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15 finalists for free downtown Duluth storefront

The list of finalists ranges from a cupcake restaurant to a wine-and-coffee bar to a glass artist. 

By: Candace Renalls, Duluth News Tribune 





Jeanne Filkins of Duluth is one of the 15 finalists in the Greater Downtown Council’s contest to fill two empty storefronts in downtown Duluth with new retail stores. Filkens wants to start up Naked Cupcake, a specialty dessert restaurant featuring a do-it-yourself cupcake bar. She set up one Thursday for an event at First Lutheran Church in Duluth. (Bob King / rking@duluthnews.com) 




Duluth artist Dan Neff is among 15 finalists vying for free storefront space for a year in downtown Duluth. He hopes to open a gallery and studio showcasing the art of blown glass. Here he uses a torch to create a colorful marble, which can be as big as 4 inches in diameter. (Photo courtesy of Dan Neff) 

[image: image2.png]


Ever since she helped set up a do-it-yourself cupcake bar at a big graduation party, Jeanne Filkins has had cupcakes on her mind.

“It was a fun thing to do for that event, and it was wildly successful,” she said.

So when she heard the Greater Downtown Council’s contest to fill two empty storefronts in downtown Duluth allowed for restaurant ideas, Filkins became excited.

“This just exploded in my head,” said Filkins, who works in sales in Duluth. “It was easy to put on paper. It came together so easily for me.”

The panel of judges that reviewed the business concepts liked her idea for Naked Cupcake, a dessert-only restaurant, featuring a build-your-own-cupcake bar, event space for parties and catering offerings.

Filkins is one of 15 finalists announced Thursday who will be moving on in the competition. Their next step: develop a detailed business plan by June 1. The winners — a new retailer and one expanding to downtown — will be announced June 15.

Each will get an incentive package worth $55,000 that includes one year free rent in an empty storefront on Superior Street, help with start-up costs and professional mentoring to help them succeed. The only catch is a three-year lease commitment.

The strong response the contest received took even the contest organizers by surprise. Fifty-six applicants were whittled to 15.

“It was an overwhelming response,” Downtown Council President Kristi Stokes said. “I was impressed by the candidates we got.”

The proposals include women’s apparel, art galleries, variety stores, restaurants and specialty foods.

Finalist Andrea Burch, a licensed broker in Minneapolis, wants to open Uncork’d, a wine and coffee bar. She sees such a business in downtown Duluth as perfect for people coming for business and people touring the city.

She envisions it as a place where people could get coffee and breakfast in the morning, meet other professionals or work on their laptops. It also would be a place to go in the evening before a movie or entertainment, she says.

Duluth artist Dan Neff has wanted to open a storefront for two years. Neff has been working with the Northeast Entrepreneur Fund and was already developing a business plan when the contest was announced in January.

“When I saw the opportunity, I thought, ‘Here’s my chance to finish the plan and get a storefront,’ ” he said.

Using a torch, Neff fashions hot glass into jewelry, marbles, paperweights, sculptures, glasses and vases in his home studio, where he also holds classes.

His gallery, which he’d call Lake Superior Art Glass, would showcase local glass artists’ work, including his own. He would also sell the supplies needed and offer classes in a rear studio.

“I will be working in the front window of the shop most days, making my regular inventory and whatever I need to make for the day,” he said.

John McCarthy, who has operated North Shore Architectural Antiques in Two Harbors since 2002, also made the final 15.

He’s confident a second location in downtown Duluth will be successful.

“Customers have been begging us to bring our products to Duluth for years,” McCarthy said. “We have such a wide spectrum of customers. A lot of it goes into new construction, a lot into restoring old homes, and a lot of people just love old stuff.”

His salvaged items fill a 6,000-square-foot showroom in Two Harbors. So he could easily stock a 2,000- to 3,000-square-foot space in Duluth, he says.

He’s actually been looking into opening up a store in Duluth for several years. But the start-up costs have been a roadblock.

“It’s a pretty big capital hit to set up somewhere else,” he said.

Winning the contest in the expanding business category would allow McCarthy to cross that start-up hurdle. As for Filkins, being the new business chosen would still require her to seek investors. But the contest win would give her specialty dessert project the clout it needs to get investors, she says.

"This opportunity would allow this idea to fly," she said.


