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As a Fort Myers downtown business, I am keenly interested in business in the downtown area. As a longtime observer I have seen dramatic changes during my time walking the streets.
Ten years in the life of a city can be a real indication of the fabric of that city and its people. The measure of a vibrant city generally is the quality of the businesses and the amount of use by the citizens. This past decade is a microcosm of the general progress Fort Myers has experienced during the 2000s.
In 2000 the leaders of Fort Myers were in the process of spending a lot of money to create a plan for downtown. Downtown, as the jewel of the city, our leaders felt as though an investment in a complete study and a subsequent approved plan could guide the area to renovation and renewal.
The Duany Plan, as it is known, integrates streetscape, parks, parking, building design and height which are some of the facets of planning the plan covers. When the study began the downtown was basically a government center with little draw for ordinary people to come there. At night they could have closed the roads with a gate and no one would have noticed.
Former Councilman and current Mayor Randy Henderson and former Mayor Jim Humphrey and Councilman Michael Flanders were instrumental in the development of the plan and have had the courage over the years to insist that by and large the plan is followed. Many people complained and criticized. People with little vision do that a lot. Our leaders soldiered on!
Fast forward until today. The Kearns Group is working on its 5th downtown restaurant. It is going to be called The Lodge. They have bought an old log cabin and will be using that wood to do the interior. As with their other restaurants, Ford’s Garage, Firestone’s, Capone’s or Cabo’s Cantina, it will be well done. Pincher’s Crab Shack has finished an amazing transformation of the old Royal Palm Yacht Club and turned it into the Marina at the Edison Ford Estates. Mark Sullivan has made Legacy Harbor Hotel and Marina into a showplace with plans to build much more as he has been acquiring the land around his development including a soon to be opened event hall. Blu, the sushi restaurant, is opening on First Street soon.  The River District Alliance and Downtown Property Owners Association are keeping things hopping and people informed.
The abandoned buildings that littered downtown are all renovated and full. The hotel Indigo is on solid footing. The Goodwill Boutique on First Street is complimented by the new Downtown Library. The Library is spectacular and Reuben’s Smokehouse Restaurant will be opening Reuben’s Huckleberry Café inside the new downtown library fronting First Street and the West side Patio in January. The old Bank of America Building has been remodeled with the law firm of Hahn Lozier and the old banking floor is almost ready for a new tenant. There is an old fashioned General Store on the east side where the gym used to be located. 
The Sidney and Berne Davis Center has under gone extensive renovations and will have a rooftop event area soon. But, the real news is the River Basin that was finished in 2012 will now serve its real purpose which was to allow major development by having a place to put water runoff within the city. Sheraton Hotels hopes to break ground on their new 225 room hotel and parking garage in June. The hotel will incorporate Harborside Event Center as their convention meeting space.
David Fry, the ex CEO of WCI, has purchase a small First Street lot and plans to build a seven story building containing a rooftop penthouse. It sits in front of Senator Lizbeth Benacquisto’s new office.
So, how exciting is it to be part of downtown now? The crowds are here day and night. The River District Trolley brings the Edison Ford Estate visitors downtown for lunch and dinner at no cost. Retail businesses seem to be making money. The night clubs are full. Every time you turn around there is an event going on in downtown; Car Shows, Boat Shows, Art Walk, Music Walk, festivals, fun runs and more.
The enhancements from the Duany Plan have made downtown so beautiful that slowly businesses started putting money into the area. Now the competition for space is fierce. You have to know someone like me to even think about getting a choice spot, they are leased or sold before the general public even knows about them.
I want to thank Mayor Henderson and those who came before him for the hard work and dedication it took to make downtown Fort Myers a place to want to be at and be seen.
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