
Virginia Commonwealth University Virginia Commonwealth University 

VCU Scholars Compass VCU Scholars Compass 

Master of Urban and Regional Planning 
Capstone Projects Urban and Regional Studies and Planning 

2024 

Growth in Appalachia: Downtown Revitalization Strategies for Growth in Appalachia: Downtown Revitalization Strategies for 

Covington, Virginia Covington, Virginia 

Tucker L. Keener 
Virginia Commonwealth University 

Follow this and additional works at: https://scholarscompass.vcu.edu/murp_capstone 

 Part of the Urban Studies and Planning Commons 

 

© The Author 

Downloaded from Downloaded from 
https://scholarscompass.vcu.edu/murp_capstone/82 

This Professional Plan Capstone is brought to you for free and open access by the Urban and Regional Studies and 
Planning at VCU Scholars Compass. It has been accepted for inclusion in Master of Urban and Regional Planning 
Capstone Projects by an authorized administrator of VCU Scholars Compass. For more information, please contact 
libcompass@vcu.edu. 

http://www.vcu.edu/
http://www.vcu.edu/
https://scholarscompass.vcu.edu/
https://scholarscompass.vcu.edu/murp_capstone
https://scholarscompass.vcu.edu/murp_capstone
https://scholarscompass.vcu.edu/murp
https://scholarscompass.vcu.edu/murp_capstone?utm_source=scholarscompass.vcu.edu%2Fmurp_capstone%2F82&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/436?utm_source=scholarscompass.vcu.edu%2Fmurp_capstone%2F82&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://scholarscompass.vcu.edu/murp_capstone/82?utm_source=scholarscompass.vcu.edu%2Fmurp_capstone%2F82&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
mailto:libcompass@vcu.edu


		      Growth In Appalachia

Downtown Revitalization 
Strategies for 

Covington, Virginia

Prepared by Tucker Keener 
For the City of Covington, Virginia

May 2024 Virginia Commonwealth UniversityVirginia Commonwealth University

Photo Courtesy of the Covington Cork & Pork Festival



Downtown Revitalization Strategies for 
Downtown Covington, Virginia

Prepared by Tucker Keener for the City of Covington, 
Virginia in partial fulfillment of the requirement for 

the Master of Urban and Regional Planning in the VCU 
Wilder School of Government and Public Affairs

Panel:

Dr. Niraj VermaDr. Niraj Verma, Capstone Coordinator
Urban and Regional Studies and Planning
Virginia Commonwealth University

Dr. John Accordino, Capstone Advisor
Urban and Regional Studies and Planning
Virginia Commonwealth University

Mr. Allen Dressler, City Manager
City of Covington, Virginia



Acknowledgments

I would like thank to the people of the City of Covington and Alleghany County for their participation 
and help with this plan. This plan aims to help with the revitalization efforts for the historic downtown 
core of Covington that fits into the rural and small-town atmosphere of the area. I have had much help 
from Covington City Officials and many others in the city that I had the pleasure of conversing with while 
creating this project. I would also like to give a special thanks to Mr. Allen Dressler, as he has been a great 
individual to work with in the development of this plan. I admire how passionate he is about transforming 
the City of Covington and wants to see his home be a better place for all its residents. I am grateful that I 
had the opportunity to work on this plan for the City of Covington and Mr. Dressler. I was born and raised 
in Alleghany County and spent much time in Covington growing up, and it is such an honor to work on a 
plan for an area that will always be my home. I truly love my hometown and will always try to help make 
it better in any way I can. 

Additionally, I would like to thank all the faculty and fellow students in the Master of Urban and Regional 
Planning (MURP) program at Virginia Commonwealth University for their encouragement and assistance 
during my time in the program. I am honored to have had the opportunity to work with everyone in the 
MURP program. I particularly want to thank Dr. John Accordino and Dr. Niraj Verma for their assistance 
and support while creating this plan.

Lastly, I would like to thank my loving family and friends, who encouraged me every step of the way 
throughout my academic journey. They have been there to help every step of the way and have only 
provided love and support. I would not have been able to complete this plan without them, and I will 
always remember the support they gave me during my years at VCU. 



Purpose
This plan aims to identify the goals and desires of local community members and business owners 
that prioritize economic growth in the downtown core. The City of Covington has many great 
assets, and the goal of this plan is to leverage these assets to assist with downtown revitalization.

Objective  
This plan is intended to determine actionable items that the City of Covington can implement for 
downtown revitalization. Using data from community and business surveys, ESRI market analysis, 
and other information resources, the town can strengthen its downtown core. All data and 
background information were used to create actionable items. 

Photo Courtesy of the City of Covington
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Introduction

Covington, Virginia, is a small city in the Blue Ridge Mountains section of the Appalachian Mountains in 
Alleghany County, located in the western part of the state. The city, located near Interstate 64, is about 
an hour North of Roanoke City, and as of 2019, it houses a population of about 5,500 and a median age of 
44.¹ Covington was incorporated as an independent city in the state of Virginia in 1952 and has a strong 
history of manufacturing, agriculture, and train services, as those were the primary industries of the city 
and region since its conception in the early 1800s.²

While the city saw steady growth until the mid to late 1900s, it has declined in population and economic 
activities in recent years. Much of this is due to the decreased operations of extensive manufacturing 
and train services in the city, which reduced opportunities for residents in the area. This led to an 
outmigration of individuals employment, which has hurt the city in recent decades. While many 
industries were once in Covington, the primary industry still located in the city is the WestRock Paper 
Mill, a significant employer and economic driver for the city and the county. The decline in population and 
economic opportunities has led to underutilization and vacancies in the city’s downtown core. 

While the downtown core and the overall City of Covington have declined in recent years, the city has 
many things it can leverage to reactivate and increase traffic to the area. The city is in a scenic part of the 
country next to the Jackson River. This allows the area to host many outdoor activities like hiking, water 
sports, and mountain biking. Additionally, The Omni Homestead and Greenbriar, both world-class resorts, 
are about a 30-minute drive from downtown. Due to the downtown being built in the 1800s and early 
1900s, much of the core is made in a style corresponding to that period, giving the downtown character 
and a nostalgic feel to many residents and tourists. Lastly, the residents of Covington want to see their 
downtown become as solid and bustling as it once was in the past. The revitalization of downtown would 
give residents a place to work, shop, and play while also allowing the area to attract tourists to experience 
the city and all that the area has to offer. Overall, the city and residents would benefit significantly from a 
revitalization of downtown while also being able to attract non-residents.

  
		 11  Benchmark Planning, “Covington Comprehensive Plan” (Benchmark Planning, 2019), http://alleghanyjournal.com/2019/CovcompPlan.pdf.Benchmark Planning, “Covington Comprehensive Plan” (Benchmark Planning, 2019), http://alleghanyjournal.com/2019/CovcompPlan.pdf.

 	 	 22    Horton Beirne and Byron E Faidley, Images of America: Covington, Images of America (Arcadia Publishing, 2013).Horton Beirne and Byron E Faidley, Images of America: Covington, Images of America (Arcadia Publishing, 2013).
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Background

Before an in-depth analysis of strategies that could help revitalize Covington’s downtown core, 
background and a literature review are needed to understand how the city fits into the larger context 
of rural decline and creating place-making. The literature review analyzes ways the downtown can be 
reignited to foster business, community, and enjoyment for residents and non-residents. For a proper 
revitalization plan to be created for Covington, a review of the literature on revitalizing small cities is 
needed.

Rural Decline

Covington, being in a primarily rural area, is a microcosm of the rural decline that has been happening in 
the United States in recent decades. Rural areas in recent decades have seen much decline due to many 
of these areas relying on manufacturing and goods-producing services. The processes of manufacturing 
automation, globalization, and the shifting of the United States from a goods-producing to a service-
providing economy have been the main reasons that rural America has seen a decline in population and 
economic opportunity.³ The trend of declining manufacturing employment did not happen solely in rural 
America; urban America has also experienced this trend. However, this problem affects rural America 
much more extensively due to the lack of stable employment and employment that occurs when once 
well-paying manufacturing jobs leave these areas.⁴ Since many of these jobs that departed did not require 
high levels of education, many workers found it difficult to find employment in other sectors. This led 
many to either retire early, go on disability, or live off of government programs. Additionally, with the loss 
of these jobs came the loss of service sector jobs due to these jobs being dependent on larger populations 
and size, which were once provided with manufacturing jobs.⁵

While manufacturing has seen a decline in rural America, it has created many problems for these areas. 
Many issues that face these areas are lack of services, underemployment, outmigration, social isolation, 
poverty, and economic struggles.⁶ With the decreased opportunities, much of rural America has seen 
issues of retaining residents and economic opportunity. This is seen in much of rural America, which 
is characterized by older residents, with the median age of rural America being 43.⁷ Additionally, rural 
Americans have found it difficult to enter the new age of the American economy due to a lack of internet 
services.⁸ These factors, coupled with decreasing economic opportunity, have led to a rural America 
struggling to keep up with the current economy and, at times, working to stay afloat.

	

		 33  Review of Sociology 16 (1990): 67–86; David L Carlton and PeterA Coclanic, “The Roots of Southern De-industrialization,” Challenge 61, no. 5–6 Review of Sociology 16 (1990): 67–86; David L Carlton and PeterA Coclanic, “The Roots of Southern De-industrialization,” Challenge 61, no. 5–6 
(2018): 418–26; Gary Paul Green, “De-industrialization of Rural America: Economic Restructuring and the Rural Ghetto,” Local Development and Society 1, no. (2018): 418–26; Gary Paul Green, “De-industrialization of Rural America: Economic Restructuring and the Rural Ghetto,” Local Development and Society 1, no. 
1 (2020): 15–251 (2020): 15–25

		 44  Tickamyer and Duncan, “Poverty and Opportunity Structure in Rural America”; Carlton and Coclanic, “The Roots of Southern De-industrialization”; Tickamyer and Duncan, “Poverty and Opportunity Structure in Rural America”; Carlton and Coclanic, “The Roots of Southern De-industrialization”; 
Teresa C Fort, Justin R Pierce, and Schott, “New Perspectives on the Decline of US Manufacturing Employment,” The Journal of Economic Perspectives 32, no. 2 Teresa C Fort, Justin R Pierce, and Schott, “New Perspectives on the Decline of US Manufacturing Employment,” The Journal of Economic Perspectives 32, no. 2 
(2018): 47–72.(2018): 47–72.

		 ⁵⁵  Green, “De-industrialization of Rural America: Economic Restructuring and the Rural Ghetto.”Green, “De-industrialization of Rural America: Economic Restructuring and the Rural Ghetto.”

		 ⁶⁶  Tickamyer and Duncan, “Poverty and Opportunity Structure in Rural America”; Green, “De-industrialization of Rural America: Economic   Tickamyer and Duncan, “Poverty and Opportunity Structure in Rural America”; Green, “De-industrialization of Rural America: Economic 
Restructuring and the Rural Ghetto.”Restructuring and the Rural Ghetto.”

		 ⁷⁷ Eduardo Porter, “The Hard Truth of Trying to ‘Save’ the Rural Economy,” New York Times, 2018, https://www.nytimes.com/ Eduardo Porter, “The Hard Truth of Trying to ‘Save’ the Rural Economy,” New York Times, 2018, https://www.nytimes.com/
interactive/2018/12/14/opinion/rural-america-trump-decline.html.interactive/2018/12/14/opinion/rural-america-trump-decline.html.

		 ⁸ ⁸ Rachel L Harris and Lisa Tarchak, “Small-Town America Is Dying. Can We Save It?,” New York Times, 2018, https://www.nytimes.Rachel L Harris and Lisa Tarchak, “Small-Town America Is Dying. Can We Save It?,” New York Times, 2018, https://www.nytimes.
com/2018/12/22/opinion/rural-america-economy-revive.html.com/2018/12/22/opinion/rural-america-economy-revive.html.
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History of Downtown

Covington is nestled in the Blue Ridge Mountains in Alleghany County and in the Western part of Virginia. 
The city was settled in 1746 and was a trading post on the Jackson River.⁹ The population grew steadily, 
and was incorporated as a town in 1819. As the city grew, the city began to host more manufacturing 
capacity, which included industries of paper, yarn, fiber and film, flour, iron foundries, and some 
operations of the Chesapeake and Ohio (C&O) railroad. Population and economic activity increased, and 
in 1952, Covington was incorporated as a city. The city kept seeing a population increase, with a peak 
population in the 1970s of 10,060.¹⁰ Since the 1970s, the area has seen a population loss; in 2019, the 
population fell to 5,518. Figure 2 represents the population trends from the 1970’s. Much of the city’s 
manufacturing industry has left, with the main remaining economic driver being the WestRock Paper Mill.

Covington’s Past and Current Conditions
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		 9 9 Beirne and Faidley, Images of America: Covington.Beirne and Faidley, Images of America: Covington.

		 1010 Benchmark Planning, “Covington Comprehensive Plan.” Benchmark Planning, “Covington Comprehensive Plan.”

		 11 11 Beirne and Faidley, Images of America: Covington.Beirne and Faidley, Images of America: Covington.

		 12 12 Benchmark Planning, “Covington Comprehensive Plan.”Benchmark Planning, “Covington Comprehensive Plan.”

Chart A. Population trend of Covington, VA from 1970s to 2050s. Data courtesy of 
Covington Comprehensive Plan prepared by Benchmark Planning.

Covington fits into the trend that has been happening in rural America. The city once hosted many 
manufacturing industries that supported the local economy and brought prosperity to the city and 
overall county. It was once host to an iron foundry, yarn-producing plant, scrap metal foundry, fiber 
and film (protective overwrap for commercial goods) producing plant, flour mill, and some operations 
of the Chesapeake and Ohio Railroad (C&O).11 The primary industry that still resides in the area is the 
WestRock Paper Mill, which is crucial to the city’s economy. The leaving of industry has meant a decrease 
in population for the area. For about the past 40 years, Covington has seen a population decrease by 
almost half.12 In 1970, the city had a population of about 10,060, and as of 2019, the city has a population 
of about 5,518. This is followed by one in four people experiencing poverty, having a median age of 44, 
and a median household income of $34,703. The city has an older population and more people with lower 
incomes than the state of Virginia.
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Literature Review

	 Revitalization involves nurturing a town’s most cherished aspects, as identified by its residents, by 
formulating a forward-looking development plan.¹³ It typically entails harnessing an area’s existing assets 
and implementing economic development strategies alongside enhancing the facades of deteriorated 
buildings. The ultimate objective is to encourage development to create a thriving community.

Approaches to Downtown Revitalization

Downtowns have grown in recent decades as more and more people desire to be in environments that 
convey a sense of place, history, and community.¹⁴ Some approaches can help breathe new life into 
downtown cores, especially for the City of Covington. One approach used for small-city downtown 
revitalization has been the Main Street American Approach. Other approaches for downtown 
revitalization are place-making, partnership, and community engagement.

Main Street America has been a prominent tool for downtown revitalization in recent decades. 
Main Street America was created in the 1980s by the National Trust to help facilitate the economic 
development of the commercial districts of historic towns and small cities.1⁵ The approach has four 
main points that help revitalize downtowns and Main Streets. These points are economic vitality, design, 
organization, and promotion.1⁶ Figure 1 represents the four points and provides more details on what 
each point represents. Each point is meant to work within the context and resources present within the 
city and community. This ensures that the area’s character is kept intact while ensuring growth fits into 
the values of the community.

	 13 	 13 Michael A Burayidi, “DOWNTOWN REVITALIZATION IN SMALL AND MIDSIZED CITIES” (American Planning Association, 2018), https://planning-Michael A Burayidi, “DOWNTOWN REVITALIZATION IN SMALL AND MIDSIZED CITIES” (American Planning Association, 2018), https://planning-
org-uploaded-media.s3.amazonaws.com/publication/download_pdf/PAS-Report-590.pdf.org-uploaded-media.s3.amazonaws.com/publication/download_pdf/PAS-Report-590.pdf.

		 14 14 John Accordino and Kyle Meyer, “Chapter John Accordino and Kyle Meyer, “Chapter 1010: Creating Vibrant Main Streets throughout Virginia” (Virginia Tech Publishing, 2022); Burayidi, : Creating Vibrant Main Streets throughout Virginia” (Virginia Tech Publishing, 2022); Burayidi, 
“DOWNTOWN REVITALIZATION IN SMALL AND MIDSIZED CITIES.”“DOWNTOWN REVITALIZATION IN SMALL AND MIDSIZED CITIES.”

		 15 15 Accordino and Meyer, “Chapter Accordino and Meyer, “Chapter 1010: Creating Vibrant Main Streets throughout Virginia.”: Creating Vibrant Main Streets throughout Virginia.”

		 16 16 Main Street America, “The Main Street Approach” (Main Street America, Main Street America, “The Main Street Approach” (Main Street America, 20232023), https://www.mainstreet.org/ourwork/theapproach.), https://www.mainstreet.org/ourwork/theapproach.

Image A. The Main Street Approach Transformation Strategies. 
Image courtesy of Main Street America.
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Economic vitality is focused on community and business surveys, an ESRI market analysis, and town 
comparisons. Surveys were used to understand residents’ and business owners’ needs and wants. This 
included asking questions about shopping habits, visits, and feelings towards downtown. After surveys 
were completed, an ESRI market analysis was performed to see the capability of certain business 
establishments in the area. ESRI market analysis creates a market tapestry of the area to determine what 
type of foods, services, and activities consumers use and demand. After the study, similar towns were 
compared to see how they implemented effective revitalization strategies.

Design was a crucial part of this plan as it is needed to structure the downtown to retain individuals 
and create a cohesive and robust area. The first part of the design analyzed the existing land uses 
and businesses in the downtown core. After existing structures were analyzed, the introduction and 
placement of new businesses were mapped. Additionally, the WestRock paper mill has a consequential 
presence near the downtown. Therefore, understanding how the mill and downtown complement and 
contrast was crucial. The last part of the design was ensuring that the downtown maintained its rural 
character while being a place people wanted to visit.

Organization was another component used by Main Street to help guide the city with a revitalization plan. 
Ensuring that Covington could perform revitalization was crucial. This meant hiring staff, collaborating 
with other organizations within the city, county, and region, and engaging its community, which was 
crucial. This gives the city the capacity to achieve its goals efficiently.

Promotion is the last but crucial part of this plan. Ensuring the city had the necessary means to promote 
events, local businesses, and unique features was essential to bringing people downtown. This meant 
analyzing how the downtown promotes individuals about events around the city, especially in the 
downtown core. This ensures that the city can effectively market itself.

Smart Growth

Another strategy that could be implemented to help assist the City of Covington is using the idea of 
Smart Growth. Smart Growth is making communities more livable, economically efficient, and meeting 
the community’s needs.1⁷ While the list presented above is specific ways cities can help revitalize, 
Smart Growth considers the future of areas supporting the community’s needs, nature, and assets. The 
main goals of Smart Growth in Rural Areas are to support the landscape that creates a strong economic 
climate and protects the natural landscape, help existing places thrive by taking care of the assets of 
the overall community, and make great new places that create vibrant and enduring communities and 
neighborhoods that retain and attracts residents.1⁸ These strategies help create rural and small towns 
that can adapt to changing economies while protecting and preserving their neighborhoods. They give a 
sense of community to a place and the people that inhabit that space.

	 17 17 NOAA, “What Is Smart Growth?” (National Oceanic Service, NOAA, “What Is Smart Growth?” (National Oceanic Service, 20232023), https://oceanservice.noaa.gov/facts/smartgrowth.html.), https://oceanservice.noaa.gov/facts/smartgrowth.html.

		 18 18 Nadejda Mishkovsky et al., “Putting Smart Growth to Work in Rural Communities” (ICMA, Nadejda Mishkovsky et al., “Putting Smart Growth to Work in Rural Communities” (ICMA, 20122012), https://www.epa.gov/sites/default/), https://www.epa.gov/sites/default/
files/files/20142014--0101/documents//documents/1010--180180_smart_growth_rural_com.pdf._smart_growth_rural_com.pdf.
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Covington can benefit from the ideas of Smart Growth to ensure that the area grows and meets the 
community’s needs while preserving the assets of its history, rural character, and natural landscape. The 
economics of Covington have changed over its history, and currently, the area relies on the WestRock 
Paper Mill as a primary driver of economic activity. The mill employs about 1,000 people and pays more 
than $10 million in taxes yearly to the City of Covington.1⁹ While it is a significant driver for the area, the 
city must diversify its economy to ensure that if the mill were to experience an economic downturn, the 
city would not falter as well. This means a diversification of the economy that supports businesses that 
support the local economy that reflects the nearby rural systems while bringing in innovative approaches 
that can benefit the area.20 However, economic development should respect the rural landscape and the 
rural characteristics of the area. While economic growth and preserving rural character are crucial to 
Covington, taking care of existing assets is just as important. The buildings and street networks of the 
city were built in the early 1800s to late 1900s, giving the area a historic character and feel. Ensuring 
these assets are invested in and protected is crucial to keeping that same small-town feel to the city. 
The city can protect its current assets by re-fabricating buildings, creating attractions with existing 
infrastructure, and helping local businesses. While the existing rural landscape and historic assets are 
crucial, creating significant new places is essential for rural areas. New growth must not be random and 
should be considered and analyzed to ensure that the community and landscape support these systems. 
Additionally, growth must not happen in a sprawl fashion to provide compact and walkable areas while 
limiting the effects of natural landscapes. Lastly, developers and small businesses should be rewarded 
for creating great places to ensure that incentive policies are explored and implemented. Covington can 
reward its small businesses that are helping promote and increase traffic to the downtown core, which 
can create more involvement and incentive to keep doing great work for the city.

	 1919 Jeff Williamson and Tommy Lopez, “WestRock to Invest Nearly a Quarter Billion Dollars in Covington Mill,” WSLS,  Jeff Williamson and Tommy Lopez, “WestRock to Invest Nearly a Quarter Billion Dollars in Covington Mill,” WSLS, 20182018, https://www.wsls.com/, https://www.wsls.com/
news/news/20182018//0909//2525/westrock-to-invest-nearly-a-quarter-billion-dollars-in-covington-mill/./westrock-to-invest-nearly-a-quarter-billion-dollars-in-covington-mill/.

		 20 20 Mishkovsky et al., “Putting Smart Growth to Work in Rural Communities.”Mishkovsky et al., “Putting Smart Growth to Work in Rural Communities.”

Smart growth was used in Covington 
to support the rural landscape, help 
existing places thrive, and create 
significant new places. This meant 
analyzing Covington’s resources and 
protecting them, supporting existing 
businesses and assets, and designing 
and attracting new businesses. 
Strategies were created using this 
analysis tool to make Covington a 
desirable and attractive place for non-
residents and current residents.

Image B. Putting Smart Growth to Work in Rural 
Communities. Image courtesy of Environmental 

Protection Agency.
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Placemaking and Partnership

Placemaking is crucial to revitalizing an area, especially a downtown core. It is the art of transforming 
public spaces into quality places.²¹ This process transforms an area’s physical spaces to make the area 
livable, functional, and desirable for individuals. Suitable spaces can create a sense of pride and belonging 
to a community, supporting strong bonds between a community and a downtown core can be achieved. 
In that case, it can help foster economic development by attracting various businesses, different skilled 
labor, and a variety of other benefits.

Partnership is crucial to the creation of a strong downtown revitalization plan. The public and private 
realms must work together to achieve progress.²² The city must help support the introduction of the 
private sector downtown. A city can help by investing in public improvements, providing incentives for 
new and already settled businesses, and changing zoning to support more uses downtown. Downtowns 
needing more organization showed more difficulty with partnerships with the private sector.²³ Overall, 
downtown revitalization needs to have strong public/private partnerships.

	 21	 21 Burayidi, “DOWNTOWN REVITALIZATION IN SMALL AND MIDSIZED CITIES”; Jennifer S Vey, “Why We Need to Invest in Transformative Place- Burayidi, “DOWNTOWN REVITALIZATION IN SMALL AND MIDSIZED CITIES”; Jennifer S Vey, “Why We Need to Invest in Transformative Place-
making” (Brookings Institute, making” (Brookings Institute, 20182018), https://www.brookings.edu/articles/why-we-need-to-invest-in-transformative-placemaking/.), https://www.brookings.edu/articles/why-we-need-to-invest-in-transformative-placemaking/.

		 22 22 Paul Hampton, “Rural Downtown Development: Guiding Principles for Small Cities” (Lets Talk Business, Paul Hampton, “Rural Downtown Development: Guiding Principles for Small Cities” (Lets Talk Business, 20062006), https://fyi.extension.wisc.edu/), https://fyi.extension.wisc.edu/
downtowneconomics/files/downtowneconomics/files/20122012//0707/rural-downtown-development.pdf./rural-downtown-development.pdf.

		 23 23 Kent A Robertson, “Can Small-City Downtowns Remain Viable?: A National Study of Development Issues and Strategies,” Journal of the American Kent A Robertson, “Can Small-City Downtowns Remain Viable?: A National Study of Development Issues and Strategies,” Journal of the American 
Planning Association Planning Association 6565, no. , no. 33 ( (19991999): ): 270270––8383..

Photo Courtesy of the City of Covington
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Existing Conditions

Economics of Covington

Covington’s economics are mainly driven by the WestRock paper mill, which raises about 10 million 
dollars in taxes yearly while employing nearly 1,000 people.²⁴ The largest industries as of 2019 are 
retail, government, and construction. The largest projected industries in the future will be retail and 
construction. Unemployment rates in the city as of 2016 were about 6% and higher than in the county 
and the state. 37% of residents work within the city and 56% work outside of the city.

Demographics

As of 2019, the City of Covington had a population of about 5,518 residents. Of those residents, Census 
Quickfacts notes that the city’s racial makeup is 81.8% White, 12.1% African American, 2.6% Hispanic, 
and 1.2% Asian. The population’s median age is 44, which is older than the state median age of 38.²⁵ The 
city’s median household income is $34,703, with the city having 3,035 housing units, of which 82% are 
occupied. The population is also 52.3% Female and 47.3% Male. This demographic analysis shows that 
the city’s population is older, more likely to be White and Female, and have less disposable income.

		
	 24	 24 Williamson and Lopez, “WestRock to Invest Nearly a Quarter Billion Dollars in Covington Mill.” Williamson and Lopez, “WestRock to Invest Nearly a Quarter Billion Dollars in Covington Mill.”

		 25 25 Benchmark Planning, “Covington Comprehensive Plan.”Benchmark Planning, “Covington Comprehensive Plan.”

Image C. West Virginia Pulp & Paper Company. Image courtesy of Ancestry.com
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Covington Study Area

The core of downtown Covington was primarily built in the late 1800s to early 1900s, which gives it a 
historic and denser feel. This is due to much transportation during that period, from trains and walking, 
which called for a denser downtown with walkable access to the train depot.²⁶ Within the study area, the 
main streets concentrated in this project are West Main Street, North Maple Avenue, Lexington Avenue, 
and West Riverside Street. The study area mainly consists of the downtown, but some residential areas 
are also there. Other notable features of the study area are that it encompasses the Jackson River, a 
historical train that transported people to the Omni Homestead, and various buildings built during the 
late 1800s to early 1900s.
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Map A. Study area for Downtown Covington
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Zoning

Covington has a variety of zoning codes for the city, which is from the Covington Geohub page. Covington 
is mainly filled with zoning that relates to residential, conservation, and mixed-use. The map below 
shows that much of the downtown core is filled with higher-density residential with a mix of commercial, 
neighborhood, office, and institutional. This is good for downtown revitalization as these codes allow 
a mix of uses, which means that housing, retail, and other beneficial structures could be introduced 
downtown. The purple North of downtown, which is heavy industry, is the location of the WestRock Paper 
Mill. This shows that the downtown is denser with a mixture of uses that creates a more walkable, closer, 
and connected downtown. Appendix A describes the entire zoning code for the City of Covington.
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Land Use

One of the crucial parts of this plan is determining the land uses through the downtown core of 
Covington. Seeing the existing land use for the downtown core is crucial as it gives a sense of what types 
of uses are already within the city. Once existing land uses are mapped, strategies can be implemented 
to determine where new businesses would be best placed in the downtown core. The map below shows 
the building uses of the downtown core. Almost 40% of the downtown is occupied by personal services, 
while another 23% is occupied by vacant properties. This can be problematic for a downtown area as it 
limits goods-producing establishments that can attract outside individuals and provide goods that city 
residents need and desire. Only 12% is occupied by retail and 6% by food and dining. A crucial part of this 
plan was determining what businesses would work well in the area and where these businesses should 
be positioned within the downtown area to give them maximum exposure while retaining individuals in 
the downtown area. This plan showed ways downtown could encourage the reuse of vacant properties.
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Map D. Building Status in Downtown

Main Street

The Main Street of Covington is vital to revitalizing the downtown core. While most stores on this street 
have left, the historic charm and character have remained the same. Figure 6 shows the present day of 
this street, while Figure 7 shows the streets back in the 1960’s to 1970’s. These pictures show the dense 
street, with roomy sidewalks and buildings created in the late 1800s to early 1900s.²⁷

	 27	 27 Beirne and Faidley. Beirne and Faidley.
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Additionally, to the historic infrastructure, natural features are very present from downtown, with easy 
access to the Jackson River and views of the Blue Ridge Mountains. While much of the infrastructure has 
remained the same, the economic makeup of the street has changed over the years. The street was once 
home to a Masonic Hall, Covington Department Store, Leggett’s Department Store, M.H. Fisher Company, 
and more. However, now there are more vacancies with fewer businesses in the downtown core.²⁸

	 28	 28 Beirne and Faidley. Beirne and Faidley.

Image D (left) shows Main Street Covington as it is shaped today. Image E (right) shows Main Street Covington from the 1960s to 1970s. 
Both images courtesy of the City of Covington. These photos show that Main Street has retained much of the same structures and character 

that is beneficial to a strong downtown core. 

Surrounding Influences

Covington is located in a part of the state that hosts natural, historic, and attractive items that bring 
people to this area. Two landmark resorts, the Omni Homestead and The Greenbrier, attract tourists to 
the area to relax and explore a part of the Appalachian region. This brings people that could be brought 
into the downtown area to enjoy and spend time. This could benefit the area’s economy, which is another 
additional economic driver. The City of Roanoke, one of the larger metro areas in the Western part of the 
state, is about an hour’s drive away, which shows another area of people Covington could attract. People 
from Roanoke could travel to the area for a weekend getaway or just for a day trip to enjoy the beauty 
of the area. Other attractive parts of the region are the Falling Springs Waterfalls, Humpback Bridge, 
C&O Heritage Center, the Alleghany Arts Center, Lake Moomaw, and Douthat State Park. Another critical 
influence on Covington and the County is the town of Clifton Forge. Clifton Forge is located about 13 miles 
from Covington and hosts a population of about 3,500 residents. 
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While there are surrounding influences that are beneficial to downtown Covington, other influences can 
hinder the growth of the downtown core. One of the main hindrances is the roads that feed to Interstate 
64 at Exits 14 and 16. Exit 14 feeds onto South Durant Road, which then becomes South Craig Avenue 
while heading towards downtown, and exit 16 feeds into East Madison Street. Both areas host land uses 
cater to cars traveling on I-64, filling the area with wider roads, more asphalt, gas stations, and fast-food 
options. This can hurt the attraction of individuals towards the downtown core as this kind of land use 
will more likely repel than attract potential non-residents. 

Image F (top left) shows the C&O Heritage Center in Clifton Forge, Virginia. Image G (top center) shows Lake Moomaw in Alleghany Region. 
Image H (top right) shows the Jackson River. All photos in top row courtesy of Alleghany Highlands of Virginia.  Image I (bottom left) shows 

exit 16 off of Interstate 64. Image J shows exit (bottom right) shows exit 14 off of Interstate 64. All photos in bottom row are courtesy of 
Google Maps.
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Covington’s Past and Current Conditions

Covington fits into the trend that has been happening in rural America. The city once hosted many 
manufacturing industries that supported the local economy and brought prosperity to the city and the 
overall county. It was once host to an iron foundry, yarn-producing plant, scrap metal foundry, fiber and 
film (protective overwrap for commercial goods) producing plant, flour mill, and some operations of the 
Chesapeake and Ohio Railroad (C&O).²⁹ The primary industry that still resides in the area is the WestRock 
Paper Mill, which is crucial to the city’s economy. The leaving of industries has meant a decrease in 
population for the area. For about the past 40 years, Covington has seen a population decrease by almost 
half.³⁰ In 1970, the city had a population of about 10,060, and as of 2019, the city has a population of 
about 5,528. This is followed by one in four people experiencing poverty, having a median age of 44, and 
a median household income of $34,703. The city has an older population and more people with lower 
incomes than the state of Virginia. 

The area’s decrease in population, industry, and economic opportunity has led to the underutilization 
and vacancies of its downtown core. Covington was once the host of many different commercial stores 
in the city, such as the Collins Hotel, multiple eatery establishments, a music store, retail and appliance 
stores, a Masonic theatre, numerous department stores, grocery stores, banks, and much more.³¹ Many of 
those stores are not currently in the city, but the downtown core still hosts some eateries, service-based 
stores, and banks, but nothing to the extent of what was once in the city. However, Covington does not 
have to follow the trends that much of rural America has faced in recent years. With much determination, 
compassion, and effort, the city can enact plans and policies that can turn around the downward decline 
of the city to become an attractive place for residents, potential residents, and non-residents.

	 29	 29 Beirne and Faidley. Beirne and Faidley.

		 30 30 Benchmark Planning, “Covington Comprehensive Plan.”Benchmark Planning, “Covington Comprehensive Plan.”

		 31 31 Beirne and Faidley.Beirne and Faidley.

Photo Courtesy of the Alleghany Highlands of Virginia
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Methodology

Research Question

A successful plan for revitalizing downtown Covington must ensure that stakeholders in the community 
are engaged to understand the needs and desires of the local community. Stakeholders in this study are 
residents of the City of Covington, individuals who shop in the downtown core, and local business owners 
who operate in the downtown area. To fully understand the needs and desires of these stakeholders, 
community engagement is crucial to determine the feelings of locals invested in the downtown core.

The overall community is the first part engaged in scoping their feelings about downtown, shopping 
preferences, and future desires for the area. Stakeholders that are the main focus of this study are locals 
who participate in the downtown core. Due to proximity, these residents are more likely to spend money 
and time in the downtown area.

After the community was engaged, discussions with local businesses occurred to understand their 
operations and feelings about doing business downtown. Their answers are valuable as they are 
actively engaged with the downtown core and will express different concerns due to being physically 
and economically invested in the area. Businesses in the area range from food services to furniture re-
fabrication. 

Once data from the city’s overall community and business owners are collected, the results will help 
inform a market analysis. The goal of the market analysis is to determine the market demand for specific 
businesses and whether there is enough demand to support the desires of the overall community. After a 
market analysis is created, towns of similar sizes that have been successfully revitalized are analyzed. In 
addition, the Four Points of the Main Street America program was used to guide recommendations. Table 
1 shows the research questions, the source of information for those questions, and the tools to gain the 
information.

                                 

Research Question Source of Information Tools

What are the community goals 
for downtown Covington?

Local community members, 
members in surrounding 
communities, downtown 

business owners

In-person surveys, online Google 
forms, attending local events, 
interviewing local business 

owners
What are Covington’s 

environmental and economic 
abilities to support community 

goals?

Market data using ESRI business 
analysis coupled with Census 
data, local business owners

Market Analysis, Census Data, 
Interviewing local business 

owners

How can Covington maintain 
its rural and small-town 

character while supporting new 
development?

Similar small towns that have 
similar downtown revitalization 
plans and small-town strategies, 

input from locals

Comparable towns, Main Street 
America Guidelines

Table 1. Research Questions
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Data Collection and Analysis

Data collection for these questions was completed using the tools mentioned in the table above. The 
survey for the overall community was completed through intercept surveys during a Halloween/
Oktoberfest Festival in mid-October, as well as from a Main Street America Survey that was conducted in 
the Fall of 2023. 

Local business owners were engaged through phone call interviews with a series of questions. The goal 
of this interview was to gain more of an understanding of the experiences and feelings of local business 
owners. These interviews help give more personal connections and flexibility to ask questions specific 
to their businesses. Their answers are then recorded into a Word document to understand their feelings 
better and code their answers.

Once the community members and business owners were contacted, a market analysis was performed to 
see if the community’s desires could happen successfully. The community’s desires will be translated into 
goals that can be studied through a market analysis. Trade areas are created through a market analysis to 
determine the potential consumers in the area and their shopping habits. Sales gaps are analyzed to see 
which businesses could do well. 

Once a market analysis and community engagement were completed, the Virginia Main Street program 
and similar-sized towns with successful revitalization was analyzed. These things helped determine 
successful approaches that can be applied to the City of Covington.  

Photo Courtesy of the Alleghany Highlands of Virginia
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Research Findings

Community Survey Response

The following results are from two surveys, one a community survey conducted by the researcher 
between October 2023 and January 2024 and the other being from a community survey conducted 
by Main Street America in the fall of 2023. Both surveys relay data relevant to the residents’ ideas and 
thoughts about downtown Covington.  With the combination of these two surveys, there were 304 
responses. The community survey by the researcher was conducted at a Halloween Festival on October 
21, 2023, with intercept surveys and answers recorded using Google Forms, and the community survey 
was conducted with Main Street America over the Fall 2023 season. Appendix B shows the community 
survey. 

Respondent Characteristics

Respondents for the survey were mainly from Alleghany County (45.8%) and the City of Covington 
(41.7%). A small percentage of respondents were from the town of Clifton Forge (12.5%). Alleghany 
County encompasses the City of Covington, while Clifton Forge is a 15-minute drive Northwest of the city. 

46%

42%

12%

Where do you live?

Alleghany County City of Covington Clifton Forge

Chart B. Where Respondents Live

Respondents’ ages varied, but the largest age group was 55 – 64 (37.5%), with other ages varied evenly. 
The smallest age ranges were 35 – 44 (4.2%) and 75 or over (4.2%). This was expected as the age of 
Covington’s residents is older compared to the overall state of Virginia. 

21%

4%

21%37%

13%
4%

What is your age?

25 - 34 35 - 44 45 - 54 55 - 64 65 - 74 75 or over

Chart C. What is Respondents Age
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Most respondents have been a part of the community for more than ten years (83%). This is important as 
it shows that many respondents have been a part of the community for many years, which can potentially 
boost the desire for a revitalized downtown core of Covington. Other respondents have been in the 
community for 1 – 5 years (10%), 5 – 10 years (3%), and less than one year (3%).

1%

10% 3%

83%

3%

How long have you been a member of this 
community?

Less than one year 1 - 5 years 5 - 10 years More than 10 years N/A

Chart D. How long respondents have been a member of the community

Frequency of Visit

Many respondents visit downtown Covington quite frequently. When asked how frequently respondents 
visited downtown, many said they visited weekly (48%) and daily (33%); a small percentage said 
they visited monthly (15%) and less than once a month (4%). This data shows that respondents visit 
downtown often; therefore, implementing goods and services for these respondents can help revitalize 
the downtown core. 

48%

33%

15%

4%

How frequently do you visit Downtown Covington?

Weekly Daily Monthly Less than once a month

Chart E. How frequently respondents visit Downtown Covington

Respondents’ Attitudes towards Downtown

Respondents had different words to express their likes and dislikes about downtown. Different words 
were more frequent than others when it came to these categories. 
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When asked one word that came to mind as you think about things you liked about downtown Covington, 
the words friendly, quaint, community, beautiful, and historic came to mind frequently, most likely coming 
from the downtown historic small town rural characteristics.  

When asked about words that came to mind as they thought of things they disliked about downtown 
Covington, the most frequent words were empty, parking, small, vacancy, and lack. These words relate to 
the lack of different shops and activities in the downtown core, as well as land uses that relate to parking 
lots and the smell that comes from the Paper mill. 

Image K (right) is a word cloud of one word that comes to mind as you think about things you like about 
downtown Covington. Image L (left) is a word cloud of one word that comes to mind as think about things you 

dislike about downtown Covington.

Consumer Preferences

Respondents were asked about issues they thought were the most pressing downtown. The top three 
issues were that there were too many vacant storefronts or vacant lots (18%), a lack of businesses/
destinations suited to them (15%), and buildings neglected or in need of repair (15%). These issues can 
hinder revitalization and prevent individuals from visiting downtown due to negative perceptions. Other 
notable issues were not enough businesses consistently open at desired hours (11%), lack of public 
restrooms (10%), and not enough human activity (8%).

18%

15%

15%

11%

10%

8%

7%

4%

4%

2%

2%

2%

1%

0% 2% 4% 6% 8% 10% 12% 14% 16% 18% 20%

Too many vacant storefronts or vacant lots

Lack of businesses/destinations suited to me

Buildings are neglected or in need of repair

Not enough businesses consistently open at desired hours

Lack of public restrooms

Not enough human activity

Not enough parking

Lack of green space/trees/shade

Substance abuse

Homelessness or housing insecurity

Unsafe for pedestrians

Unsafe for bicyclisits

Dirty/littering

Which of the following are issues in Downtown Covington?

Chart F. Issues that respondents reported about Downtown
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Additional questions were asked to gauge consumer preferences for what types of businesses they would like 
to see downtown. The top three businesses that they would want in the core were casual or family restaurants 
(13%), women’s clothing (12%), and family entertainment (9%). These businesses would help complement many 
personal services that dominate the downtown landscape. Other notable desired businesses were fine dining 
restaurants (5%), men’s clothing (5%), children’s clothing (5%), and hardware stores (4%).

13%
12%

9%
5%
5%

4%
4%
4%
4%
4%
4%
4%
4%
4%

3%
3%
3%

2%
2%
2%

1%
1%
1%
1%
1%
1%

0% 2% 4% 6% 8% 10% 12% 14%

Casual or family restaurant
Women's clothing

Family entertainment
Fine dining restaurant

Men's clothing
Children's clothing

Hardware store
Brewery, winery, or distillery

Arts and cultural venues
Shoe store
Bookstore

Bar or tavern
Sporting goods or outdoors

Boutique
Arts, crafts, hobby store

Grocery
Shared vendor spaces

Fitness/wellness-focused business
Home goods

Antiques/vintage
Lodging

Drug store or pharmacy
Personal services

Comics, toys, or gaming store
Bike shop/repair/rental

Coworking space

What three business types would you like to see more of in Downtown 
Covington?

Chart G. Three businesses that respondents would like to see more of in Downtown

Respondents were also asked about their shopping habits, what days of the week they prefer to shop, 
what time of day they like to shop, and if businesses they would like to shop at are open at desirable 
times. Over half of the respondents preferred shopping downtown on Saturday (54%). Additionally, days 
towards the end of the week had higher percentages, with Friday (17%) and Sunday (7%) being other 
popular days to shop downtown.

4%

4%

8%

5%

17%

54%

7%

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60%

Monday

Tuesday

Wednesday

Thursday

Friday

Saturday

Sunday

What day of the week do you prefer to shop in 
Downtown Covington?

Chart H. Day of the week that respondents preferred to shop in Downtown

22Revitalization Strategies for Downtown Covington



Respondents stated times that they prefer to shop downtown. After 5 pm (32%) was the highest 
percentage of time that respondents preferred to shop in the downtown core. This shows that residents 
desire to shop downtown after 5 pm, incentivizing shops to stay open later. 1 pm – 3 pm (22%) and 11 am 
– 1 pm (22%) were the other largest time frames that respondents desired to shop downtown.

1%

11%

22%

22%

12%

32%

0% 5% 10% 15% 20% 25% 30% 35%

7am - 9 am

9am - 11am

11am - 1pm

1pm - 3pm

3pm - 5pm

After 5pm

What time of day do you prefer to shop in 
Downtown Covington?

Chart I. Time of day that respondents preferred to shop in Downtown

Respondents asked if businesses they were interested in were generally open when they wanted to 
shop. Respondents said Yes (57%) and No (43%) to the stores they are interested in being open when 
they want to shop. While the most significant share of respondents said Yes, a sizable number said No, 
meaning that shops are not open when they want them to be open.

57%

43%

Are businesses in Downtown Covington that you're 
interested in generally open when you want to 

shop?

Yes No

Chart J. Respondents businesses they are interested in generally open when 
they want to shop

Qualitative Responses

In addition to the responses above, respondents were also asked to provide comments and opinions on 
downtown Covington that may not have been able to be encapsulated by the survey. Many respondents 
were pleased to live in Covington and glad to see the actions taken by the city manager to help bring life 
back downtown.
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Many believe that the city is heading in the right direction but must adapt to change to thrive. With this, 
many respondents want the city to be busier, with many relating to the old-time boom that the city once 
saw in the 1900s. While respondents want to see growth, they also want to keep the old-time and small-
town feel that downtown Covington possesses. 

Respondents were also asked what they thought could attract residents and non-residents to downtown 
Covington. Many respondents said retail businesses and jobs were the way to attract people downtown. 
With this, people mentioned different activities that could be catered to different people, such as family 
entertainment, outdoor activities, and festivals. Additionally, respondents mentioned that more lodging 
needs to be located downtown for non-residents to visit the area and experience downtown Covington. 

What do you think would 
attract more residents and 

non-residents towards 
downtown Covington?

How would you like 
downtown Covington to look 

in the future?

Any Other Comments?

Outdoor activities and stores Busy, stores open, and people 
here

Allen is trying to move the city 
forward; people need to back 

up the stores
More storefronts and 

businesses
Totally revitalized, and people 

want to visit
Things are going in the 

right direction, and like the 
improvements the city has 

done
More jobs Something for everyone, clean, 

well kept
The city needs to adapt to 

change

Updated hotels or local Air 
B&B

Busier after dark and more 
things for young people

The city is going forward 
compared to the backwards

Table 2. Qualitative Responses from Community Survey
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Business Surveys

Six businesses participated in the business survey that the researcher administered. These businesses 
ranged from personal services to restaurants and retail shops. The six businesses are in the table below. 
Appendix C shows the business survey. 

Business Name Years in Business Goods or Services Offered

Li Richmond Photography Longer than 10 years Studio photography

Barnwood Blessings 3 – 5 years Re-purposed furniture, home 
decor, and women’s clothing

Casa de Leones Mexican Grill 1 – 3 years Mexican Food

Alleghany Printing Longer than 10 years Paper printing

Paul’s Sports Cards and 
Collectibles

Longer than 10 years Sports cards and sports-
related items

Ray’s Sweet Shoppe and 
Poutinerie, LLC

Less than 1 year Diner with a full menu and 
variety of retail options

Table 3. Characteristics of Businesses from Business Survey

The businesses that participated in the survey ranged from when they were opened in downtown 
Covington. Some businesses have just recently opened, and others that have been around for 10-plus 
years. Many of the business owners chose to be downtown for a variety of reasons. Some needed larger 
spaces for their operations, while others thought the location was desirable because it was located to 
other businesses. Others saw an opportunity to start a business with established commercial fronts. 

There were a few challenges to working in downtown that business owners expressed. The main concern 
was parking. Many owners said there was not enough parking for their clientele, preventing people from 
coming to their business. Many expressed that it was harder for the elderly to park near their businesses. 
They said that more parking was needed for their business to have more clientele. The other biggest 
challenge was the lack of exposure businesses received. Most businesses said they needed more exposure 
so that people would know they were downtown. Businesses desired that the city involve them with 
different events, fundraisers, and/or programs to promote their business and products. 

The end of the week was the busiest time for most businesses, with Thursday, Friday,  and Saturday being 
the busiest days. The busiest time of day was mainly around lunchtime, with other businesses saying 
the evening and late afternoon. The target market for many of the businesses was a range of people, but 
especially families. 

Overall, businesses want to see downtown Covington add more businesses, especially in the realm of 
retail. They also want vacant buildings to be occupied and chances for façade improvements of older 
buildings. Additionally, one owner wants the apartments above businesses in downtown to be re-
fabricated to have more people living in downtown. Many businesses want to see the downtown busier 
and see investment occurring in the area.
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Market Analysis

The trade area defines where a market draws most of its customers, which is typically where 75% of 
customers for local businesses reside. For the purpose of this study, the trade area will be determined by 
driving times from the study area in 5-minute, 15-minute, and 20-minute areas. This means a zone will be 
determined by all the areas inside a zone that takes 5- minutes, 15-minutes, or 20-minutes to drive.

The area within the 5-minute drive time will be referred to as the downtown convenience area. This area 
provides goods and services to people who live close to the downtown core, which is the selected study 
area. Within this area in 2020, there were 3,273 people and 1,436 households. The median disposable 
income was $36,728, which is below the Virginia average, and per capita income was $25,237. 

The area within the 15-minute drive time will be referred to as the city-wide convenience area. This area 
provides goods and services to people who live in or around the City of Covington’s borders. In 2020, 
there were 9,514 people and 4,232 households in this area. The median disposable income was $38,258, 
which is below the Virginia average, and per capita income was $28,985.

The area within the 20-minute drive time will be referred to as the county-wide convenience area. This 
area provides goods and services to many areas throughout Alleghany County, the town of Clifton Forge, 
and some parts of West Virginia. In 2020, there were 13,844 people and 6,124 households. The median 
disposable income was $36,850, which is below the Virginia average, and per capita income was $28,200.

Covington, Virginia Trade Areas
Trade areas 5, 15, 20 minute drive times

April 15, 2024

©2024 Esri Page 1 of 1

Map E. Covington ESRI Market Analysis Trade Areas
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Downtown Traffic Count

Understanding the traffic patterns of downtown is crucial to understand if the core is able to support 
more business. A traffic count report for the core is created through ESRI Market Analysis and shows 
the Average Daily Traffic Volume for roads with a defined area. When looking at the close-up area map 
of the downtown core, a sizable amount of traffic runs on roads located in or around the downtown 
core. The highest volume count in the downtown core comes on Monroe Ave with about 5,200 to 3,200 
average daily traffic volume. Other roads with high traffic counts are West Locust Street with 3,300 and 
West Riverside with 2,700. The intersection of Main Street and Monroe Avenue has about 2,800 average 
daily traffic volume. When analyzing this map, it shows that there is a sizable amount of traffic volume to 
support businesses in the downtown core. 

Dunlap Creek

CSX Railroad

N
M
ag

az
in
e
Av

e

Midland Trl

Ja
ck
so

n R
ive

r

Dunlap Creek

N
Short Ave

E Pro
spe

ct S
t

N
M
aga z ine Ave

W
Riv

ers
ide

St

W
Ma

in
St

W
Me

rry
Ln

N
Court Ave

W
Lo
cu
st
St

N
Lexington Ave

E Haw
tho

rne
St

W Haw
tho

rne
StN

Marion Ave

S
Maple

Ave

S
Lawn

A ve

Ro

se
da
l e

Av
e

Addams St

Midland Trl

N
Monroe Ave

E Fir St

E Hemlock St

E Hickory St

E Kline St

E L
oc
us
t S

t

E H
az
el
St

N
Wills Ave

E Haw
tho

rne
St

E Pro
spe

ct S
t

N
Alleghany

Ave

S
Monroe

Ave0
mi

N
Magazine Ave

N
Short Ave

W
Riv

ers
ide

St

W
Ma

in
StW

Me
rry

Ln

N
Wills Ave

N
Court Ave

Midland Trl

N
Monroe Ave

60

N
Alleghany

Ave

Traffic Count Map - Close Up
Covington, Virginia Prepared by Esri
Drive time: 5, 15, 20 minute radii Latitude: 37.79388

Longitude: -79.99546

Source: ©2023 Kalibrate Technologies (Q4 2023).

April 02, 2024

©2024 Esri Page 1 of 1

Map F. Average Daily Traffic Volume for Downtown

27Revitalization Strategies for Downtown Covington



Retail Data

Understanding retail trends and demands in the trade areas helps create a clearer picture of potential 
businesses that would succeed in Covington’s downtown core. This helps determine how individuals 
in each trade area will likely spend on certain goods and services. This retail data, paired with the 
community surveys, can help determine businesses that consumers desire that will also be able to survive 
and thrive downtown. This additionally can help create unique markets for areas as they provide services 
that may be harder to acquire. Therefore, this can attract consumers to the areas to buy more exclusive 
goods and services. 

While analyzing the community survey and retail data within the trade areas for downtown, three areas 
that consumers desired and saw projected spending growth from 2023 – 2028 were apparel and services, 
food, and entertainment and recreation. These areas saw large projected spending growths through the 
trade areas. Additionally, downtown Covington is mainly dominated by professional services, meaning 
there is an untapped market for these retail areas. The largest areas of projected spending growth were 
in food services, followed by entertainment and recreation, and then apparel and services. Appendix D 
shows a breakdown of all business categories in the Covington trade areas. 

Business Category 5 Mile 15 Mile 20 Mile

Apparel and Services $197,292.00 $631,846.00 $933,710.00

Food  $1,033,306.00 $3,245,022.00 $4,814,094.00

Entertainment and 
Recreation

$410,327.00 $1,246,173.00 $1,840,546.00

Table 4. Projected Spending Growth 2023 - 2028

Market Segments

While the market information listed above provides important information on economic trends for the 
study area, it does not account for the cultural characteristics of the study area. Using ESRI’s tapestry 
segments, insights can be gained on the type of cultural characteristics that reside in the study area. 
These are helpful in understanding what type of businesses may thrive in the downtown core that will 
resonate with the local population. While this data provides insights into the cultural characteristics of 
the population in the main study area, it is not an all-encompassing guide of the population in the area, 
but an insight into the surrounding population. 

Rank Market Segment Percent of Trade Area 
Households

Percent of Total U.S. 
Households

1 Heartland Communities 69.2% 12.06%
2 Rural Bypass 20.8% 8.3%
3 Midlife Constants 7.4% 11.26%

Table 5. Market Segments in Downtown Convenience Trade Area
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Heartland Communities residents are semirural and semiretired, with many of them being embraced 
with a slower pace of life but participating in outdoor and community events. The median age is 43, 
and the median income is $49,800. This market segment provides employment in the manufacturing, 
construction, utilities, healthcare, and agricultural industries. Additionally, more are white-collar than 
blue-collar workers. They are focused on buying brands they grew up with, knowing the price of the 
goods they purchased, and finding importance in buying American-made products.

Rural bypass residents live in small towns along country back roads and enjoy open neighborhood space. 
The median age is 40 and the median income is $33,000. This market segment relies on wages, which are 
supplemented with government assistance. They are focused on outdoor activities and like to spend their 
money on food, entertainment and recreation, and transportation. 

Midlife constants are seniors approaching retirement and living in smaller communities outside of cities. 
Their lifestyle is more country than urban, and they are more generous when spending. The median age 
is 47, and the median income is $53,200. This market segment prefers convenience and comfort and is 
attentive to pricing but will pay more for quality products. They prefer to buy American-made or natural 
products.

Strengths, Weaknesses, and Opportunities

After analyzing the research data paired with existing conditions for downtown Covington, conclusions 
regarding strengths, weaknesses, and opportunities arise. The conclusions presented in this section are 
from the researcher, whose viewpoints were derived from data from the surveying, existing conditions, 
and ESRI business analyst.

Strengths

The main strengths that downtown Covington possesses are a walkable grid, historic building designs, 
significant surrounding influences, continual improvement of the downtown, and a strong community. 
The Paper Mill is a large economic driver in the city and continues to be a large revenue producer. The 
community and city manager’s office are invested in downtown and would like to see the area grow into 
a lively place that keeps its small-town feel and historic charm. The local government ensures there are 
many events that draw people downtown. Many community members have been in Covington for 10-plus 
years and are invested in their town. Additionally, there are many things for people to do and see around 
downtown, such as stay at the Omni Homestead Resort, see scenic views, and explore the Blue Ridge 
Mountains. 

Community members are supportive of initiatives taken by the local government to improve the 
downtown core. They believe that improvements are beneficial for the city and the community to help it 
grow into a thriving area. 
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Weaknesses

Despite the many strengths that downtown Covington possesses, there are weaknesses that it must 
overcome. The largest weakness that the downtown experiences is vacancies. In the study area, almost 
25% of the buildings in downtown are vacant. That large number can deter potential consumers into the 
downtown sphere. Additionally, vacancies reduce the amount of revenue that the downtown can generate. 
Community surveys also relayed this response as many community members felt that the downtown felt 
empty and vacant, as well as there wasn’t much to do downtown.

In addition to vacancies, another problem that deters downtown is the saturation of personal services 
at the core. Almost 50% of the buildings used downtown are personal services or organizations that are 
weekly one-time uses. This is detrimental as occasional uses do not attract consumers to downtown daily. 
This can decrease foot traffic and consumer spending. Many of the facades of the buildings need work, as 
many buildings show signs of wear and tear. While the downtown is walkable, street improvements need 
to be made to help make crossing streets safer and make walking through downtown more pleasant. 

Opportunities

While downtown Covington has challenges it must overcome, it also has opportunities to create great 
potential for the city and the region. Improvements that have already occurred downtown show that the 
city is trying to achieve growth, which can benefit someone trying to develop a business in the area. While 
there are many vacancies downtown, this can be an opportunity as it gives more opportunities for the city 
to shape the downtown in a way that attracts and retains consumers. Many residents expressed the desire 
for business in the realm of apparel and services, food, and entertainment and recreation. The market 
analysis shows that there is projected spending growth for these businesses in the area. Businesses in 
these realms could survive and thrive in the downtown core. 

The downtown has a strong manufacturing history, which can be leveraged to attract individuals to 
the core. The Discovery Center downtown is a great resource that shows the history and process of 
manufacturing in Covington. This can be promoted to attract individuals downtown. 
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Recommendations

After analyzing the survey results, qualitative data, and ESRI market data, recommendations for 
downtown Covington have been made below. These recommendations are guided by using the Main 
Street America and Smart Growth strategies to help facilitate the creation of a thriving downtown 
Covington.

Recommendation 1: Enhance Downtown

Goal 1: Encourage the creation of new businesses in downtown

The community surveys of residents in Covington suggest that they want businesses related to clothing, 
food, and entertainment. Additionally, the market data presented suggests that these business areas are 
expecting to grow in terms of spending, meaning that the downtown could support these businesses.

Objective A: Inventory the current businesses in the downtown core

Action 1: Create a comprehensive inventory of all the businesses that are occupied in the 
downtown core, including information such as building uses, contact information, maps of the 
downtown layout of the business, and an understanding of the business makeup of downtown. 
This helps understand the surpluses and deficits of businesses that are in the downtown core and 
can help with future decisions for business attraction. This inventory should constantly be updated 
with the most current information. 

Objective B: Encourage the creation of more retail businesses in the downtown core

Action 1: Create incentives that encourage the creation and recruitment of retail businesses 
in the downtown core. These incentives could range from property tax breaks to micro-
loans to discounted fees and permits. This could be done by creating a guideline that grants 
these incentives to desired businesses, such as a hardware store, clothing and apparel, and 
entertainment options. Help with funding these incentives could come from the Alleghany 
Chamber of Commerce or the Roanoke Valley-Alleghany Regional Commission. 

Action 2: Encourage the relocation of new/existing personal services and occasional uses to 
the periphery of the downtown core. The downtown core is saturated with organizations that 
are occasional uses that overpower the restaurants and retail businesses on Main and Maple. 
Incentivizing professional services to be located at the periphery of downtown can open space for 
other business options in the downtown core. This could be done by giving property tax breaks, 
micro-loans, or discounted fees and permits. A set of guidelines should be created to help facilitate 
this action. 

Action 3: With a lease from the property owner, create opportunities for “pop-up” shops in vacant 
buildings downtown. This can give new businesses a trial period for their goods and services while 
filling vacancies.
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Objective C: Support new restaurants downtown

Action 1: Encourage the creation of new restaurants in the downtown area. Restaurants are good 
to increase foot traffic and bring individuals into the core at later hours. Creating incentives for 
new restaurants could be done by discounting food and alcohol permits, property tax breaks, 
micro-loans, or look at larger projects such as a food hall for multiple restaurants to occupy the 
same building. Restaurants can also be used for retail space as well to attract more customers to 
the building.

Goal 2: Increase foot traffic downtown

For businesses in the downtown area to be successful, there needs to be increased foot traffic to the 
downtown core. Foot traffic is present on many days throughout the week in downtown, but there is still 
a lack of sustainable foot traffic for many businesses to thrive in the core. 

Objective A: Create opportunities for more people to visit downtown

Action 1: Continue with events throughout the year but have more located in the downtown 
area when possible. Think about having more events in the downtown area as they encourage 
individuals downtown to shop and eat in the area. These events could include a restaurant week, 
parades, street festivals, etc.

Action 2: Have a special event every year that is uniquely attributed to aspects of the history of 
Covington. This could be related to the realms of manufacturing. For example, the town of Ashland 
has a Train Day once a year where they park a train in the middle of downtown to celebrate their 
heritage as a railroad town. Having an event related to manufacturing in the town could give the 
town a unique event that attracts more people to the area and downtown. This could involve the 
participation of the Paper Mill and the town. 

Image M (left) shows a train going through Ashland on Train Day. Image N (right) shows a poster of 2024 Train Day. Both images 
courtesy of Downtown Ashland Association. 
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Action 3: Provide different events that cater to younger generations. Many residents worried that 
there are not enough events for younger generations.

Action 4: Create a weekly newsletter that showcases events that are happening in downtown 
Covington each week. This can be posted on social media, the government website, or mailed/
emailed to residents in the area.

Action 5: Identify and/or create groups, businesses, or activities that could be catered to young 
people in downtown Covington. This would help younger residents be more involved with their 
downtown.

Objective B: Promote already existing businesses downtown

Action 1: Create a monthly or bimonthly business spotlight highlighting a specific business in 
the downtown area. This can be done by taking a page in the paper, posting on social media, or 
showcasing businesses at events. This will increase awareness of businesses downtown.

Action 2: Purchase advertisements in regional publications that promote the different businesses in the 
City of Covington.

Objective C: Beautify downtown Covington and other parts of the city that can impact downtown

Action 1: Develop a streetscaping plan for the Main Street focusing on more benches and wider 
sidewalks. A streetscaping plan has already been completed for Maple Street, and this could be 
done for Main Street.

Action 2: Add greenery to streets using flowers, grass, trees, and other similar items. This helps add green 
areas to streets that can provide shade and other comfort while also improving the aesthetics of the street.

Action 3: Implement public art around downtown. Public art can be beneficial as it attracts residents and 
non-residents. For example, there is already a mural depicting the natural scenery in the region. Other 
murals could be installed downtown. 

Image O (left) shows a mural in downtown by Cheyenne Marcus. Image courtesy of WSLS 10. Image P (right) shows the 
recently completed Maple Ave Streetscaping Project. Image courtesy of the City of Covington.
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Action 4: Analyze ways that Exits 14 and 16 can be beautified to entice people to stay in Covington 
and travel towards downtown. These exits are large roads with little greenery or markers towards 
the core.

Objective D: Institute parking management practices in downtown

Action 1: Encourage business owners to have their employees park in areas away from the core. 
These parking areas could be the Mid-city Mall, the Alleghany Highlands Regional Library, or 
Covington Farmers Market parking lots. This can create more open spots on Main Street for 
businesses and restaurants.

Action 2: Institute additional parking time limits around the downtown core to prevent individuals 
from taking up spots on key streets for long periods of time. Time limits could be 2 to 3 hours at 
certain times of the week and day.

Action 3: Institute parking spots in front of businesses reserved for senior citizens. Many 
businesses discussed that they had trouble with parking for their elderly clientele. These spots 
could be handicapped spots or designated as senior citizen parking.

Image Q (left) shows parking sign for senior citizen 
parking. Image R (right) shows parking sign with time 

limits. Both images courtesy of MyParkingSigns.

Action 4: Hire a parking enforcement director or have the local police department enforce parking 
in the down.
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Goal 3: Improve the Design of the downtown core

The downtown core has the benefit of being created on a historic grid that makes it a walkable area. 
However, there are design issues downtown that decrease the walkability and enjoyability for individuals.

Objective A: Position new businesses that create a cohesive and enticing layout for downtown.

Action 1: Create a comprehensive map of the desired layout of new businesses in the downtown 
core. This can help create efforts to coordinate where businesses should be in the downtown core.

Action 2:  Encourage new businesses to occupy vacant buildings to create fewer vacancies in the 
downtown core.
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Map G. Example of Comprehensive Map for Desired Business Layout
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Objective B: Create an inviting and safe downtown for residents to navigate.

Action 1: Analyze areas in downtown that could introduce safer intersection crossing measures. 
These measures could be repainting crosswalks, adding cross signals, or bump outs.  

Action 2: Add a green space in the lot of the old Collins Hotel. Extend the Jackson River Scenic 
Trail downtown and the Jackson River Sports Complex to create more access to green spaces and 
outdoor activities.

Action 3: Add a wayfinding system downtown at the Midcity Mall Parking lot, Main and Maple, Main 
and Monroe, and Maple and Hawthorne.

Image T (left) shows large wayfinding signs for Vinton, Virginia. Image U (center) shows medium wayfinding signs for 
Vinton, Virginia. Image V (right) shows small wayfinding signs for Vinton, Virginia.  Images courtesy of the Roanoke Valley 

Area Metropolitan Organization and the Town of Vinton, Virginia.
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Image S (left) shows site of former Collins Hotel
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Goal 4: Mitigate vacancies and improve the aesthetics of buildings

One of the main issues plaguing the downtown is the number of vacant properties occupying the core. 
Almost 25% of buildings in the study area are vacant, which can severely deter consumers from going 
downtown. In addition to vacancies, many buildings’ facades need work as they have worn out over time. 
This can also prevent consumers from the core.

Objective A: Use stringent measures of enforcement to address vacant properties throughout downtown

Action 1: Create a code that fines buildings for perpetual vacant properties that can pose public 
health and safety risks.

Action 2: Create a vacant buildings registration that forces neglected vacant properties to pay a fee 
per quarter.

Action 3: Have a staff member coordinate with property owners of vacant buildings to help them 
either rehabilitate or sell their property.

Action 4: With a lease from the property owner, the city can make vacant buildings attractive 
by sprucing them up  with artwork, window displays, or other ways that make a building look 
occupied.

Action 5: Create a “Red Tagged” system that marks vacant buildings that are deemed unsafe and 
potentially uninhabitable under the City of Covington Code. Buildings that obtain this tag could be 
punished.

Action 6: Institute a timely development code on vacant buildings. If someone buys a vacant 
building in the core rules should require them to start development on the building within a 
certain time frame. If they fail to do so, a penalty can be imposed. There should be opt-outs in this 
enforcement if there are extenuating circumstances.

Objective B: Use grants and public funds to help with façade lifts for buildings downtown

Action 1: Pursue grants from public or private sources for façade repair throughout downtown. 

Action 2: Use the funds from vacancy taxes/fees to pay for façade repairs.

Image W shows a once-vacant building in New York being used for an art exhibit. Image 
courtesy of TimeOut America. 
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Recommendation 2: Create and Strengthen Anchor Institutions for the City of Covington

The City of Covington has many institutions that are positive economics, recreation, and businesses. 
The main anchors in the city are the WestRock Paper Mill, Jackson River Sports Complex, and Discovery 
Center. These anchors could be leveraged to make the downtown core a unique area.

Goal 5: Incorporate the Paper Mill with revitalization plans downtown

Objective A: Have the Paper Mill more involved with events and projects through the downtown core.

Action 1: Provide projects that could be completed with funds from the Paper Mill in exchange for 
the Paper Mill being able to showcase that it sponsored a certain project with a plaque, sign, logo, 
etc. 

Action 2: Have Paper Mill sponsor events hosted in the downtown core. Additionally, collaborate 
with Paper Mill to create a manufacturing event that is unique to downtown Covington. 

Action 3: Establish a paper museum downtown that the Paper Mill sponsors. This gives the city 
a unique business that shows the mill’s history in Covington. Give incentives for the Paper Mill to 
open a museum storefront downtown.

Action 4: Analyze the potential for a factory tour of the Paper Mill for individuals to enjoy. This 
could be a yearly event that could be coupled with a manufacturing event.

Image X (left) and Image Y (right) show photos of Hugo Kohl’s Museum of American History Jewelry Design and 
Manufacturing Company located in Harrisonburg, Virginia. The museum shows how jewelry is made and allows 

individuals to buy its products. Image courtesy of Virginia is For Lovers.
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Goal 6: Establish a link between Jackson River Sports Complex and Downtown 

The Jackson River Sports Complex is a great asset for the City of Covington as it brings many consumers 
into the city boundaries on most weekends from March to November. However, many individuals who 
come there do not visit the downtown core for food, shops, entertainment, etc. Establishing a linkage 
between the complex and downtown is crucial to increasing activity downtown.

Objective A: Maintain and expand the operations of the Jackson River Sports Complex

Action 1: Maintain and expand the tournaments, events, and concerts that occur at the Sports 
Complex.

Action 2: Create a music festival once a year at the Sports Complex with a mix of music genres. For 
example, it could be based on the annual Floyd Fest that occurs in Floyd County.

Action 3: Create uses for the Sports Complex during down times of the year. This could be 
expanding the drive-through Christmas Lights to hold more events in the area during winter. 

Image Z (left) and Image AA (right) show photos of Floyd Fest located in Floyd County, Virginia. This concert festival is very 
popular and draws thousands of individuals for a few days in the county. Images courtesy of Floyd Fest Horizon.

Photo Courtesy of Covington Parks and Recreation

39Revitalization Strategies for Downtown Covington



Object B: Create easier ways to link the downtown core and the Sports Complex

Action 1: Add a wayfinding system from the Sports Complex to downtown that shows businesses 
and food to attract consumers to go downtown during downtimes of tournaments or events. 

Action 2: Expand the Jackson River Scenic Trail to connect downtown and the Complex. Make the 
trail accessible to both bikers and walkers. 

Image AB shows two bikes on the Jackson River Scenic Trail. Image courtesy of 
Alleghany Highlands of Virginia

Goal 7: Leverage the Discovery Center to attract residents and non-residents downtown

The Discovery Center is a unique attraction to the downtown area, providing a rich manufacturing history 
for Covington. In addition, it has many interactive components that make it work well with younger 
populations. Using the discovery center as a selling point for the downtown could attract residents and 
non-residents.

Objective A: Promote the Discovery Center to attract more individuals

Action 1: Purchase promotional material to promotes the Discovery Center. This could include 
placing fliers in local  businesses, in areas where people stop off Interstate 64, promoting the 
institution at different city events or purchasing ad space in publications like Cardinal News.

Action 2: Increase the Discovery Center’s operating hours. It currently only operates Tuesdays 
through Fridays from 12 p.m. to 4 p.m. Adding weekends can attract more individuals, as they will 
be free to explore the center on their days off. This can create more foot traffic for businesses and 
restaurants in the area.

Image AC shows an interactive 
exhibit at the Discovery Center. Image 

courtesy of Discovery Center
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Recommendation 3: Create Downtown Covington into a Tourist Destination

The City of Covington is in a prime part of the country because of its location in the Blue Ridge Mountains, 
with many scenic views, natural wonders, historic landmarks, and outdoor activities. Promoting 
Covington as a place to stay in the mountains for a getaway can attract a larger consumer base.

Goal 8: Create Covington as a desirable place for tourists to stay while visiting the area

Making Covington a desirable place for tourists to visit is important as it brings more individuals to 
the area, especially downtown. This brings individuals downtown to shop, eat, and play while bringing 
potential revenue to the city and local businesses.

Objective A: Create more lodging opportunities for tourists.

Action 1: Negotiate with hotel chains in the area to add more beds to existing lodging, as well as 
encourage the creation of new and affordable lodging options.   

Action 2: Incentivize property owners to convert some upstairs apartments into Air B&Bs.

Action 3: Look at the feasibility of a boutique hotel downtown. This hotel could be themed around 
the city’s unique characteristics. For example, a boutique hotel in Clifton Forge is about to opened 
that is themed around the railroad.

Image AD (left) shows the front facade of the Railroader Hotel in Clifton Forge, Virginia. Image AE (right) shows a 
rooftop terrace that will be at the Railroader Hotel. Image courtesy of The Railroader Hotel. 

Objective B: Design a downtown that is inviting and informational for tourists.

Action 1: Create a self-guided walking tour of downtown Covington that displays the city’s history. 
Adding plaques, informational signs, and maps can create a unique experience. 

Action 2: Provide maps of the surrounding area so tourists can show the number of sights and 
experiences they can enjoy. Highland County provides maps to local businesses to show what 
attractions tourists can visit in the county. This could be done for companies in Covington.
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Goal 9: Promote the tourism of Covington throughout the region and state.

Promoting the City of Covington as a tourist destination is crucial. It can attract people from around the 
region and state and allow them to see and experience the Blue Ridge Mountains.

Objective A: Promote the City of Covington in the region

Action 1: Provide information pamphlets to be displayed at the Omni Homestead and Greenbrier 
restaurants, highlighting the attractions, food, and experiences in downtown Covington.  

Action 2: Provide information in the surrounding region to promote downtown. Information could be 
provided to counties adjacent to Alleghany. 

Action 3: Partner with other small towns in the region to promote tourism in the area. Those towns could 
include Clifton Forge, Monterey, and White Sulphur Springs, and Lewisburg.

Action 4: Look at different tourism groups that the city could join to increase individuals visits’ to the 
city and downtown. For example, look at groups like The Crooked Road that Covington could join. This 
could also involve creating a heritage tour in the region with other small towns in the area. 

Objective B: Create opportunities for tourists to visit downtown

Action 1: Create shuttle services between Omni Homestead and Greenbrier that bring individuals 
downtown. This would allow tourists to visit downtown easily and promote foot traffic, as tourists would 
not be able to get their cars to the area and would have to walk to navigate it. 

Action 2: Look at the feasibility of bus/shuttle tours in the area that start and end in downtown 
Covington. These tours could take residents to view the scenic parts of the region. The tour buses 
beginning and ending downtown would increase foot traffic in the area.

Action 3: Consider the feasibility of factory tours for the Paper Mill. These tours could give insight into 
the mill’s operations and show people how their products are made, providing the city with a unique 
experience that relates to the city. For example, Route 11 Potato Chips Factory in Mount Jackson, 
Virginia, has a factory tour showing its product-making process

Objective C: Promote the City of Covington in the state.

Action 1: Work with state agencies, such as the Virginia Tourism Corporation, to promote the City of 
Covington statewide. This helps the city with marketing strategies with an established tourism agency. 
This can help attract tourists from around the state to enjoy the city and region.

Action 2: Create informational ads that could be placed in public buildings around the state to promote 
travel to Covington. These can be pamphlets, posters, or other advertisements. 

Action 3: Establish connections between Visit Virginia and Covington. This connection could promote 
interesting and unique experiences in the city. 

42Revitalization Strategies for Downtown Covington



43Revitalization Strategies for Downtown Covington

Photo Courtesy of Virginia is for LoversPhoto Courtesy of Virginia is for Lovers



Implementation Guide

This section provides an implementation guide for each of the goals that were provided in the 
recommendation section. Each action is attached with a timeline for when it should be completed. The 
items associated with a ‘Short” timeline are the most critical to the future development of downtown 
Covington, and implementation should start in one to two years. Action items associated with a “Medium” 
timeline should begin in the next three to five years, and those associated with a “Long” timeline are long-
term goals for the next five to ten years.
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Recommendation 1: Enhance Downtown

Goals Objectives Actions Timeline

Goal 1: Encourage the 
creation of new businesses 
in downtown

Objective A: Inventory the 
current businesses in the 
downtown core

Action 1: Create a 
comprehensive inventory 
of all the businesses 
that are occupied in 
the downtown core, 
including information 
such as building uses, 
contact information, 
maps of the downtown 
layout of the business, 
and an understanding of 
the business makeup in 
downtown.

Short

Objective B: Encourage 
the creation of more 
retail businesses in the 
downtown core

Action 1: Create incentives 
that encourage the 
creation and recruitment 
of retail businesses in the 
downtown core.

Short

Action 2: Encourage 
the relocation of new/
existing personal services 
and occasional uses to 
the periphery of the 
downtown core

Long

Action 3: Create 
opportunities for “pop-up” 
shops in vacant buildings 
downtown. This can give 
new businesses a trial 
period for their goods 
and services while filling 
vacancies

Medium

Objective C: Support new 
restaurants downtown

Action 1: Encourage 
the creation of new 
restaurants in the 
downtown area

Short
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Goal 2: Increase foot traffic 
downtown

Objective A: Create 
opportunities for more 
people to visit downtown

Action 1: Continue with 
events throughout the year 
but have more located in 
the downtown area when 
possible

Short

Action 2: Have a special 
event every year that 
is uniquely attributed 
to aspects or history of 
Covington

Medium

Action 3: Provide different 
events that cater to 
younger generations. 
Many residents worried 
that there are not enough 
events for younger 
generations.

Short

Action 4: Create a weekly 
newsletter that showcases 
things that are happening 
in downtown Covington 
each week

Short

Action 5: Identify and/or 
create groups, businesses, 
or activities that could be 
catered to young people in 
downtown Covington

Short

Objective B: Promote 
already existing 
businesses downtown

Action 1: Create a monthly 
or bimonthly business 
spotlight that highlights 
a specific business in the 
downtown area

Short

Action 2: Purchase 
advertisements in regional 
publications that promote 
the different businesses in 
the City of Covington

Short

Objective C: Beautify 
downtown Covington and 
other parts of the city that 
can impact downtown

Action 1: Develop a 
streetscaping plan for the 
main street that focuses on 
more benches and wider 
sidewalks

Medium
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Action 2: Add greenery 
to streets with the use of 
flowers, grass, trees, and 
other similar items

Short

Action 3: Implement 
public art around 
downtown

Short

Action 4: Analyze ways to 
beautify Exits 14 and 16

Long

Objective D: Institute 
parking management 
practices in downtown

Action 1: Encourage 
business owners to have 
their employees park in 
areas away from the core

Short

Action 2:  Institute parking 
time limits around the 
downtown core to prevent 
individuals from taking 
up spots on key streets for 
long periods of time

Medium

Action 3: Institute 
parking spots in front of 
businesses reserved for 
senior citizens

Short

Action 4: Hire a parking 
enforcement director 
or have the local police 
department enforce 
parking in the down

Medium
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Goal 3: Improve the design 
of the downtown core

Objective A: Position new 
businesses that create 
a cohesive and enticing 
layout for downtown

Action 1: Create a 
comprehensive map of 
the desired layout of 
new businesses in the 
downtown core

Short

Action 2: Encourage new 
businesses to occupy 
vacant buildings to create 
fewer vacancies in the 
downtown core

Short

Objective B: Create an 
inviting downtown 
and safe downtown for 
residents to navigate

Action 1: Analyze 
areas downtown that 
could introduce safer 
intersection crossing 
measures. Measures could 
be repainting crosswalks, 
adding cross signals, and 
bump outs.  

Medium

Action 2: Add a green 
space in the lot of the old 
Collins Hotel. Additionally, 
extend the Jackson River 
Scenic Trail to downtown 
and the Jackson River 
Sports Complex to create 
more access to green 
spaces and outdoor 
activities

Medium

Action 3: Add a wayfinding 
system downtown at the 
Midcity Mall Parking lot, 
Main and Maple, Main 
and Monroe, Maple and 
Hawthorne

Short

Goal 4: Mitigate vacancies 
and improve the aesthetics 
of buildings

Objective A: Use stringent 
measures of enforcement 
to address vacant 
properties throughout 
downtown

Action 1: Create a code 
that fines buildings 
for perpetual vacant 
properties that can pose 
public health and safety 
risks

Short
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Action 2: Create a vacant 
buildings registration that 
forces neglected vacant 
properties to pay a fee per 
quarter

Short

Action 3: Have a staff 
member coordinate with 
property owners of vacant 
buildings to help them 
either rehabilitate or sell 
their property

Short

Action 4: Make vacant 
buildings attractive by 
sprucing them up with 
artwork, window displays, 
or other ways that make a 
building look occupied. 

Short

Action 5: Create a “Red 
Tagged” system that marks 
vacant buildings that 
are deemed unsafe and 
potentially uninhabitable

Medium

Action 6: Institute a timely 
development code on 
vacant buildings

Medium

Objective B:  Use grants 
and public funds to help 
with façade lifts for 
buildings downtown

Action 1: Pursue grants 
that can be used for 
façade repair throughout 
downtown. This can be 
from public or private 
avenues

Short

Action 2: Use the funds 
from the vacancy tax to 
pay for façade repairs

Medium
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Recommendation 2: Create and Strengthen Anchor Institutions for the City of Covington
Goals Objectives Actions Timeline

Goal 5: Incorporate 
the Paper Mill with 
revitalization plans 
downtown. 

Objective A:  Have the 
Paper Mill more involved 
with revitalization plans 
downtown

Action 1:  Provide projects 
that could be completed 
with funds from the 
Paper Mill in exchange 
for the Paper Mill to be 
able to showcase that 
it sponsored a certain 
project with a plaque, sign, 
logo, etc.  

Medium

Action 2: Have Paper Mill 
sponsor events hosted in 
the downtown core

Short

Action 3: Establish a paper 
museum downtown that 
the Paper Mill sponsors

Long

Action 4: Analyze the 
potential for a factory 
tour of the Paper Mill for 
individuals to enjoy

Medium

Goal 6: Establish a link 
between Jackson River 
Sports Complex and 
Downtown

Objective A: Maintain and 
expand the operations of 
the Jackson River Sports 
Complex

Action 1: Maintain and 
expand the tournaments, 
events, and concerts 
that occur at the Sports 
Complex

Short

Action 2: Create a music 
festival once a year at the 
Sports Complex that has a 
mix of music genres

Medium

Action 3: Create uses for 
the Sports Complex during 
down times of the year

Short
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Objective B: Create easier 
ways to link the downtown 
core and the Sports 
Complex

Action 1: Add a wayfinding 
system from the Sports 
Complex to downtown 
that shows businesses and 
food to attract consumers 
to go downtown during 
downtimes of tournaments 
or events

Short

Action 2: Expand the 
Jackson River Scenic Trail 
to connect downtown and 
the Complex. Make the 
trail accessible to both 
bikers and walkers

Long

Goal 7: Leverage the 
Discovery Center to 
attract residents and non-
residents downtown

Objective A: Promote the 
Discovery Center to attract 
more individuals

Action 1: Purchase 
promotional material that 
promotes the Discovery 
Center

Short

Action 2:  Increase the 
Discovery Center’s 
operating hours

Short

Recommendation 3: Create Downtown Covington into a Tourist Destination

Goals Objectives Actions Timeline
Goal 8: Create Covington 
as a desirable place for 
tourists to stay while 
visiting the area.

Objective A: Create more 
lodging opportunities for 
tourists

Action 1: Negotiate with 
hotel chains in the area 
to add more beds to 
existing lodging, as well 
as encourage the creation 
of new and affordable 
lodging options

Long

Action 2: Incentivize 
property owners to 
convert some upstairs 
apartments into Air B&Bs

Medium

Action 3: Look at the 
feasibility of a boutique 
hotel in downtown

Long



Objective B: Design a 
downtown that is inviting 
and informational for 
tourists

Action 1: Create a self-
guided walking tour of 
downtown Covington that 
displays the city’s history. 

Long

Action 2: Provide maps 
of the surrounding area 
so tourists can show the 
number of sights and 
experiences they can enjoy

Short

Goal 9: Promote the 
tourism of Covington 
throughout the region and 
state

Objective A: Promote the 
City of Covington in the 
region

Action 1: Provide 
information pamphlets to 
be displayed at the Omni 
Homestead and Greenbrier 
restaurants, highlighting 
the attractions, food, and 
experiences in downtown 
Covington

Short

Action 2: Provide 
information in the 
surrounding region to 
promote downtown

Medium

Action 3: Partner with 
other small towns in the 
region to promote tourism 
in the area

Long

Action 4: Look at different 
tourism groups that the 
city could join to increase 
individuals coming to the 
city and downtown

Long

Objective B: Create 
opportunities for tourists 
to visit downtown

Action 1: Create shuttle 
services between Omni 
Homestead and Greenbrier 
that bring individuals 
downtown

Long

Action 2: Look at the 
feasibility of bus tours in 
the area that start and end 
in downtown Covington

Long
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Action 3: Consider the 
feasibility of factory tours 
for the Paper Mill

Long

Objective C: Promote the 
City of Covington in the 
state

Action 1: Work with 
state agencies, such as 
the Virginia Tourism 
Corporation, to promote 
the City of Covington 
statewide

Medium

Action 2: Create 
informational ads that 
could be placed in public 
buildings around the 
state to promote travel to 
Covington

Long

Action 3: Establish 
connections between Visit 
Virginia and Covington

Short
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Conclusion

The City of Covington has many attributes that make it a unique place in the Blue Ridge Mountains. There 
are different avenues the city can take for revitalization efforts for the downtown core. These avenues 
include enhancing downtown, creating and strengthening anchor institutions, and attracting tourism. 

This plan focused on the next steps that the city can take in its process of downtown revitalization 
plans. Existing conditions, community engagement, and data analysis were completed to create 
recommendations detailed in this plan. These recommendations can help the city with some different 
strategies to tackle revitalization from existing literature, programs, and strategies. Recommendations 
used market analysis, Main Street America and Smart Growth, and other comparable towns for 
recommendations.

The biggest issues that face the downtown core are the vacancy rate and personal services. Almost 25% 
of the structures that were analyzed in this study were vacant. Additionally, almost 50% of the building 
uses downtown are for personal services and occasional uses. Both of these issues deter residents from 
entering downtown regularly and preventing new retail and restaurant businesses from opening in the 
downtown core. 

While the city has problems it must overcome, the Covington, Clifton Forge, and Alleghany County 
residents think the city is moving in the right direction. They believe that city hall is pushing downtown 
towards growth and new opportunity. This is important as it gives officials the trust of residents to try 
and achieve revitalization in the downtown. Officials in city hall, especially the city manager, are always 
trying to implement new amenities, projects, businesses, etc., to help grow the downtown and the city. 
Therefore, it is very promising that the residents of the region and the officials of Covington are invested 
in this issue.

While the City of Covington has seen a decrease in economic activity and population in recent decades, it 
is moving in the right direction and many aspects that benefit the city. It is a historic city that is nestled 
beautifully in the Blue Ridge Mountains, surrounded by scenic, historic, and cultural landmarks. This, 
coupled with residents and a city ready to revitalize its downtown, can make Covington into a growing 
small city in Appalachia.
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Appendices

Appendix A: Covington Zoning Code

Zoning Attribute Types of Uses
R1 - Residential Single Family Single-family dwellings, Public 

and semi-pubic uses, home 
occupations, home gardening, 
accessory buildings, and public 
utilities

R2 – Residential Single Family - Attached Any use permitted in R1 zoning, 
two-family dwellings, accessory 
buildings, and professional offices 
conducted within a dwelling of the 
occupant

R3 – Residential Single Family Higher Density and 
Multi-Family

Any uses permitted in R1 and R2 
zoning, multifamily uses, garage 
apartments, accessory buildings, 
and mobile homes

R4 – Residential Duplex, Multi-Family, Town 
Houses, and Garden Apartment 
United

Duplex dwellings, townhouses, 
apartments and multifamily 
dwellings, accessory buildings, 
and public utilities

C1 – Office and Institutional Employment Activity and 
Businesses

Offices of businesses, professional 
or financial organizations, medical 
and dental offices, administrative, 
executive, and editorial offices, 
public schools and libraries, 
churches and related activities, 
nursery schools and child care 
centers, offices of labor unions, 
civic social and fraternal and 
other nonprofit organizations, 
office of local, state, and federal 
government, funeral homes, 
public utilities, and single-family 
residential

C2 – Neighborhood Business Day-to-day convenience shopping 
and service needs of persons 
residing in adjacent residential 
areas

Any use permitted in C1, a 
retail business that supplies 
commodities for a person resident 
in an adjacent residential area, 
personal service establishments, 
dry cleaning establishments, 
business establishments, medical 
establishments, and public utilities
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C3 – General Business Provide sites for more 
diversified types of 
businesses adjacent to major 
streets and highways.

Any use permitted in C1 
and C2, automobile service 
stations, automobile washing 
operations, bus passenger 
stations, automobile, 
mobile homes, recreation 
vehicle sales lots, motels 
and hotels, rooming and 
boarding houses, tourist 
lodges, apartments operates 
as an accessory use, drive-
in restaurant, veterinary 
hospitals or clinics, auto and 
truck repair shop, indoor 
theatres, newspaper printing 
shops.

M1 – Light Industry Establish an area for 
wholesale activities, 
warehouses, and industrial 
operations of a light nature 
that will not hinder the 
compatibility of other land 
users.

Assembly of electrical 
appliances, electronic 
instruments and devices, 
radios, and phonographs; 
manufacturing of small 
parts, laboratories, 
pharmaceuticals, and 
medical; manufacture 
and sale of pottery and 
figurines; manufacture of 
musical instruments, toys, 
novelties, and rubber and 
metal stamps, plumbing 
and building supplies, sales 
and storage, coal and wood 
yards, cabinet, furniture 
and upholstery shops, boat 
building, monumental stone 
works, wholesale business 
and storage warehouses, 
public utilities generating, 
booster, or relay station, 
storage of petroleum or 
other inflammable liquids,  
garment, clothing and 
knitting mills and apparel 
manufacturing, machine and 
sheet metal shops, building 
contractor yards, trucking 
terminals, radio transmitter 
stations, and auto and truck 
repair shops
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M2 – Heavy Industry Establishment of areas for 
industrial uses that need 
to be isolated from other 
incompatible land uses

Acid manufacturing, mineral 
extraction activities, mineral 
processing operations, 
fertilizer manufacture, 
petroleum manufacture, 
petroleum storage, pulp, paper, 
and chemical manufacture, 
boiler shops, polypropylene 
fibers, and film manufacture, 
steel fabricating plants, public 
utility generating, booster or 
relay station, all uses permitted 
in M1 zoning.

CN - Conservation Construction of areas to 
prevent construction or 
alteration of environments 
that have natural conditions 
susceptible to flooding or 
erosion, unsuitable for urban 
development, and protect 
areas that would lead to health, 
pollution, and environmental 
deterioration

Agriculture, public or private 
parks or recreation areas, 
public or private cemeteries, 
conservation uses, golf courses, 
and driving ranges, plant 
nurseries, public utility right-
of-way, railroad right-of-way, 
and bicycle and pedestrian 
paths and trials

Appendix B: Community Survey

•	 What is your age?
•	 Under 18
•	 18 - 24
•	 25 - 34
•	 35 - 44
•	 45 - 54
•	 55 - 54
•	 65 - 74
•	 75 or over
•	 Prefer not to say

•	 Where do you live?
•	 City of Covington
•	 Alleghany County
•	 Clifton Forge
•	 Other

•	 What is your relationship with Downtown Covington?
•	 I visit Downtown Covington regularly
•	 I work in Downtown Covington
•	 I own a business in Downtown Covington
•	 I live in Downtown Covington
•	 I own property (other than a single-unit house) in Downtown Covington
•	 I am a tourist/It is my first time in Downtown Covington
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•	 How long have you been a member of this community?
•	 Less than 1 year
•	 1 - 5 years
•	 5 - 10 years
•	 More than 10 years
•	 N/A - I am not a member of this community

•	 How frequently do you visit Downtown Covington?
•	 Weekly
•	 Daily
•	 Monthly
•	 Less than once a month

•	 What is one word that comes to mind as you think about things you like in Downtown Covington?
•	 What is one word that comes to mind as you think about things you dislike about Downtown 

Covington?
•	 Which of the following are issues in Downtown Covington? (Please select all that apply.)

•	 Too many vacant storefronts or vacant lots
•	 Lack of businesses suited to me
•	 Buildings are neglected or in need of repair
•	 Not enough businesses consistently open
•	 Lack of public restrooms
•	 Not enough human activity
•	 Not enough parking
•	 Lack of green space/trees/shade
•	 Substance abuse
•	 Homelessness or housing insecurity
•	 Inaccessible or unsafe for pedestrians
•	 Difficult or unsafe for bicyclists
•	 Dirty/littering
•	 Feels unsafe/too much crime
•	 Too much noise
•	 Panhandling

•	 Of the issues in Downtown Covington that you selected, which one detracts from your experience the 
most?
•	 Too many vacant storefronts or vacant lots
•	 Lack of businesses suited to me
•	 Buildings are neglected or in need of repair
•	 Not enough businesses consistently open
•	 Lack of public restrooms
•	 Not enough human activity
•	 Not enough parking
•	 Lack of green space/trees/shade
•	 Substance abuse
•	 Homelessness or housing insecurity
•	 Inaccessible or unsafe for pedestrians
•	 Difficult or unsafe for bicyclists
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•	 Dirty/littering
•	 Feels unsafe/too much crime
•	 Too much noise
•	 Panhandling

•	 What three business types would you like to see more of in Donwtown Covington? (Please select up to 
three)
•	 Casual or family restaurant
•	 Women’s clothing
•	 Family entertainment
•	 Fine dining restaurant
•	 Men’s clothing
•	 Children’s clothing
•	 Hardware store
•	 Brewery, winery, or distillery
•	 Arts and cultural venues
•	 Shoe store
•	 Bookstore
•	 Bar or tavern
•	 Sporting goods or outdoors
•	 Boutique
•	 Arts, crafts, hobby store
•	 Grocery
•	 Shared food vendor spaces
•	 Fitness/wellness-focused business
•	 Home goods
•	 Antique/Vintage
•	 Lodging
•	 Drug store or pharmacy
•	 Personal services
•	 Comics, toys, or gaming store
•	 Bike shop/repair/rental
•	 Co-working space
•	 Electronics
•	 Fast food restaurant
•	 Coffee shop or bakery

•	 What day of the week do you prefer to shop Downtown Covington?
•	 Sunday
•	 Monday
•	 Tuesday
•	 Wednesday
•	 Thursday
•	 Friday
•	 Saturday     
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•	 What time of day do you prefer to shop in Downtown Covington?
•	 After 5 pm
•	 1 - 3 pm
•	 11 am - 1 pm
•	 3 - 5 pm
•	 9 - 11 am
•	 7 - 9 am

•	 Are the businesses in Downtown Covington that you’re interested in generally open when you want to 
shop?
•	 Yes
•	 No

•	 What would make living in Downtown Covington more desirable (to you or others in your 
community)? (Please select all that apply)
•	 More things to do and places to shop/eat
•	 Livlier, more activity
•	 Businesses being open more often
•	 Fewer vacant spaces
•	 More housing choices
•	 Housing that’s more affordable
•	 More basic amenities such at grocery store
•	 More parking
•	 More dog parks and pet amenities
•	 More parks and nature
•	 Cleaner
•	 A greater sense of safety and/or less crime
•	 Quieter, less busy and/or less traffic
•	 Other (please specify)

Appendix C: Business Survey

•	 Business Name
•	 Owner Name
•	 How long have you been in business?

•	 Less than 1 year
•	 1 - 3 years
•	 3 - 5 years
•	 5 - 10 years
•	 Longer than 10 years
•	 Other

•	 What goods or services do you offer?
•	 Why did you choose to operate in downtown Covington?
•	 What are some challenges associated with downtown Covington?
•	 How many people do you employ?

60Revitalization Strategies for Downtown Covington



•	 What is your busiest day of the week?
•	 Monday
•	 Tuesday
•	 Wednesday
•	 Thursday
•	 Friday
•	 Saturday
•	 Sunday

•	 What is the busiest time of the week?
•	 Who is your target market
•	 Is there anyway the City of Covington could help your business?
•	 How has your business changed over the last year?
•	 Do you have plans to expand or reduce your business? If yes, explain.
•	 What would you like to see happen in downtown Covington?
•	 Do you feel connected to other businesses in downtown?
•	 Any other comments or concerns?
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Appendix D: Business Survey
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