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en architect Randy Hafer looked at downtown

Billings 12 years ago, he saw a whole different

scene about to emerge. He saw vitality,. He saw

commerce. He saw a livable community just wait-

ing to be born. “The downtown is inherently interactive,” Randy

says today. Downtown businesses thrive on residents and residents

love getting to know their community along with the business own-

ers who run the little shops down the
block.

What's amazing is this fact. “In May of
2001, there hadn’t been a new down-
town apartment in more than 50 years,”
Randy says. Not long after, the urban
renewal of the Magic City started to
spring to life.

When Randy Hafer first started his loft projects, there were roughly
100 existing units downtown. “They were all older buildings that
hadn’t been updated in 50 plus years. They were low-rent.”” He

adds, “People with more income weren’t going to live in those
apartments.” What many folks didn’t know was Randy had experi-
ence in turning downtowns into living, working Meccas for young
professionals. In the 1980%, “I had experience in Chicago with
downtown conversions of buildings into lofts.” He watched what
he called “junk” become transformed into livable, attractive places
to call home.

What Randy has watched unfold in this neck of the woods is a
whole different culture. He’s seen downtown become a community
that really rejects urban sprawl. “It is
very walkable and people get out and
walk. They go about their daily busi-
ness and they walk to go do it.” Resi-
dents here can take in the sights at the
Farmer’s Market on summer Saturday
mornings. Theyll experience Alive
After Five. Theyll enjoy the wide
range of retail shops and restaurants.
Now, those who live downtown can
even walk to the grocery store with the Good Earth Market right
smack dab in the middle of the city.

What's interesting is the fact that the mo-
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mentum that began in the early part of this
century shows no signs of slowing down.
Randy’s company, High Plains Architects, is
finishing work on a handful of up-scale con-
dos in the Stapleton building, He has plans
for the first two-story lofts in what’s known
as the Oliver building. If Randy has his way,
“We would like to get to the point where we
have 1,000 to 1,500 units.” It may sound cli-
ché, but city planners and developers are re-
ally banking on the motto, “If you build it,
they will come.”
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