
existing walks do not have streetscape elements such 
as decorative light poles, benches or street trees that 
would make the area a more pleasant place to walk.  
Also, the frequent high step up from on street parking 
to the adjacent sidewalk creates tripping hazards 
for less mobile visitors, especially older visitors or 
children.

Missing Sidewalk Segments - Sidewalk connections 
along Cameron Street from Burleson to Wilcox are 
missing, and would help connect the western part 

Patched sidewalks and left over tree wells in Downtown 
Rockdale

Deteriorating sidewalks and unpainted and potentially un-
necessary railings create hazards and an unsightly walking 
environment

Signifi cant height diff erences from parking to the adjacent 
sidewalk can create tripping hazards and require frequent 
railed ramps

Uneven sidewalk areas and multiple additions have created 
unattractive, barren walking areas in downtown Rockdale.
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On-street Parking and Other Parking 
Issues
Generally, there is an adequate supply of parking.  
A total of 350 parking spaces are readily available 
throughout downtown Rockdale.  However, there are 
no clearly marked off -street public parking lots, and 
the existing 45 degree angled parking along Cameron 
Street is diffi  cult to use (and dangerous) because of the 
higher speed traffi  c and the diffi  culty of seeing on-
coming traffi  c to be able to back out.

Few areas exist for off -street parking in the downtown 
study area.  Th roughout the public input process, 
citizens stressed that more parking was a signifi cant 

need and should be a  HIGH priority in the downtown 
area.

Th is plan does NOT recommend the removal of 
existing buildings to add parking.  More, not less 
buildings are needed in the downtown area.  However, 
new parking areas could be built near Wolf Park, 
adjacent to Antique Queen’s, and on the existing 
Work Force parking lot.  Secondly, alley parking for 
employees and owners should be made available and 
enforced by the Downtown Association.  Employees 
and business owner cars can be equiped with stickers 
so that parking in on-street spaces is readily noticable 
and can be enforced.

Strong consideration should be given to changing 
the angled parking spaces to parallel parking along 
Cameron Street.  Th is would result in the loss of 3 to 5 
total spaces, but would create a much safer condition 
for visitors to downtown Rockdale.

of the City back to the downtown area.  Other key 
areas that lack sidewalks include Main Street between 
Bell and Davila (connecting to the Kay Th eater) and 
undeveloped areas of the downtown along Ackerman, 
Davila and Bell (near the kay Th eater).

Facilities for bicycle riders - Lastly, there are no 
striped bicycle lanes or designated bicycle routes in 
Rockdale.   Shared lane markings that let vehicles 
know that bicycles may be sharing the same road could 
be added along Milam, Bell and Ackerman Streets.  
Th e image on this page illustrates how a shared 
lane marking works.  One bicycle rack for parking 
bicycles in each block (at least 4 total in the downtown 
area) would also encourage cyclists to travel to the 
downtown area on bicycle.

Angled parking along Cameron Ave/Hwy 79

Pedestrian walking along Cameron Street in an area with no 
sidewalks

Shared lane markings help indicate where bicycle riders 
should ride and alert motorists to the presence of bicyclists
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Residential Health Care Food/Accommodation

Construction Church

Parking

Retail Trade Park Vacant/Undeveloped

Professional

Civic/Government/Museum

Existing Land Use
Th e downtown study area contains a mix of industrial, 
commercial, cultural, governmental, and residential 
uses.  Field work conducted early in the planning 
process identifi ed specifi c building uses for properties 
in the study area to help identify potential businesses 
the downtown area could capture.  

Currently, the downtown study area makes up 
approximately 7% of the total appraised value within 
Rockdale’s city limits.  Th e map on this page illustrates 
the existing land use.

Key existing land use factors are as follows:
 ■ Downtown Rockdale has a varied mix of uses, 
ranging from governmental, banking, insurance, 
media (Th e Rockdale Reporter) and some food 
establishments and retail.

 ■ Existing residential buildings are remnants of 
a larger residential base in the area, and are 
moderately priced.  In fact, the area contains 
some of the most aff ordable residential tracts 
in Rockdale.  But it also contains multiple older 
historic buildings which could function well as bed 
and breakfast establishments.

 ■ Th ere is relatively little green space in the area, 
except at Wolf Park.

 ■ Th ere are only six land use designated restaurant/
food service properties in the area.  A bar/tavern 
are combined on two of the lots, so there are 
actually only fi ve restaurant or bar establishments.

 ■ Government and other public buildings such as 
churches or museums make up approximately 16% 
of the study area. 

Existing sidewalks in Downtown Rockdale
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Land use Types and 
Area Market Value
Th e table shown on this page was derived from Milam 
County Appraisal District information for the 2011 tax 
year.  Excluding street rights of way in the downtown 
area, the area contains approximately 38 acres, close to 
500,000 square feet of buildings, and an overall value 
of $12.3 million dollars.  Key fi ndings are as follows:

 ■ 12% of the downtown area is considered 
undeveloped or vacant.  Th ese include the Kay 
Th eater that is being renovated.  Few large 
undeveloped tracts exist in the area, with the 
exception of lots adjacent to the Kay Th eater. 

 ■ Properties that do not contribute to the area’s 
taxable base (governmental and churches) make 
up 37% of the value of the area and 16% of its land 
area.  But these encourage visits to the downtown 
area and should be maintained.  

 ■ Parking is 4% of the overall area, a relatively small 
percentage.

 ■ Food related uses are only 3% of the building area, 
a very small percentage.

 ■ General commercial uses, including monument 
sales, comprise a very small percentage of the value 
of the area, and yet occupy high visibility sites along 
Cameron Avenue.

 ■ Financial services, insurance and professional 
title services make up a signifi cant portion of the 
building area and contribute signifi cantly to the 
overall value of the area.

 ■ Th e calculation of per square foot building value 
on a per square foot basis results in interesting 
fi ndings.  Beyond churches and governmental 
buildings, food related uses, auto related businesses, 
medical services, and fi nancial services provide the 
highest values on a per square foot basis.  While 
this depends on the buildings they occupy, it 
also indicates that these types of uses may be the 
most desirable to stabilize property values in the 
downtown area.

 ■ No hotel or lodging uses occur in the downtown 
area.  Several large residential buildings could 
accomodate a downtown bed and breakfast.

 ■ Retail uses, including antique sales, only account 
for 9% of the downtown area.  Additional retail 
should be targeted to move into the area. 
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Building Condition and Appearance
Buildings in the downtown study area range in 
age from 10 years to over 75 years old.  Because of 
damage over the years, many of the original buildings 
found in the downtown area have been replaced with 
newer buildings.  Th ere have been no signifi cant 
building design guidelines in place, and many of the 
replacement buildings have simply served as quick 
nondescript structures, or have been painted in colors 
that do not fi t in with adjacent structures.

However, a surprisingly large stock of older buildings 
remain.  Many of these are experiencing roof and 
mechanical/electrical concerns, and are in danger 
of deteriorating to the point that they have to be 
removed.  Th e recent collapse of the roof of a building 
along Cameron Avenue emphasizes this point:  vertical 
structures areas remain the single most important asset 
of the downtown, and must be preserved.  

One story commercial buildings are the most prevalent 
in the area.  Building structures range from wooden 
structures, metal buildings, plain brick masonry, or 
concrete block buildings.  Preferred styles of buildings 
are shown on this page. 

Buildings in a downtown environment are a key form 
giver to the area.  Buildings should be close to the main 
pedestrian corridors to encourage walking.  Open 
areas between buildings, such as parking lots, become 
potential “dead” space with no interest for pedestrians.

Th e character of buildings should also contribute to the 
interest in Rockdale’s downtown.  Having multi-story 
buildings can contribute to the appeal of a downtown 
street.  Window detailing, awnings, roofl ine detailing 
and large storefront windows all create interest in the 
downtown area.

Downtown buildings shown on this page illustrate a typical downtown character that should be maintained.  Even the Orsag’s 
Building, while paint covers much of the original detailing, retains potential to be an important part of the downtown area.
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Vision for Downtown
Th e vision of the Rockdale Downtown Master Plan 
is to make downtown an appealing destination to 
Rockdale’s citizens and visitors of all ages.  At the same 
time, the history and character of the neighborhoods 
that make up the study area should be preserved and 
even enhanced.   Th erefore, three broad goals were 
created for downtown.

Create a Sense of Community
Building and reinforcing a sense of community is 
important in the success of downtown.  Th e quality 
and livability of a place is impacted by activity in the 
area.  Community is a support system, providing 
individuals with a sense of identity, connectedness, and 
belonging.  Without a sense of community, individuals 
can feel disconnected and lonely, leading to social 
disintegration.  

A sense of community is more than just the existence 
of a community.  It should be visible and sensed in 
order to benefi t the society.  Activities and events 
help make that community more visible and give 
individuals an opportunity to be involved.  Eff orts to 
expand and promote existing events should be made to 
strengthen the sense of community in downtown.

Create a Sense of Place

“Sense of Place” describes the characteristics of a place 
that make it special or unique.  Places with a strong 
sense of place have a strong identity.  Th is is created 
through a variety of ways: public activity, land uses, 
building quality, architecture, cleanliness, and safety 
just to name a few.

Research by 
the Project for 
Public Spaces 
has led to the 
development of a 
model of qualities 
that create great 
places.  Th eir 
evaluation of 
thousands of 
public spaces around the world has found that there 
are four key qualities for a successful place: the space is 
accessible; people are engaged in activities there; it is a 
comfortable space with a safe image; and it is a sociable 
place where people can meet each other.

Create a Sense of Value
People oft en express value with attention and money.  
A place is valued in the same way: through visitation 
and investment.  During the booming 1950s and 
1960s, downtowns were a place full of value.  Property 
owners found value in investing their money in 
downtown, businesses found value in operating 

Coppell Town Center

Millienium Park in Chicago

Austin Farmer’s Market in downtown Austin

Model of qualities that create great public 
places by the Project for Public Spaces.
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in downtown, and people found value in visiting 
downtown.

Today, there is less sense of value apparent in 
downtown Rockdale.  Activity is limited to business 
hours, and even during those hours activity tends to 
happen within buildings only.  Th ere is some desire for 
private investiment in the downtown area as evidenced 
by the extensive investment made for Elements, but 
not as much evidence of governmental support or 
investment.  Th is needs to change.

Over time, businesses have abandoned the area either 
because of a lack of activity or because there are better, 
more “valuable” places to operate.  Simple needs such 
as easy access and parking, nearby places to eat lunch 
and higher visibility have made the western portions of 
Hwy 79 in Rockdale a more attractive place to be.

Th is master plan seeks to revitalize downtown and 
restore the sense of value that once existed here.

Historic image of Cameron Avenue in downtown Rockdale
(Photo provided by the Rockdale Municipal Development District)
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Purpose of Public Involvement
The development of the Downtown Master Plan could not have been 
completed without the participation and input of the downtown 
stakeholders and residents of Rockdale.  A combination of surveys, 
workshops with the Rockdale Downtown Association, and a public meeting 
allowed interested citizens of Rockdale to participate in the planning 
process.  Through these meetings, we identified issues, opportunities and 
desires of both businesses, elected officials and Rockdale citizens regarding 
downtown.

Survey Results
Multiple surveys were distributed seeking input for the downtown plan.  
Initially, an intercept survey was conducted during the Annual Tejas Book 
Festival and Car Show in March of 2012.  The second survey was sent 
to business owners in downtown, asking for their opinions on ways the 
downtown area can be improved to benefit their business.  The third survey 
was for the customers of the downtown area shops, asking why they visit 
downtown and what would bring them to the area more often.  The final 
survey was available online to all residents of Rockdale, asking for general 
opinions about downtown.  The results of each survey are discussed in more 
detail on the following pages.

Car Show and Tejas Book Festival Intercept Survey
A total of 70 surveys were filled out and returned at the Tejas Art & Book 
Festival and Annual Auto & Bike Show on March 3rd, 2012 in downtown 
Rockdale.  Below is a summary of the responses of that survey.

Are you a resident of Rockdale, or visitor?
•  60% of surveys received were from residents near or in Rockdale
•  20% of surveys were from residents of other areas of Milam County
•  18.6% of surveys received were from residents outside of Milam County

Attended the Car Show/Book Festival event before?
•  63% of respondents had attended the event before and 31% had not

How did you hear about the event?
•  A large majority of those surveyed heard about the event through a 
local media source, including newspaper or radio (38.6%) or through an 
organization or business entity (18.5%)
•  Other forms of publicity that drew attendance included school 
promotion; mail out; and walk or drive by
How often do you come to Downtown Rockdale?
•  67% of the survey respondents said they come to Rockdale at least once a 
week.  Of these 47 respondents, 37 (78.7%) are from the city or immediate 
vicinity and 17% were from Milam County (outside of the near-city area)
Normally, what is your reason for visiting downtown Rockdale?
•  The top reasons for typically visiting Rockdale include (in order) 
shopping; eating out; attending a special event/festival; visiting a business  
•  Only 1 survey respondent answered that they normally come to 
downtown Rockdale to visit the museum

Public visioning meeting held in 
May 2012 to address economic 
development, including the downtown 
study area.

Car Show attendees completing the 
intercept survey in March 2012
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What would make you visit downtown Rockdale 
more frequently?
•  Festivals or special events: 48.6%
•  More places to eat: 45.7%
•  Different shops: 44.3%
•  More entertainment or music venues: 40%
•  Public gathering places (parks or plazas): 28.6%
•  Promotions to attract you to downtown: 21.4%

What do you LIKE about downtown Rockdale?
•  Character or feeling of downtown Rockdale 
(referring to the hometown/small town feel) (28.6%)
•  People (22.9%)
•  Variety of businesses (15.7%)
•  Other answers that received repetitive responses 
include events, the cleanliness, specific businesses, 
museums, the preservation of buildings, and the 
library

What do you NOT like about downtown Rockdale?

•  Lack of destination/things to do (12 responses)
•  Infrastructure (including quality and ease of it) (7)
•  Traffic through downtown (4)
•  Other answers include building conditions; no 
promotion; condition of entrance; police trap; Walmart 
better place to go; not clean

Suggestions to improve downtown Rockdale?
•  Fill empty businesses/attract businesses (8)
•  Improve quality of built environment/clean up 
vacant properties (3)
•  Family/youth activity opportunities (3)
•  Other answers include art district; water feature; 
housing; common theme; parking; parade; traffic; 
Christmas decorations; walk/bike path

Business Owner Survey
Detailed surveys were distributed to businesses in the 
downtown area.  17 surveys were completed, with the 
following results:

60% of the business owners in Downtown Rockdale 
would rate that it is either a good or excellent place 
to do business. However, only 13% would rate it as 
excellent.  

Similarly, 66% of responding business owners would 
rate access to parking for their business as either good 
or excellent.  This actually conflicts with other public 
input that was received where residents voiced that 

no available parking was a major complaint of the 
downtown area.

Business owners were given a list of potential 
advantages to their location in Rockdale.  The most 
common advantages are being located close to the 

highways and having access to the highways.  The top 
five most common advantages are:

 ■ Cost of doing business (53%)
 ■ Location next to/near highway (53%)
 ■ Proximity to Taylor (53%)
 ■ Access to area highways (47%)
 ■ Cost to rent/lease space (47%)

Business owner respondents were also asked what do 
they feel are the challenges facing their business in 
downtown.  The response that received the highest 
amount of agreence was current economic conditions, 
with 73% of business owners indicating this was a 
challenge.  The most common sited challenges are:

 ■ Current economic conditions (73%)
 ■ Insufficient customer base/sales (60%)

Excellent
13%

Good
47%

Fair
33%

Poor
7%

Overall, how would you rate downtown 
Rockdale as a place to do business?

Excellent
20%

Adequate
46%

Inadequate
27%

Poor
7%

How would you rate access to parking for your 
business?
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 ■ Property or space constraints (27%)
 ■ Codes or regulations (20%)
 ■ Transportation/parking access (20%)
 ■ Facade improvements (20%)

Nearly three-fourths of the business owner 
respondents in downtown feel that their business has 
been stable over the past 12 months.  Only 13% feel 
business is moderately growing, while 13% feel that 
business is declining.

Business owners were given different options which 
potentially could grow their business.  They were 
then asked which of the options they felt would help 
them.  The number one response was attractiveness 
of Downtown Rockdale.  The top five most common 

options that would help businesses grow and succeed 
are:

 ■ Attractiveness of Downtown Rockdale (67%)
 ■ Increase in customer base (60%)
 ■ More customer parking near business (33%)
 ■ Improved safety in Downtown Rockdale (27%)
 ■ Information on business planning/marketing (27%)
 ■ Financing assistance (27%)

Two thirds of all business respondents were members 
of the Rockdale Downtown Association, and two 
thirds were members of the Rockdale Chamber of 
Commerce.  Fully one third were not members of 
either.

Rockdale Customer Questionnaire
A total of 23 customer surveys were completed.  Of 
the customers who completed the very brief customer 
questionnaire, 75% were from Rockdale, 10% were 
from elsewhere in Milam County, and 15% were from 
outside Milam County.  The primary reasons for their 
visit were:

 ■ Visit a certain business (67%)
 ■ General shopping (24%)
 ■ Visit a friend (19%)
 ■ Visit the library (14%)
 ■ Just passing through (10%)
 ■ Work downtown (10%)

Reasons for typically visiting the downtown area 
included:

 ■ Eating out (57%)
 ■ Shopping (57%)
 ■ Visit a business (38%)
 ■ Other (38%)
 ■ Attend a festival or special event (33%)

When customers were asked what types of businesses 
or attractions would make them visit downtown more 
frequently, over three-fourths of the respondents 
indicated more places to eat.  The top answers are:

 ■ More places to eat (76%)
 ■ More places to shop (57%)
 ■ Different shops (52%)
 ■ Festivals or special events (48%)
 ■ Entertainment venues (48%)

Citywide Opinion Survey
The citywide opinion survey was available online 
for all residents of Rockdale to give their opinions of 
downtown, and a total of 52 were received.  Almost 
three-fourths (74%) indicated that they visit downtown 
several times a week.  9% indicated they visit once per 
week, 5% indicated they visit once per month, and 12% 
indicated they visit very seldomly.
When asked why they visit downtown Rockdale, the 
number one response was to visit a specific business.  
The top answers are listed below.

 ■ Visit a specific business (68%)
 ■ Attend a festival or special event (44%)
 ■ Shop (42%)
 ■ Eat out (28%)
 ■ Visit the library (27%)

Business 
moderately 

growing
13%

Holding 
your own/ 
business is 

stable
74%

Declining 
business 
activity

13%

How would you characterize your business' 
activity level over the last 12 months?
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Citizens were also asked what would 
make them visit downtown more 
frequently.  Similar to the results 
found in the customer questionnaire, 
the number one response was more 
places to eat.  The top answers are:

 ■ More places to eat (76%)
 ■ More entertainment or music 
venues (51%)

 ■ Festivals/special events (45%)
 ■ More places to shop (41%)
 ■ Promotions to attract you to 
downtown (38%)

 ■ More family-friendly 
destinations (36%)

 ■ Public gathering places such as 
parks/plazas (31%)

Residents were given a list of 
potential improvements for 
downtown, and asked which 
improvement they felt were important to the success 
of downtown.  The answers are shown in the graph 
below.  The top three responses that 100% of survey 
respondents agreed were very important or somewhat 
important were:

 ■ Improve the appearance of buildings (76%)
 ■ Improve the cleanliness and quality of streets (51%)
 ■ Improve the cleanliness and quality of sidewalks

4%

3%

3%

3%

19%

21%

16%

13%

12%

6%

7%

4%

3%

1%

39%

38%

36%

43%

35%

48%

38%

24%

27%

30%

15%

20%

15%

38%

38%

45%

42%

53%

43%

54%

73%

71%

69%

85%

80%

85%
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Directional signage for downtown

Common theme/brand for downtown

Police protection

Quality of telecommunications (Internet)

Improved lighting

Increase of parking in downtown

Ease of use of parking in downtown

Appearance of entry ways into downtown

Quality of landscaping/streetscaping of sidewalks

Appearance of business signs

Cleanliness/quality of sidewalks

Cleanliness/quality of streets

Appearance of buildings

What physical improvements do you feel are important to the success of downtown Rockdale?

Not Important Somewhat Unimportant Somewhat Important Very Important
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Residents of Rockdale 
were asked what type 
of businesses they 
think are needed in the 
downtown area.  The 
top three responses that 
received over 50% of the 
response rate were movie 
theater, ice cream/candy 
shop, and clothing/
jewelry store.  The top 
answers are listed below; 
all answers are on the 
adjacent chart.

 ■ Movie theater (65%)
 ■ Ice cream/candy shop 
(55%)

 ■ Clothing/jewelry 
store (54%)

 ■ Entertainment (49%)
 ■ Boutique gift stores 
(43%)

 ■ Department stores 
(42%)

Similarly, residents were 
also asked what type of 
restaurants they think are 
needed in downtown.  The 
number one response was a 
steakhouse; however, only 
58% of respondents felt this 
a need.  The top answers 
are listed below; detailed 
answers are on the following 
chart.

 ■ Steakhouse (58%)
 ■ Casual dining (47%)
 ■ Coffee shop (46%)
 ■ Seafood (39%)
 ■ Buffet (30%)
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Public Visioning 
Meeting
A public meeting was held in May 2012, to discuss 
economic development opportunities in Rockdale, 
and downtown was one key component during this 
process.  During the open house portion of the public 
meeting, residents were shown potential improvements 
that could be made to downtown.  They were asked 
to give their feedback as to which improvements they 
supported.  The improvements are ranked below based 
on the amount of support received.

1. Grant program to help renovate building    
facades

2. Improve sidewalks throughout downtown
3. Improve gateways into downtown
4. Complete the Kay Theatre renovation and area 

around it
5. Step up regulatory enforcement
6. Add a median on Camoron Ave. and adjust 

parking
7. Create additional visitor and customer parking 

lots
8. Help new businesses get started in downtown 

area
9. Add more downtown murals and public art
10. Enhance Wolf Park as an every day downtown 

destination

Public visioning meeting held in May 2012 to 
address economic development, including the 
downtown study area.
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Market Review and 
Recommendations
Th e following summarizes the key fi ndings of CDS 
/ Spillette aft er spending time with community and 
business leaders in Rockdale as well as performing 
secondary research and analysis. Strategic 
recommendations based on our fi ndings are located at 
the conclusion of this document.

Community Leader Meetings and 
Roundtable
CDS | Spillette met and had a series of meetings with 
the Rockdale community leaders and business owners 
on July 19, 2012.   Th e principal points raised during 
the group meetings included the following:

1. Real estate and downtown conditions:
• Little change in last 10 years
• Several businesses have closed down aft er Alcoa 

workforce reduction
• Downtown building owners charge relatively high 

rent, utilities are high also
• Most downtown buildings need substantial repairs, 

especially roofs
• Little pressure on downtown building owners for 

building sales or increasing occupancy
• Estimated vacancy: 20% residential (all over town), 

25% commercial, higher in downtown
• Very little residential rental in Rockdale
• Antique stores locate in Caldwell and Giddings 

because rent is lower
• Business mix – 5 insurance offi  ces, two antique 

stores, few churches
• Most businesses rent their space
• Th ere are people that reportedly want to buy some 

of the buildings in downtown but asking prices are 
high relative to the amount of repairs the buildings 
require

2. Shopping / dining:
• No one shops / eats in downtown
• No successful dining in downtown for decades
• Cliff ’s – draws mainly Rockdale locals, open at night 

only
• Antique Queens draws non-locals
• Residents go to Georgetown, Round Rock, Austin, 

Bryan - College Station to shop
• Orsag’s Furniture and Appliances – closed due to lack 

of business, outlet in Giddings is still open
• Rockdale HEB closed, one in Taylor expanded
• Walmart opening in Rockdale was a signifi cant 

economic event; it is the only one in the county

3. Overall economy and demographic:
• At peak, 40% of 1,700 Alcoa employees lived in 

Rockdale
• Th ere used to be a management philosophy at Alcoa 

that management needed to live in Rockdale and 
be involved in the community. Th is changed in the 
1990’s when Alcoa executives quit living in Rockdale 
during 1990s and chose to live closer to Austin

• Alcoa no longer an economic asset – still has large 
land holdings around plant, some rail-served

• Better-off  households and business tilted toward west 
side of town

• Some business failures post-Alcoa
• Very much a company town, low entrepreneurship 

rate
• Sales tax starting to bounce back aft er bottoming out 

18 months ago
• Luminant plant – outages bring in business from 

temp workers
• Average wages dropped post-Alcoa
• Hotels doing worse since Alcoa layoff s
• Water quality is negative for attracting business and 

residents
• Local banks very conservative with lending
• City and Chamber own 100+ acres 1.5 miles off  of US 

79
• Senior living project near US 79 and US 77 - $9.5 

million, 80 units
• Local health care is good
• Home sales slow

4. Roads and highways
• TxDOT has loop proposal for northern part of town
• Traffi  c counts – US 79 17,000, US 77 much lower
• Traffi  c design on US 79 makes vehicles go too fast 

through downtown
• Parallel vs. diagonal parking

5. Events:
• Th ree major in-town events: Car show / Tejas 

(March), Homecoming parade, Rockdale Fair; 
smaller events include a July tennis tournament, a 
Christmas parade, and 5K runs

• Nocturnal Wonderland – 2 nights, twice/year at 
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Apache Pass
• Trade Days starting – late October, countywide on El 

Camino Real
6. Civic and quality of life:
• Lack of recreational activities for children/families
• Kay Th eatre – envisioned primarily as live 
performance space, could also show movies

• Lack of civic engagement and complacency are an 
issue

• Fair Park and community center are under-utilized

7. Current and potential downtown improvement 
initiatives:
• Façade grants - $30K budget, max grant $10K
• Should MDD buy downtown building, rehab, create 

business incubator?

Interviews with Selected Businesses
Elements
1. Business partners were originally from Rockdale
2. Bought building 2009, rehabbed; 2-story, 1,400 sq.ft . 

down
3. Principal sales from clothing, also gift s, home 

accessories, art
4. Only 1 employee - Wendie
5. Would like to renovate upstairs as apartment or 

more retail
6. Advantages to Rockdale – lots of spending capacity 

in area with no place to shop
7. Disadvantages – generating visits (but 75% of 

visitors buy)
8. Biggest business opportunity in Rockdale – lunch 

place for women passing through
9. Biggest challenges – water quality, perceived drug 

problems
10. Existing physical conditions in downtown – city 

fi nally gave waivers on permits and helped fi x 
sidewalks sidewalk

11. Customer base is 85% local
12. Rockdale residents mostly visit / shop in Austin, 

Bryan – College Station, Taylor, Temple
13. To improve downtown, city should enforce 

ordinances and make aesthetic improvements
Perry & Perry
1. Started business 1974, moved downtown early 2000s
2. Business – miscellaneous steel erection
3. 60 total employees, approx. 20 in Rockdale

4. Building is family-owned
5. May do something with space next door
6. Advantages to downtown Rockdale – walk to 

services
7. Disadvantages – traffi  c noise (trucks)
8. Biggest opportunity in downtown – underutilized 

property across the street could be used for nice 
events

9. Need fi tness club / YMCA
10. Biggest challenges – age and condition of buildings, 

lost jobs from Alcoa
11. Hurdles for downtown – unemployment, 

narrowing of US 79 with Alcoa and Luminant truck 
traffi  c, high water problems at cross streets

12. Downtown buildings condition – lots of vacancy, 
many buildings too deteriorated to save, parking

13. Rockdale residents have to leave town for many 
retail and service needs

14. Most visitors to Rockdale already have a tie to the 
town

15. Vision for future – more activities for children / 
students, open day care on Saturdays and evenings

16. Needed retail / services in town – evening health 
care, Beall’s

17. Impact of Alcoa layoff s – HEB closed, impact was 
slow due to exit benefi ts, now more commuters to 
Austin and Round Rock

18. To improve downtown, more historical renovation, 
attractions to bring visitors, children’s museum

Antique Queens
1. Antique Queens has succeeded while other antique 

stores in the area have had more diffi  culty
2. Downtown building owners won’t sell the buildings 

for good prices and the rent is too high
3. Th ey would love to have a nice restaurant downtown 

like the Longhorn Steakhouse that used to be 
downtown

4. Th e owners of Antique Queens work very hard to 
make their business succeed 

5. Th ere has been signifi cant interest expressed in 
their shop by other potential antique vendors (stall 
tenants) but they do not have space  

6. Antique Queens really depends on some locals but 
primarily out of town traffi  c for clientele

7. Cities cited as competition for Rockdale for shoppers 
include Brenham, Giddings, Round Top, Salado, and 
Georgetown

8. Th ey do not perceive that the market is saturated 
for such destinations – people are always looking for 
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new places to go
9. One opportunity they see is a tearoom – many 

Antique Queens customers ask where they can go eat
10. Location along the highway is crucial, they feel that 

being one block off  of the highway would decrease 
their business

11. Th ey would like to work with other shops in 
Rockdale to rent a billboard with a Shop in Rockdale 
message

12. Existing business owners feel that the city favors 
new businesses over existing business in terms of 
policy regarding incentives and code enforcement

13. Th ey have witnessed a large drop off  in business for 
all service businesses since Alcoa

14. Opening of Walmart had as large an impact on 
downtown as Alcoa

15. Mismatch of tenants; there should be a focus of 
retail along Cameron Avenue

16. Traffi  c and lack of a downtown café are the two 
largest problems in downtown

17. Th e City or merchants should get signage to better 
utilize the side streets.

Economic and Demographic Trends
An analysis of the demographic and economic trends 
for the Rockdale area available through public data
sources does not indicate signifi cantly growing 
support for additional development, in downtown or

otherwise. 
Table 1 on the next page provides population by age 
and households by income from Census Bureau counts 
and estimates. Key points are as follows:
• In contrast to the rapid statewide population and 

household count increases, Rockdale and Milam 
County experienced very little change from 2000 
to 2010.

• Th e age group with the greatest change was 
that encompassing middle aged and older 
“empty nesters” between the ages of 45 and 64, 
which increased by approximately 1,200 at the 
county level. Th is does not necessarily mean 
in-migration; it may have been an existing 
population cohort aging.

• Rockdale and Milam County have relatively large 
shares of households at very low incomes. In 
Rockdale especially the number of households 
earning from $15,000 to $24,999 grew 
substantially from 2000 to 2010 while those 
earning $25,000 to $49,999 declined signifi cantly. 
Th is may represent the main positions aff ected by 
the Alcoa layoff s.

• Th e median household income, adjusted for 
infl ation, fell substantially in Rockdale during the 
10-year period. It fell less severely in Milam, but 
the statewide fi gure shows little change at all.

Interior of Antique Queens  located on Cameron Avenue
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Table 2 on the following page provides an idea 
of housing development rends around Rockdale, 
based on Census bureau estimates. Little housing 
development has occurred in the Rockdale area in 
recent years, so the share of homes built since 1990 
trails the state total overall. Th e age of housing in 
Rockdale especially is dominated by structures built 
between 1950 and 1989; 75% of all housing units in 
the city were built during this period. Statewide, 36% 
of housing units were built since 1990, while the share 
of such homes in Rockdale was just 11%. Th is period 
represents the time when Alcoa was a strong anchor 
and growth mechanism for the local economy.
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Th e charts to the right provide an overview
of retail spending trends in Rockdale and
Milam County.  Figure 1 shows that total
spending in establishments which typically
occupy retail space has remained fl at since
2002, when adjusted for infl ation. Most
worrisome is a decline from 2010 to 2011,
when this should have been a period of
economic recovery from the recession. 

In Figure 2, the data show that spending at
Clothing and Accessories stores has been
following a general downward trend,
though there has been an increase at the
county level since 2009. Note that the total
spending volume is very low in the
category; it is possible that a large share of
clothing and accessories purchases happen
at General Merchandise stores such as
Walmart.
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As with Clothing and Accessories, Furniture
and Home Furnishings stores in the area
have been recording declining sales as well,
as shown in Figure 3.
Spending at Food Service and Drinking
Places (restaurants and bars) actually
showed slow increase from 2005 through
2008, but has been dropping steadily since
the recession.

In summary, the stagnant population and
declining incomes shown the Census
Bureau data appear to be aligned with the
fi ndings of the retail spending data analysis.

Th is information indicates that the local
resident market is not likely to be a source
of general economic growth that could
support widespread downtown
revitalization in Rockdale. Revitalization
eff orts will have to be limited in scope and
structured to take advantage of market
demand from both local residents and out
of town visitors.

Strategic Recommendations
In light of the fi ndings from the meetings, interviews, 
and economic / demographic research, CDS |Spillette 
recommends the following strategies to pursue 
revitalization in downtown Rockdale.

1. Because the local market lacks suffi  cient strength to 
support substantial revitalization, eff orts must be made 
to attract business from visitors and pass-through 
traffi  c. In terms of urban design, this means working 
with TxDOT to modify the design and operation of 
US 79 to provide maximum exposure in downtown 
Rockdale; lights should be timed to ensure traffi  c is 
not traveling excessively fast. On street parking should 
be confi gured to be as straightforward as possible. 
If diagonal parking is converted to parallel, signage 
should be installed to indicate that more parking is 
available along side streets. Parallel parking would 
allow streetscape improvements such as decorative 

elements, trees, and planters that would help catch the 
eye of drivers and encourage them to stop.

2. Th e city will need to elevate the exposure of 
downtown to the greater central Texas market by (1) 
creating regular events in downtown and (2) installing 
temporary uses of underutilized buildings and lots. 
Th e regular rotation of events – at least monthly – 
should be programmed to avoid direct competition 
with events in other locations. Possible programs 
could include car shows and rallies, events catering 
to weekend bicyclists from the Austin area, themed 
food festivals and markets (could diff er month to 
month), and specialized craft s (quilts, furniture etc.). 
Some level of uniqueness is key; having a non-themed 
craft  / antique market may not be enough to bring 
diff erentiated publicity relative to other towns.

Instead of relying upon total renovation of existing 
buildings to remedy underutilization, consider a 
program of “pop up” or temporary retailers to occupy 



23Chapter 3 | RECOMMENDATIONS

vacant ground fl oor spaces during short periods, such 
as weekends. Th e MDD and RDA could work with 
building owners and the City of Rockdale to ensure 
that these spaces are cleaned up enough, liability 
issues are addressed, occupancy fees are allocated, and 
permitting is straightforward. Th ese pop-up uses could 
be coordinated with the entrepreneurship initiatives 
recommended in the 2011 REV-UP study. Food service 
could be an option for these uses if preparation is done 
off -site. During inactive periods between occupancies, 
window displays of art or other eye-catching materials 
will help to avoid a massive drop-off  in visual appeal.

3. Th e façade grant program being considered by the 
MDD is a positive. It is good practice to require a 
matching contribution of some level from the property 
owner. Th e focus should be on US 79 since it has the 
highest volume of visitor traffi  c.

4. In the long term, revitalization requires that the 
downtown buildings be safe and habitable. As these 
structures age and deteriorate, this becomes more and 
more fi nancially diffi  cult given the limited fi nancial 
rewards compared to the remediation cost. Th e City 
should actively enforce building codes so that truly 
dangerous structures are either fi xed or removed. Th e 
danger, of course, is that visually appealing historical 

building stock is lost.

To mitigate this situation, the MDD could create 
a building renovation loan fund. Using a portion 
of its future tax revenues as repayment cash fl ow, 
the MDD could issue a debt note to capitalize the 
fund. It could then off er building renovation loans 
to property owners. Th e loans should be relatively 
short term (Beaumont’s program has a maximum 
amortization period of 10 years) and attempt to off er 
an aff ordable interest rate, roughly matching the rate 
on the MDD’s own note. Th e MDD should require 
matching fi nancing from the building owner, in terms 
of private sector equity and debt, of at least 1:1 so that 
it is not primarily the MDD at risk if the venture fails; 
if a private lender is participating that indicates there is 
some credibility to the eff ort.

Given the limited tax revenues and market 
opportunities in Rockdale, it is important to keep a 
realistic perspective about the potential for any of 
these eff orts and manage expectations. Just getting 
temporary occupancy of three or four tenant spaces 
during a weekend, using a vacant lot for a regular event 
or market, or renovating one or two buildings would 
represent a signifi cant achievement.
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Sample Pop-Up Retail Requirements (Lawrenceburg, Indiana)
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Parking by Design
Despite aiming to increase the pedestrians in 
downtown, the majority of patrons of downtown are 
and will continue to be visitors who arrive by car, 
leading to increasing demands for parking.  However, 
people do not come to downtown because there is 
ample parking.  Th ey come because of the strong 
sense of place and multiple uses located closely 
together: shopping, restaurants, entertainment, 
government services, etc.  So how can the demands 
for parking coincide with maintaining a strong sense 
of place and pedestrian-friendly environment?  Here 
are seven core principles that strive to balance these 
two elements.

 ■ Understand that parking is subservient to the uses  
and environment that draw people downtown.  
While the downtown environment drives the 
demand for parking, simply increasing the 
supply of parking will damage the sense of place 
in downtown, eventually decreasing downtown 
patronage and parking demand.  

 ■ Strategically locate parking facilities where 
they have minimal disruption of the downtown 
environment.  Avoid placing them directly on 
major commercial streets or along corridors and 
areas with high pedestrian traffi  c.  Rather, parking 
lots and structures should be placed in the interior 
of a property, wrapped by buildings where they are 
close to destinations, but not impacting the street.  
Well-marked signage will indicate to drivers the 
location of parking.  

 ■ Recognize the value of on-street parking.  
Drivers prefer on-street parking because of its 
visibility, accessibility, and the proximity to their 
destination.  On-street parking has the added 
benefi t to pedestrians because it buff ers them from 
auto traffi  c on the street and slows vehicles.  On-
street parking should be taken into account when 
evaluating the supply of parking in downtown.

 ■ Emphasize quality design of parking facilities.  
Blank walls and vast parking lots create dead zones 
in the downtown fabric and disrupt the pedestrian 
environment.  Guidelines should be adopted that 
establish standards for the exterior of parking 
structures; wrap parking structures with street-
level commercial establishments; and implement 
landscaping requirements to soft en the visual 
impact of surface parking lots. 

Once parked, the driver becomes a pedestrian, and 
design elements of parking facilities should reinforce 
the transition from driver to pedestrian.  Th is includes 
providing pedestrian pathways within parking 
lots and structures; increasing pedestrian safety by 
protecting walkways from parking spaces; slowing 
vehicles with landscaping, textured or colored paving, 
and tight curb radii; including wayfi nding signage 
to direct pedestrians to downtown destinations; and 
providing pedestrian amenities such as benches and 
lighting.

 ■ Make better use of existing spaces.  Many times, 
perceived parking shortages are a result of 
unawareness of where parking exists.  Th e goal 
should be to increase awareness of un-used 
parking spaces rather than simply increasing 
parking.  Th is can be done through strong 
directional signage, publicizing the locations on 
websites, and providing information through 
businesses.  

Another option is to promote shared parking.  Th is 
is where multiple uses with diff erent peak parking 
periods share parking spaces.

 ■ Control total volume of downtown parking.  
Oft en, cities have minimum off -street parking 
requirements for new construction.  However, this 
oft en leads to decreasing density and increasing 
the ratio of parking land to total land area in 
downtown.  Eventually, downtown would become 
a sea of parking to serve the limited number 
of businesses.  Rather, cities should require 
maximum parking requirements and utilize 
fl exible parking arrangements such as shared 
parking for new downtown construction and 
businesses.  

 ■ Finally, parking should be planned 
comprehensively and in its downtown context.  
Downtown parking should understand its impact 
on the downtown environment and support 
the principles of a strong sense of place and 
pedestrian-friendly environment. 

Source: Robertson, Smart Downtown Parking: Core 
Principles to Support Downtown Development, May 2005
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Rockdale Downtown 
Master Plan - 
Recommendations
Recommendations for downtown Rockdale are 
discussed in this section.  Th ey include both short 
term and longer term actions, as well as preliminary 
cost estimates for each action.  Th e specifi c actions are 
shown in the table on the following page, and each is 
discussed in detail aft er the table.
Recommended funding sources for each action, as 
well as overall funding strategies are also noted in this 
section.  Funding sources are noted in a preliminary 
sense, and none have been approved by the entities 
listed.
Th e recommendations are divided into four major 
categories.  Th ese are:

1. Appearance – downtown Rockdale has good 
building stock, but sidewalk features, some derelict 
buildings and signs create an unsightly appearance.  
Actions to address this general area of concern 
include:

 ■ Sidewalk improvements, divided into three phases
 ■ Property code enforcement actions
 ■ Improvements to Wolf Park, which also has 
ramifi cations for downtown events 

 ■ A Landscape and Banner program
 ■ Improvements to signs throughout the downtown 
area

 ■ Creation of downtown gateways

2. Building Restoration and Occupancy 
– this category of recommendations address 
improvements to existing buildings in the 
downtown area to improve their appearance and 
to preserve their usefulness for the foreseeable 
future.  Th is category is perhaps the most important 
to pursue in the short term, since it has a direct 
correlation to making downtown more attractive for 
new businesses and to incentivize property owners 
to invest in their buildings.

3. “Destination Downtown” – the third 
category of recommendations addresses activities 
and events that draw attention to the downtown 
area and that provide help to create a healthy 
business environment for downtown users.  
Recommendations include:

 ■ Creating an “antiques” concentration in the 
downtown area

 ■ Creating a small business incubator to foster 
the development of new businesses in Rockdale

 ■ Improving coordination and scheduling events 
and activities in conjunction with other major 
area events, such as concerts at Apache Pass

 ■ Create a location for artists in the downtown 
area, similar to the small business incubator 
mentioned above

 ■ Increasing the number of weekend events in the 
downtown area, so as to increase visitation to 
downtown Rockdale

 ■ Friday night music in the park 
 ■ Begin a farmers market in the downtown area, 
preferably near or in Wolf Park

 ■ Complete renovations to the Kay Th eater and 
promote activities in it

4. Staffi  ng and Funding – a fourth category of 
recommendations deals with the operational side 
of implementing the recommendations shown 
above, as well potential mechanisms to help fund 
the recommendations shown above. 





Destination Downtown 2020 - The Downtown Master Plan for Rockdale
Strategic Action Plan 

Number Action Specific Action Steps Lead Entity/Partners Justification/Need for this Action
Potential Capital 

Investment (1)

Potential Annual 

Cost (2)
Potential Funding Source(s) Priority Level

Appearance

1 Initial Sidewalk Appearance 

Campaign

1.  Identify old sign posts, damage railings, 

planters without vegetation, fading benches, 

etc. and improve

RDA, MDD, City of Rockdale Immediate action to improve 

downtown public areas appearance.  

May require coordination with TxDOT 

for some items.  

2,000$                      500$                      Downtown Business self assessment, 

MDD, City of Rockdale, Chamber

Very High - Initiate 

Immediately

2 Sidewalk Improvement Program - 

Phase 1 - Main Street from Milam to 

Kay Theater 

1.  Pursue grant sources and partnerships to 

improve Phase 1 sidewalk and streetscape 

improvements.  2.  Submit grant applications.  3. 

Prepare detailed design

City of Rockdale, TxDOT, 

MDD

Significant unattractive feature in 

Downtown area, also creates walking  

hazards

1,000,000$              -$                       Grants, TxDOT, MDD, City of 

Rockdale, Individual property owners 

Very High - Begin 

Funding Pursuit

3 Property Safety and Appearance 

Code Enforcement

1.  Review Codes and determine if additional 

ordinances are needed.  2.  Identify key 

properties for code enforcement and initiate 

process

City of Rockdale, Rockdale 

Downtown Association

Quickly addresses appearance issues -$                          -$                       Conducted by current staff, no 

additional costs.

Very High - 

Ongoing

4 Improve Wolf Park 1. Create master plan for park  2. Create/update 

citywide parks master plan 3. Apply for grant 

funding 4. Arrange transfer or lease of property 

to City 5. Arrange for management of site

City of Rockdale, Rockdale 

Chamber of Commerce

Creates active venue and downtown 

attraction.  Assumes partnership 

between City, Chamber and RDA to 

provide high level of maintenance

500,000$                  20,000$                City of Rockdale, MDD, Donation of 

Land, Private Fundraising, Texas 

Parks and Wildlife Grants

High - Initiate 

within 6 months

5 Sidewalk Improvement Program - 

Phase 2

1.  Pursue grant sources and partnerships to 

improve Phase 1 sidewalk and streetscape 

improvements.  2.  Submit grant applications.  3. 

Prepare detailed design

City of Rockdale, MDD Continue to implement sidewalk 

improvements along secondary 

streets in Downtown area

500,000$                  -$                       Grants, TxDOT, MDD, City of 

Rockdale, Individual property owners 

High - After Initial 

Phase is Ongoing

6 Sidewalk Improvement Program - 

Phase 3

1.  Pursue grant sources and partnerships to 

improve Phase 1 sidewalk and streetscape 

improvements.  2.  Submit grant applications.  3. 

Prepare detailed design

City of Rockdale, MDD Continue to implement sidewalk 

improvements towards western part 

of the City

250,000$                  -$                       Grants, TxDOT, MDD, City of 

Rockdale, Individual property owners 

High - After Initial 

Phase is Ongoing

7 Landscape and Banner Program 1.  Develop responsibilities for landscape and 

banner maintenance   2.  Consider funding 

through property owner assessment

RDA, MDD, City of Rockdale Annual recurring cost, promotes 

downtown and 

5,000$                      10,000$                Downtown Business self assessment, 

Chamber, MDD, City of Rockdale

High - Initiate 

within 6 months

8 Sign Improvements 1.  Create downtown specific sign requirements  

2.  Implement as business transition occurs

City of Rockdale, Rockdale 

Downtown Association

Creates attractive downtown 

appearance

-$                          -$                       Conducted by current staff, no 

additional costs.

Medium - Initiate 

with 1 year

9 Create Downtown Area "Gateways" 1.  Develop detailed plan for gateway features  

2.Pursue funding sources

City of Rockdale, MDD Creates entrances into downtown, 

improves appearance of Cameron 

Boulevard

250,000$                  5,000$                  City of Rockdale, MDD, Donations, 

Private Fundraising, Grant sources 

(TxDOT?)

Medium - Initiate 

with 1 year

Subtotal 2,507,000$            35,500$              
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Number Action Specific Action Steps Lead Entity/Partners Justification/Need for this Action
Potential Capital 

Investment (1)

Potential Annual 

Cost (2)
Potential Funding Source(s) Priority Level

Building Restoration and Occupancy

1 Implement Façade Improvement 

Grant Program

1.  Develop program guidelines  2. Identify 

funding level  3. Promote program aggressively  

4.  Ensure longer term continuity and adjust 

funding levels based on short term interest

MDD, City of Rockdale Improves building appearance, 

creates confidence in the downtown 

area

 $                            -   30,000.00$           Rockdale MDD, City of Rockdale Very High - 

Implement 

Immediately

2 Building Renovation Low Interest 

Loan Program 

1. Develop program requirements  2. Arrange 

financing source 3. Arrange guaranteeing entity

MDD, City of Rockdale, 

Rockdale Chamber of 

Commerce

Many aging buildings, need to reverse 

deterioration is critical.  Helps owners 

secure financing through guarantees

 $                            -   10,000.00$           Area financial institutions, MDD Very High - 

Implement within 

6 months

3 Building Renovation Incentive 

Package

Refine Property Tax Abatement Program City of Rockdale, MDD Property Tax Abatement,  $                            -   10,000.00$           City of Rockdale, MDD Very High - 

Ongoing, Adjust 

within 6 Months

4 Vacant Building Incentive Program 1.  Develop program goals, requirements and 

criteria  2.  Approve and Fund

MDD Spurs bringing uses into vacant 

buildings, and assists businesses 

wanting to relocate to downtown

 $                            -   10,000.00$           MDD, City of Rockdale Very High - Very 

High, Implement 

within 6 Months

5 Building Lease Rate Analysis 1. Conduct comparable lease rate analysis with 

similar communities   2. Work with property 

owners to balance affordable lease rates with 

incentive programs 

MDD Work to ensure that lease rates are 

reasonable and do not hinder 

downtown occupancy

 $                            -   -$                       Rockdale MDD, City of Rockdale Very High

Subtotal -$                        60,000$              
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Number Action Specific Action Steps Lead Entity/Partners Justification/Need for this Action
Potential Capital 

Investment (1)

Potential Annual 

Cost (2)
Potential Funding Source(s) Priority Level

Destination Downtown

1 Pursue creation of an "Antiques" 

Concentration in Rockdale

1.  Pursue several other antiques businesses to 

create a more sizable market for antiques in 

Rockdale  2.  Revise approach to encourage 

tasteful outdoor display  3.  Use existing 

businesses as mentors

MDD, Chamber of 

Commerce, RDA

Explore to determine if it can become 

a core business model for Rockdale

 $                    25,000 -$                       MDD, Chamber of Commerce, RDA Very High - Initiate 

Immediately

2 Create a Business Incubator in the 

Downtown Area (3)

1. Identify location and key needs of the 

incubator  2. Identify funding needs 

MDD, Chamber of 

Commerce, RDA

Creates addition business attractor 

for all of Milam County, also benefits 

downtown area

 $                            -   -$                       MDD, Chamber of Commerce, RDA Very High - Initiate 

Immediately

3 Coordinate activities with other 

Major Regional Events

1. Identify area events over next 2 years, 

develop 

RDA, MDD, Chamber of 

Commerce

Explore potential to piggyback off of 

other area events

 $                            -   

5,000$                  RDA, Chamber of Commerce, MDD

Very High - Initiate 

Immediately

4 Pursue an arts entity/entities in the 

Downtown Area

Identify potential area artists, explore types of 

requirements, explore venue within the 

downtown area

MDD, Chamber of 

Commerce, RDA

Potential added attraction for 

downtown area.  Potential location in 

sheds along Milam Street

 $                    25,000 -$                       MDD, Chamber of Commerce, RDA High

5 Frequent Weekend Events - Wolf 

Park

1.  Identify major events, identify minor more 

frequent events   2.  Organize, identify costs and 

funding mechanisms  3.  Promote events

RDA, MDD, Chamber of 

Commerce

 $                    10,000 5,000$                  RDA, Chamber of Commerce, MDD High

6 Friday Night Music in the Park 1.  Identify musicians and schedule  2.  Promote 

/ incentivize event  3.  

Rockdale Downtown 

Association, Chamber of 

Commerce, MDD, City of 

Rockdale

Promotes interest in Downtown 

Rockdale

5,000$                  RDA, Chamber of Commerce, MDD High

7 Farmers Market (must be 

consistently promoted and 

supported)

1. Create venue  2.  Promote Event Rockdale Downtown 

Association, Chamber of 

Commerce, MDD, City of 

Rockdale

Creates known downtown attraction, 

Instills community pride

1,500$                  RDA, Chamber of Commerce, MDD High

8 Complete Kay Theater Renovations 

(both interior and exterior)

1.  Accelerate rate of improvement  2.  Identify 

additional potential grant sources, 3. Continue 

to pursue partnerships and event programming 

to bring in funding

Kay Theater, MDD, City of 

Rockdale

Creates a significant attraction in the 

downtown area.  Consider 

accelerating exterior improvements

350,000$                  20,000$                Grants, Private Donations and Fund 

Raising Events, MDD

High

9 Hire Implementer if necessary 1.  If needed to accelerate actions, consider 

hiring part-time or full-time staff to pursue 

detailed requirements for strategies

MDD, Chamber, City of 

Rockdale

Assists in background efforts to 

organize and promote events and 

other activities instead of reliance on 

volunteers

0 25,000$                MDD, City of Rockdale Medium - Initiate 

with 1 year

Subtotal 410,000$               61,500$              
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1.  Appearance 
Recommendations
A sense that a downtown is thriving and is a great 
place to visit begins with its appearance.  While 
downtown Rockdale has a surprisingly large collection 
of preserved downtown buildings, and while newer 
infi ll buildings have to some degree maintained the 
setbacks and scale of a traditional downtown, the 
appearance of the street environment and sidewalks 
around these 
buildings has 
suff ered.  

In particular, 
multiple 
sidewalk and 
accessibility 
ramp 
improvements 
over a long 
period of of 
time have resulted in an mix of looks as well as areas 
in signifi cant disrepair.  Remnant street fi xtures, 
poles, and left over landscape features from previous 
improvement cycles remain in place and contribute to 
an unattractive appearance.  

Cameron, Main and Akerman are streets that are 
owned and managed by the Texas Department of 
Transportation, and as such will require coordination 
and approval by TxDOT for any improvements. 

Appearance recommendations are as follows:

Actions 1 - Immediate Smaller 
Improvements
Within 6 months, organize cleanup, painting of 
existing street planters, benches, remove old remnant 
light and sign poles, paint older railings at corners.

Actions 2, 4 and 5 - Sidewalk 
improvements
Diff erences in elevation between the street and 
adjacent buildings in much of the downtown area 
result in the need for steps and ramps to provide 
adequate accessibility.  Prior improvements related to 
accessibility installed ramps and railings throughout 
the downtown area that have since been hit by 
parked cars, are unpainted, and are fundamentally 
unattractive.  From an appearance and walkability 
standpoint, improving sidewalks in the downtown is 
the single most important priority, but also the most 
expensive.  Americans with Disability requirements 

Proposed sidewalk treatments will create corner intersections similar to those in Roanoke, Texas

of 
d in an mix of looks as well as areas
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and the applicable Texas version of those requirements 
are stringent and have to be met if sidewalk 
improvements are installed.

At intersections, the plan recommends that new 
sidewalk extensions into the right of way be developed, 
as shown in the sketch 
below on this page.

Th ese provide more space 
for ramp landings as well as 
stairs and also decrease the 
pedestrian crossing distance 
across blocks, making 
downtown much more 
walkable.  Brick color insets 
at these corners can also 
help to foster the look of an older but well preserved 
downtown.  Th e photograph on the preceding page 
from Roanoke, Texas illustrates how sidewalk ramps 
and bumpout areas can improve the appearance of a 
downtown.

Planters can be considered, but if installed must have 
a bullet proof maintenance plan to water and maintain 
all vegetation.  Current planters in the downtown 
area are attractive and if replicated could be a unique 
feature of the downtown area. However there are by far 
too few planters in place, and many are not maintained 
or have no plants in them.  Th at signals that no one 

cares, contributing to the overall feeling of neglect in 
the downtown area.

Th is plan recommends that sidewalks be improved in 
the downtown area in two ways.  Th e fi rst is through a 
major city initiated project eff ort which would improve 
multiple blocks at a time.  Th e second is by individual 
property owners as they improve areas adjacent to 
their buildings, following the overall master plan 
theme recommended by this plan.

Recommendations – Consider installing sidewalk 
improvements in three phases (as shown on the 
following page):

older but well preserved
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1.  Cameron Boulevard from Green to Burleson, 
and Main Street from Milam north to Davila – 
these sections are the most visible components of the 
downtown area, and at least 80% of the sidewalks and 
corner ramps in this area need to be improved.  Both 
are TxDOT governed streets and will require active 
TxDOT review and approval.  Truck traffi  c on both 
streets also mandates that corner radii accommodate 
large vehicle turning radii.  As an option, consider 
brick paver crosswalks on both sides of Cameron 
crossing Main to serve as “gateway” elements into the 
heart of the downtown area.  
Th is area is well suited for an enhancement grant 
application, using Federal funding.  Th e connection 
between the Railroad Museum and the Kay Th eater 
should be emphasized, as well linking in Wolf Park and 
events that happen there.  Accessibility improvements 
should also be emphasized as a component of these 
improvements.  Federal funding may be impacted by 
the way federal dollars are allocated, and will require 

discussions with TxDOT to determine if and when 
funding is available.

2.   Sidewalk connection improvements from 
Downtown to South Wilcox and Rockdale City 
Hall – the quarter mile between Burleson and Wilcox 
has no sidewalks, and the narrow two or three lane 
confi guration of Cameron makes it an unattractive 
place to walk.  Th e sidewalk connection is easier on the 
north side of Cameron, and should consist of a simple 
5’ wide sidewalk.  New street trees should also be 
included as sidewalks are put in place.  Some of those 
trees, especially in the area of the monument retailer, 
may need to be placed on the monument property if 
the available right of way is not wide enough.
Th e crossing over the drainage culvert east of Wilcox 
will require that the roadway be narrowed to allow 
for a minimum 5’ wide sidewalk, or that a separate 
pedestrian bridge (at a higher cost) be constructed. 
Sidewalks on the south side of Cameron will be more 

Plan illustrating corner detail at Cameron Avenue and Main Street - Decorative pavers are optional if funding allows.
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expensive and require some retaining walls.  Th ese 
may be considered as a future phase.
3.  Additional sidewalk improvements along 
Ackerman, Bell, Green and Burleson – sidewalks 
along secondary streets, although just as important 
as those along Cameron and Main, are divided into a 
diff erent phase so that they can be implemented at a 
later stage.  Th e technique mirrors those along Main, 
in that corner elevation diff erences are solved with new 
sidewalk islands, brick paver accents and steps and 
ramps at each corner.

Steps for Sidewalk Improvements
Consider immediately pursuing TxDOT 
enhancement grant funding in 2012 – one fi nal 
round of grants will become available in September 
2012.  Th is plan recommends that the City, MDD and 
other entities pursue this grant.  A match of at least 
20% of the overall project cost, including a 12 to 15% 
TxDOT administrative fee will be required.  With a 
grant request of over $1,000,000, the match might 
be as much as $200,000 to $250,000.  However the 4 
to 1 leveraging of local dollars is still one of the best 
opportunities anywhere.
Without the grant funding from TxDOT, consider a 
fi ve year program of improving one block at a time.  
Without grant funding, limit the scope of the project to 
simple sidewalk repairs and ramp improvements, and 
use planter landscape treatments instead of permanent 
tree plantings.

Action 3 - Property Safety and Code 
Enforcement
Many properties in the downtown area are neglected 
by their owners.  For some of these, a combination 
of City enforcement and persuasion by Downtown 
leaders should be used to promote short term 
improvements.  Just cajoling property owners, some 
of who are absentee, may not yield much in the way 
of results.  A combination of a carrot and stick, with 
the carrot being labor organized by the RDA or other 
organization, with owners providing materials such 
as paint or tools, may help to get some immediate 
cleanup underway.  State programs for teens or 
unemployed workers, coordinated through the local 
workforce program, may also be used.

Steps to address this action
1.  Begin rapid program to review downtown 
properties for code enforcement violations, and notify 
owners.  Work with them to address solutions that 
resolve these issues.
2.  Develop minimum criteria to allow participation, 
so as to ensure that owners that can aff ord to make 
improvements are not simply taking advantage of 
the availability of free labor.  But recognize that some 
degree of improvements are preferred to continued 
stalling by unwilling property owners.
3.  Identify three to four most critical properties for 
short term fi xes, and meet with owners to coordinate 
Saturday fi x-up days.  Target two to three workdays for 
each property.  
4.  Identify small supplemental funding sources to 
cover potential liability costs, some materials, tools or 
other requirements to expedite improvements.
5.  Install a recognition program to publicly thank  and 
recognize youth and other workforce volunteers who 
participate in this program.

Action 6 - Improve Wolf Park
Wolf Park is owned by the Rockdale Chamber of 
Commerce, and is in the heart of Downtown Rockdale.  
Th e privately owned park is approximately 2 acres 
in size.  It has a large pavilion, several benches and 
a message board kiosk.   Parking around the site is 
plentiful, and includes spaces along Milam, Main and 
Ackerman.  Th e site itself has no on-site parking.  Th e 
actual market land value of the park is estimated to be 
between $50,000 and $100,000.

Th e park is occasionally used for events, and 
infrequently used by Rockdale residents.  Master plan 
team members, in over 10 visits to Rockdale, saw the 
park in use only once (during the March Auto Show). 

Th e park should be improved so that it attracts daily 
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use and becomes the venue for frequent events that 
bring Rockdale residents and visitors to the Downtown 
area.  Th e proposed concept plan for Wolf Park is 
shown on the following page.
To become a key downtown attraction, Wolf Park must 
have features that attract families, youth and older 
residents of the City, as well as continue to serve as a 
site for major events.  
Th is site is one of the best opportunities for grant 
funding in the City.  Ownership would need to be 
transferred or leased to the City to serve as a portion of 
the local match.
Recommendations for Wolf Park
1.  Work with the Chamber of Commerce to discuss 
the transfer of ownership of the site to the City of 
Rockdale if the City successfully lands a Texas Parks 
and Wildlife outdoor recreation grant.  Th e value of the 
land (estimated to be $100,000) and the improvements 
on the site (the existing pavilion at $50,000) could 
potentially serve as a portion of the local match for a 
grant submittal.  In the past, grants of up to $500,000 
were available, but require a 1:1 matching grant.  So, 
for $500,000 in grant aid, a similar $500,000 in local 
funds, volunteer labor or property would need to be 
raised.  
2.  Include the following elements in the updated 
park:

a.  A playground feature to attract young children and 
families to the park
b.  Additional shaded sitting areas and benches to 
attract visitors to the park
c.  Garden areas behind the existing pavilion to serve 
as a peaceful attraction in the downtown
d.  An improved “stage” area that clearly becomes the 
focal point for events
e.  Vertical gateway features that announce the park as 
a signature downtown feature

3.  Event programming in the Park:  Ramp up 
the number of events that are held in the park.  
Deliberately hold them in or near the park to 
build recognition of the park as the centerpiece of 
Downtown Rockdale.  Attendance may start at a low 
point, but continue to promote these events to build 
a steady audience.  Provide coupons or giveaways at 
events that encourage event goers to visit downtown 
businesses.  Events can include:

a. Concerts in the park every Th ursday or Friday 
evening
b. Monthly or bi-monthly Farmers Markets
c. At least two additional major downtown events
d. Movies in the Park (two - three every summer)
e. Street Fairs or citywide garage sales events
f. Joint events with the Kay Th eater and the 
Railroad Depot

ncerts in the park every Thursday or Friday
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Transformation of a vacant city-owned parcel next to Wolf Park into a new visitor parking lot, mural site and potential 
visitor restrooms
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Add restrooms and additional public parking on the 
north side of Wolf Park on City of Rockdale owned 
property.  Th e illustrations on the preceding page show 
what the proposed parking area might look like.

Action 7 - Landscape, Mural and Banner 
Program
Previous banner and small scale landscape treatments 
were eff ective but have been dormant in recent years.  
While low in cost, these can have an immediate eff ect 
on the appearance of the downtown area.  Th e planter 
program should be initiated again, with a minimum 
of 8 planters installed on each side of each block.  
Existing planters should be painted, and a bright color 
may help bring a festive appearance to the downtown 
area.  Plants with some vertical height, such as larger 
bushes or small trees should be considered.
Murals should be installed in several additional 
locations throughout the downtown.  Consider 
“paint by numbers” mural treatments such as done in 
Lampasas, where citizen groups helped paint murals 
under the guidance of the artist.  Murals should 

continue to tell stories about Rockdale and about the 
history of the downtown.  Mural examples and walls 
where new murals could be considered are shown 
below.
Maintenance of all landscape areas must be 
guaranteed, and maintenance by individual property 
owners is not a preferred course of action.  Instead, 
a contract with a reputable landscape maintenance 
fi rm or individual should be funded by the RDA.  City 
forces could also help with watering.  Tapping into 
private water faucets in each block may be required.
Steps to resolve landscaping maintenance
1.  Determine funding mechanism – a charge to each 
downtown property owner should be considered.  Th at 
charge would cover some of the cost of the planter, 
the new landscape and a short maintenance period.  
Consider a $100 to $200 charge per planter, but that 
cost should be adjusted to encourage participation.  
Alternatively, RDA fundraising events can be used to 
help fund this action.
2.  Determine whether it is more cost eff ective to build 
new planters or to purchase planters.

Mural examples from Rockdale, Giddings &Brenham.  Existing walls in Rockdale could be considered with owner approval
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3.  Select uniform vegetation type.
4.  Select maintenance entity and defi ne initial time 
period.

Action 8 – Sign Improvements
Signs in the downtown area are better than in many 
communities.  However, improvements to some highly 
visible sign features is encouraged since these can have 
an immediate impact on the appearance of Downtown 
Rockdale.  Sign improvements can be combined 
with façade improvements discussed in the building 
improvements section.

Typical sign requirements are as follows

 ■ Generally, external illumination is preferred.  
 ■ Generic plastic signs should be eliminated.
 ■ Wooden or metallic sign styles are preferred.
 ■ Sign sizes should remain proportional to the size of 
the building.

 ■ No hand or crudely lettered signs are allowed.  All 
signs should be professionally created.

 ■ Signs that are mounted perpendicular to the 
building and which project out over the sidewalk 
area are encouraged.

Steps to accomplish this action

1.  Confi rm signs that may need to be updated 
throughout the entire downtown area.  Th is plan 
includes preliminary recommendations, but these 
should be verifi ed by the RDA Board and the City of 
Rockdale.

2.  Work with each property owner or business owner 
to identify sign changes that are reasonable, and a time 
frame to accommodate those changes.

3.  If needed, work with the business owner to evaluate 
whether a façade grant should be considered to help 
initiate the sign changes.

Signs can be a relatively simple way to improve the appearance of downtown Rockdale but should maintain the 
visibility that businesses require
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Action 9 - Create Downtown Gateways 
Th e City and the MDD have recently collaborated to 
create new gateway monuments for the downtown 
area.  While these help promote the overall appearance 
of the City, additional cleanup, sidewalk installation 
and landscaping can begin to help build a sense of 
arrival into the downtown area.  Th e recommended 
locations for the two gateways areas are as follows. 
Note that the specifi c wall design and colors can be 
tailored to City and funder preferences.

West Gateway – Intersection of Wilcox and Cameron, 
adjacent to Rockdale City Hall – Th is area has two 
key uses that are important to Rockdale, the City Hall 
complex and Miller Starnes Chevrolet Dealership.  It is 
also a key intersection that provides access to Fair Park 
and to established residential neighborhoods.  

Th e area currently has no sidewalks, very little 
landscaping with the exception of turf along the street 
in front of City Hall, and very little acknowledgement 
that you are approaching the downtown area.  Th e 
mass of cars parked at the dealership is unattractive 
without a foreground landscaped area.  Overhead 
power lines are unsightly and limit the height of trees 
that can be planted here.

Recommendations – the plan recommends the 
installation of low brick walls on two to four of the 
corners of this intersection.  Th e concept plan included 
with this section also illustrates new sidewalk paving 
in front of the low brick walls.  Th ese walls may be 
continued in front of the dealership to provide a 
foreground setting for vehicle display.  Th e height of 

the walls in front of the car display areas should not 
exceed 24” and should not be continuous.  Ornamental 
trees are specifi ed because of the presence of overhead 
utility lines.   Th e walls can announce “Downtown 
Rockdale.”  Th e cost of this gateway area is estimated to 
be between $80,000 and $150,000.

East Gateway – Intersection of San Gabriel and 
Cameron Blvd – on the eastern edge of downtown, a 
similar gateway treatment using the same low walls 
is recommended.  Th is gateway is estimated to cost 
approximately  $40,000 to $60,000.

2. Building Restoration  
and Occupancy 
Recommendations
As mentioned previously, restoring buildings in the 
downtown area so that they are usable and can create 
taxable value is perhaps the single most important 
recommendation of this plan.  Th is step must go hand 
in hand with appearance improvements to begin 
the process of successful revitalization of the the 
downtown area.
Over the course of this planning eff ort, repeated 
mentions of roof leaks, deteriorating interiors, upper 
level areas that have not been improved and other 
major building issues were noted.  In the case of some 
owners, adequate resources were not available to be 
able to invest in improving the buildings.  In the case 
of other owners, a lack of interest in their buildings 
and a limited market for new tenants results in no real 
urgency to repair the buildings.

Potential gateway location near Miller Starnes Chevrolet near Wilcox and Cameron Avenue
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Th is section recommends 5 actions to spur the 
renovation of existing buildings, to spark interest in 
developing new buildings downtown, and to increase 
the occupancy of vacant downtown buildings.  Th ese 
actions include:

1.  Implement a façade grant program
2.  Create a low interest building renovation loan 
program
3.  Create property tax incentives for building 
renovations
4.  Develop a Vacant building incentive program
5.  Assemble information on building lease rates 
in comparable downtowns to help establish 
appropriate lease rates

Each of these is discussed on the following pages.

Action 1 – Implement A Façade Grant 
Program
Vertical building facades are the most visible 
components of any downtown, making improvements 
to façades perhaps the single most important 
downtown action.  Some buildings require very little 
in the way of improvements, and a new coat of paint 
may be suffi  cient.  In other cases, signs, the removal of 
secondary coatings, new windows and doors, and even 
the sidewalk areas in front of the building need to be 
addressed. 

Façade improvement programs are one of the most 
tried and true downtown improvement programs, and 
probably over 50 façade programs exist in Texas today.  

Steps for this action area as follows:

1.  Determine what types of improvements are 
eligible, and what each property owner will be 
required to address.  Determine key considerations 
such as colors allowed and whether sidewalk 
improvements can be included.  Consider whether 
miscellaneous items, such as improving electrical 
connections, weather proofi ng, some related roof 
improvements and other similar items should be 
included.
2.  Determine the application process, the 
maximum grant request amount, and the level 
of match that a successful applicant is required 
to provide.  A minimum of 20% match is 
recommended so that the property owner has a 
stake in the improvements.
3.  Determine who will provide the funding, and 
how much annual funding will be set aside for this 
eff ort.  It is recommended that both the City and 
the MDD participate in funding this program.  We 
recommend an aggressive initial funding level that 
can be tapered back aft er the initial three to fi ve year 
period.
4.  Determine the time frame under which the 
improvements have to be made.  A maximum of 
one year, with a possible 6 month extension is 
recommended.
5.  Aggressively promote the program to area 
property owners, so that some level of competition 
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Examples of classic and interesting facades in downtown Rockdale and one example from Giddings.  Rockdale has an 
excellent supply of interesting downtown buildings that should be preserved 

Buildings in the downtown area that might be candidates for facade improvements or aesthetic treatments
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Illustration of the impact of a new awning on an existing downtown Rockdale building
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among properties for the available funding exists.

Action 2 – Create a Low Interest 
Renovation Loan Guarantee Program
Th e recent damage to a downtown building, and the 
resulting collateral damage to adjacent buildings points 
to the critical need to improve roofi ng, mechanical, 
electrical and even perhaps structural systems of key 
downtown buildings.  

As reinforced in the statements above, signifi cant long 
term renovation of the downtown building stock is 
critical.  Once removed, a downtown building is rarely 
reconstructed in a downtown location, given the more 
diffi  cult tight construction restraints. It is imperative 
that a majority of the existing downtown buildings 
remain but are modernized for continued use for a 
long period of time.

Th e façade grant program mentioned in the step 
above addresses the front of the building.  Th is 

action addresses more serious exterior and interior 
renovations.  Th ese are the responsibility of the 
property owner, but in fi scally constrained times many 
owners simply do not have the capital to invest in their 
properties and do not see any possibility of tenants that 
might help subsidize those improvements.  

Th ere are at least 7 to 10 buildings in the downtown 
area that could benefi t from this program immediately, 
and perhaps another 5 to 10 that have less serious but 
important improvement needs.

Th e low or no interest program helps to bridge that 
gap.  Similar programs in Seguin and Beaumont have 
been successful in encouraging development in the 
downtown area.  

Steps to initiate this action

1.  Determine who will manage this funding (MDD, 
local area bankers, etc.)

2.  Work with area institutions to establish seed 

Examples of awning treatments in both Rockdale and Brenham
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funding for this action.

3.  Determine the maximum loan amount 
(for example, $35,000 in Seguin), interest rate 
conditions, and what types of improvements are 
eligible.  Investigate whether a larger loan amount is 
more benefi cial.  Determine loan repayment period 
(typically no longer than 10 years).

4.  Determine if grant sources are available to help 
fund this program, and determine whether funding 
from the MDD or the City of Rockdale may be 
required as a partial guarantee for loans made by 
private institutions.

5.  Establish application procedures and how 
oft en the funding will be made available (typically 
available as long as seed capital is available).

6.  Aggressively promote the program, and attempt 
to enlist as many properties as possible.

7.  Work with the City of Rockdale, Milam County 
and other entities to pursue companion tax 
abatements that help mitigate property tax impacts 
once the improvements are completed.

Action 3 – Downtown Building 
Incentives
As reinforced in the statements above, many of the 
downtown buildings are in urgent need of renovations.  
Tax abatement incentives should be reviewed, 
enhanced and aggressively promoted to encourage 
building owners to invest in their buildings.  Th ose 
that do should be publicly applauded and rewarded 
with incentives in recognition of the importance of 
their eff orts.

Action 4 – Vacant Building Program
Follow the model of Giddings and create incentives for 
building owners to bring occupants to their buildings.  
Th e Giddings model allocates varying cash amounts 
based on the length of time a new business remains in 
the downtown area.  

Action 5 – Building Lease Rate 
Comparison Analysis
Enlist a local realtor to compare downtown lease 
rates both in Rockdale and in nearby communities 
such as Taylor and Giddings.  Also compare non-
downtown lease rates in the same communities.   Use 
this information to work with local building owners 
to price their lease rates at rates that match market 
demand.

Consider hiring a Part-time Downtown 
Coordinator

A major issue in Rockdale is that almost all events and 
activities are organized and promoted by volunteers.  
With limited time and expertise, the same volunteers 
time and time again and are reluctant to take on new 
eff orts.  Th e core group of involved citizens does not 
have the time nor the expertise to focus specifi cally on 
events, grant opportunities and promotions that can 
benefi t all of Rockdale.

A 20 hour per week staff  member would be able to 
help coordinate and promote events that benefi t the 
City, the Downtown area and businesses in general 
throughout the City.  At an average of around $12 per 
hour, the annual cost for a part time person, including 
taxes and some fringe benefi ts, would be between 
$15,000 and $18,000 per year. 

Th e cost of a Downtown staff  member could be shared 
with the Municipal Development District (MDD) 
and the City of Rockdale.  Given the relatively small 
number of members in the Downtown Association, 
it may be preferable to have the MDD and City hire 
a person and include the organization of events 
and some downtown specifi c activities in their job 
responsibilities.

A retired or area former downtown coordinator should 
be considered for this role.  Note also that volunteer 
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eff orts by Rockdale citizens will still be required to 
help with major events.

3.  Destination 
“Downtown” 
A third set of actions deals with creating interest in the 
downtown area.  Th is can include festivals, everyday 
events, promotions and other initiatives to encourage 
residents of Rockdale and visitors to the City to visit 
the downtown area.  Th ese actions include:
1. Pursue creation of an “antiques” concentration in 

Rockdale
2. Create a business incubator in the downtown area
3. Coordinate activities of the RDA and downtown 

with other major area events
4. Pursue an arts incubator and artists to occupy 

buildings in the downtown area
5. Conduct frequent events at Wolf Park
6. Begin Friday Night music in the park
7. Begin a Farmers Market in or near Wolff  Park
8. Complete the renovations of the Kay Th eater, and 

initiate events there
9. Hire an implementor to help organize and 

coordinate these events
Each action is described in greater detail as follows.

Action 1 – Pursue Creation of an 
Antiques Concentration in Rockdale
Antique Queens has adopted a business model that 
appears to work in Rockdale.  Encourage other 
antiques dealers to locate in Rockdale or to remain 
in the City by adopting a similar model.   Allow and 
encourage downtown antiques dealers to maintain 
diff erent businesses that help balance out seasonal 
impacts in the antiques business.
Encourage antique businesses to jointly promote their 
operations so as to make Rockdale a known stop on 
the antiques circuit.

Action 2 – Create a Downtown Small 
Business Incubator
Consider acquiring a downtown building to renovate 
and convert into a location for new small businesses in 
the Rockdale area.  Pursue state and federal funding to 
assist with the incubator operations. 

Consider buildings that are currently vacant or under-
utilized.  Evaluate whether the Municipal Development 
District may be able to assist with funding the 
acquisition of a suitable downtown building.

Action 3 – Coordinate Downtown  
Businesses with Regional Events
Business owners noted that they generally did not 
seem to coordinate or expect much benefi t from 
large regional events such as area concerts or even 
the Downtown Car Show.  Th ese events should be 
purposefully set up to help benefi t local downtown 
merchants.  Similarly, the business owners should take 
advantage of any additional visitation and adjust what 
they are selling for those events.

Action 4 – Pursue Artists/Craftsmen to 
Locate in Downtown Rockdale
For harder to lease buildings that do not front on 
Cameron Avenue, consider encouraging local or 
regional artists to locate in the downtown area.  
However, high lease rates may be a disincentive unless 
owners are encouraged to lower rates.
Artists and craft smen (such as furniture makers, 
glassblowers, etc.) create unique downtown draws and 
may generate additional interest in the downtown area.

Action 5 – Frequent Events in Wolf Park
Wolf Park is rarely used, yet it can be a signifi cant 
downtown asset.  Organize multiple events in the park, 
from every weekend outdoor sales, concerts, to simple 
recreation programs that encourage parents to bring 
their children downtown.  
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Action 6 – Friday Afternoon Music at 
Wolf Park
Organize music events (using local or regional 
artists) at a regular time every couple of weeks 
at Wolf Park.  Bring in food vendors (local 
preferred).  Schedule the event to coordinate with 
area businesses, so that the additionl exposure 
creates downtown benefi ts.

Action 7 – Downtown Farmers Market
Organize a farmers market in the downtown area. 
Wolf Park may be a central local that fi ts in with 
drawing attention to the downtown area.  

Use portable tents and the existing pavilion in 
Wolf Park. Assist with promoting the event, and 
allow it time to generate interest.

Action 8 – Complete the Renovation 
of the Kay Theater
Th e theater can become an additional downtown 
draw, and in particular may interest out of town 
visitors. Th e City, Chamber, RDA and the MDD 
should continue to support Kay Th eater organizers 
as they apply for grants and seek additional private 
support to complete the renovations.

Action 9 – Hire a Downtown 
“Implementor”
As discussed in the previous section, hire a staff  
member to help coordinate activities and actions 
in the downtown area.
Artists and craft smen (such as furniture makers, 
glassblowers, etc.) create unique downtown 
draws and may generate additional interest in the 
downtown area.

Music as an attractor in the downtown area

Farmers Market as a downtown attractor - General sales

Farmers Market as a downtown attractor - plant and 
nursery sales
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Implementation
Th is chapter outlines a strategy to begin to implement the 
recommendations of the master plan.  

Implementation Principles

Partnership driven -  Almost all of the actions in this plan should 
include the possibility of multiple partners coming together to make 
eff orts happen faster and with more reliable funding.  Partners include 
the Downtwon Association, the City of Rockdale, the Municipal 
Development District, and the Rockdale Chamber of Commerce.  Each 
may have separate areas of responsibility as outlined in this section. 

Signifi cant investment by the private sector and individual property 
owners is still the key -  Th e Association’s role in improving downtown 
is to unify individual property owner intersts and to guide all entities 
in one direction.  However, most new improvements will actually be 
constructed by the private sector as renovation occurs.

Incentive based - Where appropriate to promote the City’s goals, the 
City of Rockdale should use zoning or reimbursement incentives to 
accelerate key components of the plan.  However, the City should 
evaluate each proposal to be sure that the assistance occurs only when 
signifi cant benefi ts are likely.

Continue to include signifi cant citizen and business and property 
owner stakeholder participation - All actions related to this plan will 
include extensive property owner participation.

Staffi  ng - a person dedicated to addressing the needs of the downtown 
area needs to be hired. 

Th e importance of public investment - Investment has inherant risk, 
and before such private investment occurs, it needs to be reassured of 
the future conditions and status of an area.  All of the entities involved 
in revitalizing the downtown area need to take the fi rst step in making 
that reassurance by investing public monies into downtown.  Public 
investment not only creates a more appealing environment to generate 
private investment, but it also demonstrates to private investors the 
improtance of the downtown area to the City.

Recommended Policy Actions
Public investment and improvements only go so far.  Creating 
downtown will be implemented in large part by the private community, 
including developers, community leaders, organizations, etc.  Th erefore, 
the City of Rockdale must take steps to ensure the right regulatory 
environment and incentives for private-sector development.  Th e 
Rockdale Downtown Association needs to be an advocate for these 
regulations and incentives.
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Adjustments to Existing Development 
Codes

Development in downtown should be guided by 
design-based regulations.  Th ese regulations seek 
to establish a certain quality of place by focusing on 
the form of the buildings and formation of quality 
public space such as streets and sidewalks.  Th ese 
development regulations go beyond traditional land 
use zoning by establishing rules that regulate street 
frontage, sidewalks, and building placement to create 
teh public area between buildings.

Th e City’s regulations should seek to:

 ■ Allow a mix of uses to achieve the densities 
necessary for successful downtowns and 
construction of some new denser housing 
(as shown on the concept master plan for the 
downtown area near the Kay Th eater) 

 ■ Require better urban design for new infi ll buildings 
through building placement, building character/
material standards that matches the look of 
downtown Rockdale, and streetscape standards to 
create a unique and strong sense of place.

Any changes required may be adopted in the form of 
an overlay district that applies additional regulations 
on top of the existing regulations of the base zoning.  
Th e guideline should create a framework that governs 
the following key elements as necessary:

 ■ Land uses, both permitted and not permitted
 ■ Building placement on a lot
 ■ Building relationship to adjacent streets and to 
other buildings

 ■ Compatibility between adjacent land uses
 ■ Building size, height and volume
 ■ Building setbacks, both minimum and maximum
 ■ Building color and materials
 ■ Facade articulation
 ■ Streetscape elements along a street and adjacent to 
a building

 ■ Location of parking and relationship of parking to 
the building and to the lot it serves

 ■ Signage

Public-Private Partnerships

 Opportunities for public-private partnerships in 
downtown may include: 1) infrastructure, 2) fi nancial 
incentive programs, and 3) land assembly program.

Infrastructure - As development is planned in 
Downtown Rockdale, infrastructure needs must be 
addressed.  Public dollars may be used to upgrade 
infrastructure or sidewalks near a proposed 
redevelopment project.  Water system renovation in 
particular needs to be undertaken to improve the 
marketability of the entire City.   Generally, existing 
utilities are suffi  cient to support individual projects. 

Financial Incentive Programs - To encourage 
investment and redevelopment in downtown, the City 
of Rockdale and the Rockdale Downtown Association 
should continue to consider providing assistance to 
private investors.  Th ese may include:

 ■ Grant programs could assist property owners 
in cleaning up properties, renovating historic 
buildings, and/or improving the aesthetics of 
buildings.  Potential grant opportunities are 
discussed below.

 ■ Tax abatements to spur new development or 
redevelopment.

 ■ Streamlining the administrative and approval 
process for development, which will save an 
investor money and encourage redevelopment of 
properties.

In addition to grants, a variety of fi nancial mechanisms 
are available to assist in redevelopment of an area, 
which will be discussed in more detail later in this 
Chapter.

Land Assembly Program - Acquiring land by public 
entities may be considered where it can incentivize 
new development in the downtown area.  Th e most 
likely method of acquiring properties for the purposes 
of implementing the Downtown Master Plan will be 
through fee simple acquisition.
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Potential Funding 
Mechanisms
Implementation of the Downtown Master Plan will 
require actions on the part of the City in terms of 
funding.  Investment on the part of the City will 
reassure private investors of the future of downtown.  
Texas law provides a number of ways to fi nance public 
improvements.  Th e following discussion identifi ed 
potential funding mechanisms and grant opportunities 
that can assist with public improvements and 
encourage private development.

Public Funding Mechanisms
Tax Increment Reinvestment Zone (TIRZ) and Tax 
Increment Finance District (TIF) - A TIF District is a 
zone where certain property tax revenue generated in 
the district is reinvested back into the district through 
development of infrastructure.  TIFs operate on the 
idea that public investment helps stimulate and grow 
property values, justifying the reinvestment of property 
taxes back into the district generating the revenue. 

A TIF or TIRZ for downtown Rockdale would 
not generate signifi cant revenue, since no major 
redevelopment is envisioned, but it should still be 

evaluated in more detail.  Even a small amount of 
revenue that is generated may help to fi nance needed 
improvements in the area. 

At the creation of a TIF, the assessed property value 
of properties of a defi ned area is set as the base value.  
Over the years, as the property values increase and 
property tax revenue increases, the property tax 
revenue generated by the incremental property value 
above the base is reinvested into the TIF district.

According to the Texas Comptroller of Public 
Accounts, a TIF district may be created in two ways.  
First, aff ected property owners may petition the city 
and city council to create a TIF district (also known as 
a TIRZ).  Th e petition must be submitted by owners 
of property that constitutes at least 50 percent of the 
appraised property value within the proposed zone.

A second way of creating a TIF is by a city council 
without the need for a petition.  If not initiated by 
petition, an area may be considered for a tax increment 
fi nancing only if it meets at least one of the following 
three criteria:

 ■ Th e area’s present condition must substantially 
impair the city’s growth, retard the provision 
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of housing, or constitute an economic or social 
liability to the public health, safety, morals or 
welfare.  Further, this condition must exist because 
of the presence of one or more of the following 
conditions: a substantial number of substandard 
or deteriorating structures, inadequate sidewalks 
or street layout, faulty lot layouts, unsanitary or 
unsafe conditions, a tax or spacial assessment 
delinquency that exceeds the fair market value of 
the land, defective or unusual conditions of title, or 
conditions that endanger life or property by fi re or 
other cause.

 ■ Th e area is predominantly open, and because of 
obsolete platting, deteriorating structures or other 
factors, it substantially impairs the growth of the 
city.

 ■ Th e area is in or adjacent to a “federally-assisted 
new community” as defi ned under Tax Code 
Section 311.005(b).

Within developed areas of the city, such as downtown, 
the reason usually cited to justify a TIF district is that 
the area’s condition substantially impairs the city’s 
growth because of a signifi cant number of substandard 
or deteriorating structures.

Th e tax code places several further restrictions on 
the creation of a reinvestment zone for tax increment 
fi nancing:

 ■ No more than 10 percent of the property within 
the reinvestment zone (excluding publicly-owned 
property) may be used for residential purposes.  
Th is requirement, however, does not apply if the 
district is created pursuant to a petition of the 
landowners.  Currently residential land use makes 
up 32% of the total downtown study area, which is 
the largest land use category  However, the district 
boundaries could be calculated to exclude more 
residential areas, which are not slated for change at 
any rate.

 ■ A reinvestment zone may not contain property 
that cumulatively would exceed 15 percent of the 
total appraised property value within the city and 
its industrial districts.  Currently, the downtown 
study area is 6.5% of the total appraised value of 
Rockdale’s city limits.

 ■ A city also may not create a reinvestment zone or 

change the boundaries of an existing zone if the 
zone would contain more than 15 percent of the 
total appraised value of real property taxable by a 
county or school district.

Recommendation - Evaluate the benefi ts of creating 
a Tax Increment Finance District in more detail, 
especially calculating the potential revenue that could 
be generated.  Evaluate whether Milam County might 
participate in the TIF program.

Public Improvement District (PID) - Chapter 372 
of the Texas Local Government Code permits the 
formation of PIDs, which allows a city and/or county 
to levy and collect special assessments on property 
that is within the city or within its extraterritorial 
jurisdiction.  Funds generated by the PID tax are 
invested back in the district and may be used to fund 
the following types of improvements:

 ■ Water, waste water, health and sanitation, or 
drainage improvements

 ■ Street and sidewalk improvements

 ■ Mass transit improvements

 ■ Parking improvements

 ■ Library improvements

 ■ Park, recreation, and cultural improvements

 ■ Landscaping and other aesthetic improvements

 ■ Art installation

 ■ Creation of pedestrian malls

 ■ Similar improvements

 ■ Supplemental safety services, including public 
safety and security services

 ■ Supplemental business-related services for the 
improvement of the district.

Subchapter A of Chapter 372 of the Texas Local 
Government Code outlines the procedures by which a 
PID must be established.  

A majority of the taxpayers in the proposed PID area 
must petition the local government to form a PID.  
Th is petition may be initiated by either the property 
owners or the local government, but still must be 
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signed by at least 50 percent of property owners in the 
proposed district, or owners of at least 50% of the land 
area.  Th e petition must also state:

 ■ Th e general nature of the proposed improvement;

 ■ Th e estimated cost of the improvement;

 ■ Th e boundaries of the proposed assessment district;

 ■ Th e proposed method of assessment;

 ■ Th e proposed apportionment of cost between the 
PID and the municipality;

 ■ Th e management of the district;

 ■ Th at the persons signing the petition request or 
concur with the establishment of the district; and

 ■ Th at an advisory body may be established to 
develop and recommend an improvement plan to 
the governing body of the municipality.

Additionally, before the district is established, a public 
hearing must be held to advise the community of the 
nature of the district.  

Once the PID is established, actual construction of 

any improvements may not start till aft er the 20th day 
aft er authorization of the PID.  Th is allows any public 
comment to be submitted to the municipality.  

Th e PID advisory body must maintain and annually 
update a service plan for the PID, which must be 
presented to and approved by the municipality.  Th e 
service plan must cover a minimum fi ve-year period 
and defi ne annual indebtedness and projected costs for 
proposed improvements.  

Money generated for public improvements in a PID are 
done so through assessments on properties in the PID.  
An assessment plan must be included in the annual 
service plan.  Exempt municipal or county properties 
in the PID area must pay assessments to the district.  
Assessments may be determined in the following ways:

 ■ Equally per square foot or front foot;

 ■ According to the value of the property as 
determined by the governing body, with or without 
regard to improvements on the property; or

 ■ In any other manner that results in imposing equal 
shares of the cost on property similarly benefi tted.

Public improvement districts have been created 

On an annual basis, cities must prepare a Service Plan for the PID that identifi es the potential budget and 
outlines how the funds will be spent.  Th e table below illustrates how diff erent PIDs distribute their budget 
among the various services.   While the scale of these is diff erent from Downtown Rockdale, the revenue 
generated may still be benefi cial.

Table 1 - Distribution of Budget Among Services
Austin Dallas San Antonio Fort Worth

2010-2011 Budget $2.6 million $6.7 million $3.4 million $2.8 million
Public Safety 31% 37% 24% 4%
Maintenance 14% - 40% 46%
Streetscaping 3% - - -
Transportation - 25% - 15%

Landscaping - - 8% part of 
maintenance

Park Improvements 4% 17% - -
Marketing/Promotion 12% - 4% 20%
Communication 10% 13% - -
Economic Development 11% - - -
Administration 15% 6% 24% 15%
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throughout Texas under Chapter 372 since its adoption 
in 1986.  Below are examples of downtown PIDs in 
Texas.

Downtown Austin PID - Established in 1993, the 
Downtown Austin PID fi nances enhancements 
in the downtown area.  Property owners pay a 
special assessment of $0.10 per $100 of value for 
services such as graffi  ti and litter removal, tourism 
and parking maps, the downtown Austin Rangers 
(downtown security), and streetscape and street design 
improvements.

Downtown Dallas District - Th e priority for the 
Downtown Dallas PID is public safety, funding a 
Downtown Safety Patrol.  Th e PID also helps fund 
landscaping, streetscaping, trash and graffi  ti removal, 
and downtown marketing and events.  Th e special 
assessment is $0.1190 per $100 of appraised value.

Centro San Antonio PID - Th e Centro San Antonio 
PID was established in 1999 to provide additional 
services and improvements in Downtown San Antonio 
as a supplement to services provided by the City of San 
Antonio.  Programs of this PID include an ambassador 
program assisting visitors and residents; a streetscaping 
program; and a maintenance program.  Th e special 
assessment is $0.12 per $100 of appraised value.

Downtown Fort Worth PID #1 - In 1986, the fi rst 
PID in Texas was established in Downtown Fort 
Worth.  Property owners in the district pay a special 
assessment of $0.11 per $100 of value for maintenance, 
landscaping, promotions for special events, marketing, 
market research, transportation, parking, and 
enhanced security. 

Recommendation - Creating a PID is strongly 
recommended as a potential revenue source to 
supplement or be used in lieu of a TIF district.  A 
PID can fund  additional public improvements within 
the district as well as safety programs and marketing 
campaigns to reinforce Downtown Rockdale as a 
destination.

Citywide Bond Funding - A few of the improvements 
proposed for downtown can be considered as 
community-wide investments that benefi t all of the 
citizens of Rockdale.  Th ese include the creation of 
gateways into the downtown area, improvements 
along sidewalks and streets in the area, and new civic 
facilities such as Wolf Park improvements.

Recommendation - Consider future bond programs 
within the next ten years to fund key Downtown 
Rockdale improvements.

Development Incentives
Chapter 380 of the Texas Local Government Code 
allows the granting of certain economic development 
incentives by cities to encourage developers to build 
in their jurisdiction.  Development incentives typically 
take the form of property tax abatements, loans or 
grants, commitments for infrastructure, or sales tax 
rebates.  

Recommendation - Develop a formal Chapter 380 
policy that will guide the use of Chapter 380 incentive 
funding (if not already in place).

Property Tax Abatement - A tax abatement is an 
agreement between a taxpayer and a taxing unit that 
exempts all or part of the increase in the value of 
the real property and/or tangible personal property 
from taxation for a period not to exceed ten years.  
Abatements recognize the potential for other benefi ts 
of property development other than increased property 
value, such as job creation and sales tax revenue.  
Abatements are typically tied to job creation and value 
of the investment.

Tax abatements would not work well with a TIF 
district, since a TIF relies on increasing property values 
to generate revenue while a tax abatement essentially 
freezes the property value.  

Recommendation - If alternative sources for funding 
public improvements are accepted (such as a PID), 
then property tax abatements are recommended 
in lieu of the creation of a TIF district to serve as a 
signifi cant incentive for specifi c investments in the 
area.  However, without identifying a funding source 
for public improvements, the TIF district is deemed to 
be a better method than tax abatement for increasing 
investment in the district.  

Federal Historic Preservation Tax Incentive - Th e 
Federal Historic Preservation Tax Incentive program 
encourages private sector rehabilitation of historic 
buildings.  According to the U.S. Department of the 
Interior National Park Service, current tax incentives 
for preservation include:

 ■ A 20% tax credit for the certifi ed rehabilitation of 
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certifi ed historic structures1.  Th e credit is available 
for properties rehabilitated for commercial, 
industrial, agricultural, or rental residential 
purposes, but not for properties used exclusively as 
the owner’s private residence. 

 ■ A 10% tax credit for the rehabilitation of non-
historic, non-residential buildings built before 
1936.  Th e credit is available only to buildings 
rehabilitated for non-residential uses.  

In all cases, the rehabilitation must be substantial 
(determined by value of rehabilitation) and must 
involve a depreciable building.  

Recommendation - Promote the Federal Historic 
Preservation Tax Incentive program to encourage 
historic preservation of buildings in downtown.

Potential Grant Opportunities
Transportation Enhancement Grants - Federal 
enhancement funding allocated to the State of Texas 
could be used to fund streetscape or pedestrian 
mobility improvements in downtown, particularly 
along Cameron Ave and Main Street connecting the 
Kay Th eater and the Railroad Depot.  

Historic Renovation Grants - Th e Texas Historical 
Commission off ers a variety of grants for preservation 
of historic buildings and areas in Texas.  Th e Texas 
Preservation Trust Fund Grant is a matching grant 
awarded on a one-to-one match basis and can be used 
for acquisition, survey, restoration, and preservation of 
a site, or for the planning and education of preserving 
historic properties or archeological sites.  Th e Texas 
Historic Courthouse Preservation Program provides 
partial matching grants to Texas counties for the 
restoration of historic county courthouses. 

Future Stimulus Grants - As other state and federal 
grants become available, the Rockdale Downtown 
Association and the City of Rockdale should pursue 
monies to implement components of the Downtown 
Master Plan.

1 A certifi ed historic structure is a building that is listed 
individually in the National Register of Historic Places or 
a building that is located in a registered historic district and 
certifi ed by the National Park Service as contributing to the 
historic signifi cance of that district.

Staffi ng
As discussed in the Recommendations section, having 
a person dedicated to pursuing the recommendations 
set forth in this master plan is vital.   

Th at person would help coordinate events, enlist 
support for activities, focus on grants and other key 
funding opportunties, and continue to serve as a liason 
between the City, MDD, Chamber and the Rockdale 
Downtown Association.  

Given the size of the downtown and Rockdale as a 
whole, the eff orts of this staffi  ng member might require 
15 to 25 hours per week.  

Th is master plan recommends that a person with 
previous downtown experience, but also with grant 
and event experience be hired.  Th at person might 
be funding by the City of Rockdale, the Chamber of 
Commerce or by the Municipal Development District, 
or by a combination of all three entities.

Plan Updating
As with any master plan, this plan should be reviewed 
and updated periodically to ensure that it addresses 
current needs in the Downtown and the City as a 
whole.  Reviews every two years are recommended, 
and more signifi cant updates can be prepared every 
fi ve years.
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DOWNTOWN INTERCEPT QUESTIONNAIRE 
 Tejas Art & Book Festival and Annual Auto & Bike Show, March 3rd, 2012  
 
A total of 70 surveys were filled out and returned at the Tejas Art & Book Festival and Annual Auto & Bike 
Show on March 3

rd
, 2012 in downtown Rockdale.  Below is a summary of the responses of that survey. 

 
Are you a resident of Rockdale, or visitor? 

 60% of surveys received were from residents near or in the City of Rockdale 

 20% of surveys received were from residents of some other area in Milam County 

 18.6% of surveys received were from residents of an area outside of Milam County 
 
Attended event before? 

 63% of survey respondents had attended the event before and 31% had not 
 
How did you hear about the event? 

 A large majority of those surveyed heard about the event through a local media source, 
including newspaper or radio (38.6%) or through an organization or business entity 
(18.5%).   

 Other forms of publicity that drew attendance included school promotion; mail out; and 
walk or drive by. 

 
How often do you come to Downtown Rockdale? 

 67% of the survey respondents said they come to Rockdale at least once a week.  Of 
these 47 respondents, 37 (78.7%) are from the city or immediate vicinity and 17% are 
from the Milam County area (outside of the near-city area) 

 
Normally, what is your reason for visiting downtown Rockdale? 

 The top reasons for typically visiting Rockdale include (in order) shopping; eating out; 
attending a special event or festival; and visiting a business.   

 Only 1 survey respondent answered that they normally come to downtown Rockdale to 
visit the museum. 

 
What would make you visit downtown Rockdale more frequently? 

 Festivals or special events: 48.6% 

 More places to eat: 45.7% 

 Different shops: 44.3% 

 More entertainment or music venues: 40% 

 Public gathering places such as parks or plazas: 28.6% 

 Promotions to attract you to downtown: 21.4% 
 
What do you like about downtown Rockdale? 

 character or feeling of downtown Rockdale (referring to the hometown/small town feel) 
(28.6%) 

 people (22.9%) 

 variety of businesses (15.7%) 

 Other answers that received repetitive responses include events, the cleanliness, 
specific businesses, museums, the preservation of buildings, and the library 

 
  



 

 

What do you not like about downtown Rockdale? 

 related to a lack of destination or things to do (12 responses) 

 the infrastructure (including quality and ease of it) (7) 

 traffic through downtown (4) 

 Other answers include Christmas decorations; building conditions; no promotion; 
condition of entrance; police trap; Walmart; not clean 

 
Suggestions to improve downtown Rockdale? 

 Fill empty businesses/attract businesses (8) 

 Improve quality of built environment/clean up vacant properties (3) 

 Family/youth activity opportunities (3) 

 Other answers include art district; water feature; housing; common theme; parking; 
parade; traffic; Christmas decorations; walk/bike path 

 
 
 



DOWNTOWN CUSTOMER SURVEY RESULTS 

What was the primary purpose of your visit to downtown Rockdale? 

 

 

For what other reasons do you typically visit Downtown Rockdale? 

 

75.00% 

25.00% 
0.00% 

12.50% 

12.50% 

6.25% 

12.50% 

25.00% 

Visit certain business  General shopping  Visit museum

 Visit library  Just passing through  Work downtown

 Visit friend  Other

50.00% 

62.50% 

6.25% 

43.75% 0.00% 

12.50% 

37.50% 

37.50% 

Eat out  Shop  Sight-see

 Visit business  Work there  Visit business

 Festival or special event  Other



 

What would make you visit downtown Rockdale more frequently? 

 

 

 

81.25% 

37.50% 

50.00% 50.00% 

37.50% 

31.25% 

50.00% 

More places to eat  Different shops

 More places to shop  Festivals or special events

 Promotions to attracts you to downtown  Public gathering places

 Entertainment venues



BUSINESS OWNER SURVEY RESPONSES (17 TOTAL) 

My customers come from: 

 

 

 

What time of day is typically the busiest for your business? 

 

91.67% 

66.67% 

58.33% 

66.67% 41.67% 

100.00% 

66.67% 

16.67% 

25.00% 8.33% 16.67% 

Rockdale  Austin / Georgetown  Bryan / College Station

 Taylor Area  Internet  Other city of Milam County

 Unincorporated Milam County  Other Texas tourist  Tourist from other state

 Worldwide  Other

66.67% 

66.67% 

50.00% 

8.33% 

Morning  Early afternoon  Late afternoon  Evening



What are your feelings on your current store hours? 

 

 

 

If you could change your store hours, would you: 

 

 

50.00% 

0.00% 
8.33% 

0.00% 

41.67% 

0.00% 

25.00% 

Open all the hours I need to be  Can't be open more for personal reasons

 Should be open more but can't afford staff  Should be open more but can't find good staff

 Would be open more if I were sure of sales  Would be open more if everyone else were

Other

25.00% 

8.33% 

8.33% 

16.67% 

41.67% 

25.00% 

Open more hours  Open different days of the week  Open evenings

 Expand hours on the weekend  Wouldn't change store hours  Other



How do events such as the Tejas Book Festival, Annual Car Show, and Christmas Parade 

affect your business? 

 

 

 

What type of marketing strategies do you currently use that are most effective for your 

business: 

 

 

58.33% 

16.67% 

8.33% 

33.33% 

No impact  Positively affects business  Negatively affects business  Other

50.00% 

8.33% 

66.67% 

41.67% 

16.67% 
0.00% 

8.33% 

33.33% 

25.00% 

Newspaper  Postcards / Mailings  Word of mouth

 Radio advertising  Business website  Coupons

 Special announcements  Social networking  Other



Doing business in downtown Rockdale 

Overall, how would you rate downtown Rockdale as a place to do business? 

 

 

 

How would you rate access to parking for your business? 

 

 

 

16.67% 

33.33% 
41.67% 

8.33% 

Excellent  Good  Fair  Poor

16.67% 

50.00% 

25.00% 

8.33% 

Excellent  Adequate  Inadequate  Poor



What are the advantages of your location in Rockdale? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

16.67% 

33.33% 
8.33% 

58.33% 

58.33% 

25.00% 41.67% 
8.33% 

8.33% 

0.00% 

0.00% 

41.67% 

50.00% 

41.67% 

16.67% 

Nearby Amenities  Availability of land / buildings

 Quality of life in Rockdale  Cost of doing business

 Proximity to Taylor  Proximity to Austin or Bryan / College Station

 Cost to rent / lease space  Availability of employees

 K-12 public education  Cost of housing

 Public safety  Close to customers

 Location to highway  Access to highways

 Other



What are the challenges facing your business today? 

 

 

 

 

 

58.33% 

33.33% 

8.33% 

16.67% 

25.00% 

0.00% 

16.67% 
16.67% 

83.33% 

0.00% 

0.00% 

0.00% 

16.67% 

16.67% 

16.67% 

Insufficient customer base / sales  Property or space constraints

  Access to financing  Codes or regulations

 Transportation / parking access  Competition

 General operating costs  Insurance costs

 Current economic conditions  Availability of employees

 Computer / technology issues  Access to suppliers

 Marketing my business  Façade improvements

 Other



How would you characterize your business’ activity level over the last 12 months? 

 

 

 

Which description best characterizes your plans for your business in the next 12 months? 

 

 

0.00% 

16.67% 

66.67% 

16.67% 

Business rapidly expanding  Business moderately growing

 Holding your own / business is stable  Declining business activity

25.00% 

0.00% 

58.33% 

8.33% 

16.67% 

16.67% 

Plan to expand business  Plan to reduce business  No plans to change

 Plan to sell business  Plan to relocate business  Uncertain



Business Resources 

What would help your business grown and succeed? 

 

 

 

 

16.67% 

25.00% 

33.33% 

25.00% 

75.00% 

25.00% 

41.67% 

66.67% 

16.67% 

8.33% 

0.00% 

0.00% 

8.33% 
25.00% 

Building improvements  Financing

 Information on business planning / marketing  Information on local market characteristics

 Attractiveness of downtown Rockdale  Improved safety in downtown Rockdale

 More customer parking near business  Increase in customer base

 Business networking groups  Lower operating costs

 Improved internet  No assistance needed

 Not sure  Other



Do you have trouble finding qualified employees to fill your workforce needs? 

 

 

 

Are you a member of the Rockdale Downtown Association? 

 

 

 

25.00% 

66.67% 

Yes  No

66.67% 

33.33% 

Yes  No



Are you a member of the Rockdale Chamber of Commerce? 

 

 

 

66.67% 

33.33% 

Yes  No
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