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COLUMBIA — The proposed sales tax for the Business Loop Community Improvement 
District might be on hold, but a 3-year-old sales tax in downtown Columbia has yielded 
an unexpected surplus. 
 
When voters approved the half-cent tax in 2011, Columbia’s Downtown Community 
Improvement District projected the tax would bring in about $300,000 annually. 
 
But the district now expects its sales tax to bring in more than $600,000 this year, part of 
a total budget of $820,491. 
 
“We are in a very fortunate situation,” Katie Essing, the district's executive director, said. 
“Because of MU, Stephen’s College, Columbia College and the city government, we 
have a very stable infrastructure, which is growing substantially.” 
 
Ben Wade, a district board member and owner of Ben's Guitar Repair at 113 N. Ninth St., 
agreed. 
 
“Something nobody could have foreseen was the revenue from these larger 
developments,” he said, pointing to The Broadway and The Tiger hotels. “With all that 
(revenue), we have a greater financial responsibility.” 
 
A community improvement district functions like a small government within a much 
larger city government, able to levy taxes and oversee projects within its boundaries. The 
district is required to update the Columbia City Council about its plans, but the council 
may only comment, not overrule them. 
 
Columbia’s downtown district relies on three full-time employees and several interns. 
About a third of its revenue, or $266,874, is used as overhead to pay staff, rent and other 
expenses. 
 
To accomplish its goals with the remaining $553,617, the district functions like a casting 
director by auditioning and hiring outside organizations. 
 
The district set aside 18 percent of its 2016 budget, or $150,000, to pay the Kentucky-
based company Block by Block to help clean downtown Columbia. 
 
“Being in the SEC has created a large number of waste issues … for the amount of 
people that are now in our downtown area for a football Saturday,” Wade said. 
 



Mark Lammon, a vice president at Block by Block, said that $150,000 would pay for 
equipment, pressure washing, manual cleaning and local staff the company hopes to 
begin hiring soon. 
 
“The nice thing about Columbia is it's very compact,” Lammon said. “You can get in all 
the nooks and crannies.” 
 
The district set aside another $100,000, or 12 percent of the budget, to help build several 
gateways throughout downtown. Essing estimated the total project would cost closer to 
$3 million, and said the district will soon begin a capital campaign to raise the extra 
money. 
 
As part of the same project, Columbia's A Civil Group was selected to engineer several 
light hubs. Each hub, which includes a decorative globe, will cost approximately 
$15,000. The district recently received its first artist submission to design the globes, and 
it hopes to receive more. 
 
A construction firm for the gateways has not been chosen. Essing hopes to break ground 
by spring. 
 
Although previous budgets have not been as large, the money collected over the past few 
years was still larger than expected. The district has used that money for a variety of 
smaller projects, including installing free Internet outside, expanding the number of 
trashcans on the street and paying Clarion Associates in Denver $46,313 to create design 
guidelines for downtown businesses. 
 
At the same time, new businesses continue to open. 
 
Craft Beer Cellar opened in December on 111 S. Ninth St. Owner Dan Campbell 
described the sales tax as "pretty invisible" and mentioned recent beautification efforts, 
such as trees planted on Cherry Street, as a reason why he enjoyed doing business 
downtown. 
 
"There’s an incentive to keep it up," he said. 
 
Wade, who founded Ben’s Guitar Repair more than a decade before the district existed, 
said “it’s been a very interesting 15, 16 years." 
 
“I don’t necessarily want an apartment on every corner," he said. "But as a businessman, 
I had the best summer I’ve had in nine years.” 
 
Essing said she saw no reason why the growth wouldn't continue, but "we’re conservative 
when we’re budgeting. You never know what might happen." 
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