Center City Development Corporation

Board Meeting

To: Center City Development Corporation (CCDC)

From: DMC Staff
Date: March 11, 2026

RE:  Retail TT Grant Request — The SOW Project, 409 S. Main St.

The enclosed Retail Tenant Improvement (TI) Grant has been submitted for consideration at
the March 18, 2026 CCDC Board of Directors Meeting.

Project:

The SOW Project (409 S. Main St.)

Applicant:

Applicant’s Request:

Property Owner:

Project Description:

Center of Culinary Cultivation Corp
(DBA: The Sow Project, 501c3)
Ben Vaughn, CEO

409 S. Main St.

Memphis, TN 38103

Retail Tenant Improvement (TI) Grant up to $30,000

Gabriel Velasquez
N6 409, LLC

409 S. Main St.
Memphis, TN 38103

The subject property is a three-story commercial building at the
southwest corner of South Main Street and Huling Avenue.
Constructed circa 1910, the historic building most recently
housed event space on the third floor and the Puck Food Hall
on the ground floor. After the property became vacant, the
current owner purchased it and plans to reactivate the entire
building for commercial use. The Center City Development
Corporation (CCDC) previously approved a Development
Loan of up to $100,000 on October 11, 2023, for the prior
owner. That project did not proceed, and the loan was canceled
after deadlines to begin and complete construction lapsed.

The current property owner is requesting an Exterior
Improvement Grant (EIG) from the CCDC to make exterior
improvements to the historic building. Additionally, the SOW
Project, as a prospective ground-floor tenant, is requesting a
Retail TI Grant to make the space ready for their commercial
use. DMC Staff fully supports both requests, given the
building’s strategic location within the South Main Retail
Node.
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Development Plan:

Work Eligible for TI Grant:

The Sow Project, a mission-driven culinary incubator, is
planning to open a dual-concept location at 409 S. Main Street
in the South Main district. This location will combine a student-
operated coffee counter and a student-led café, creating a
public-facing hub for workforce training, career pathways, and
consistent food and beverage activation downtown.

The 409 S. Main model brings together two concepts under one
operating platform. The Sow Project Café offers a student-led
restaurant experience with rotating service windows and
training opportunities, while 409 Coffee provides a seven-day
coffee and grab-and-go program staffed by students under
professional supervision. Beyond serving customers, the site
functions as a workforce incubator, a hospitality training and
culinary classroom, and a highly visible downtown destination,
converting daily foot traffic into meaningful student
experiences, wages, and career opportunities.

According to the applicant, the operation is designed around
three mutually reinforcing goals: delivering exceptional guest
experiences, achieving measurable student training and
employment outcomes, and generating sustainable earned
revenue. By expanding Sow Project’s public presence, the 409
S. Main location will create regular consumer touchpoints,
strengthen employer confidence in program graduates, and
support a more active and vibrant South Main neighborhood.
The operating plan is designed to create dependable daily
traffic while protecting training quality and staffing stability.
409 Coffee is the anchor for seven-day activity. The Sow
Project Cafe layers structured meal service and activations
where student training can be supervised and measured.

The total proposed build-out budget for the Sow Project at 409
South Main is $267,000. This investment will fund permanent
interior improvements to convert the space into a nonprofit
culinary training and employment incubator, including a
teaching kitchen, coffee service area, upgraded HVAC,
lighting, plumbing, and two new restrooms. The scope respects
the building’s historic character while ensuring a code-
compliant, operationally sound environment for student
training, workforce development, and community activation.

The Retail TT Grant is designed to encourage new businesses
to open ground-floor locations along high-priority corridors
and within targeted retail nodes. The Grant is reimbursable and
requires the applicant to provide receipts of completed work
prior to reimbursement following project completion. The
maximum Retail TI Grant amount is $30,000. The applicant is
responsible for any and all costs above that maximum grant
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Staff Evaluation:

Staff Recommendation:

amount. Staff has identified at least $181,000 in planned
interior work that meets the purpose and intent of the Retail TI
Grant program. Permanent improvements that could be eligible
for reimbursement include the following key elements:

Select interior demolition & prep $10,000 (5.5%)
Carpentry & framing $14,000 (8%)
Drywall, wall repair, & finish work ~ $10,000 (5.5%)
Flooring repair & finish $7,000 (4%)
Permanent lighting & electrical $22,000 (12%)
HVAC upgrades & distribution $42,000 (23%)
Plumbing $16,000 (9%)
ADA-compliant restrooms $38,000 (21%)
Coffee shop counters & service area  $18,000 (10%)
Millwork, trim, and finish details $4.000 (2%)
TOTAL $181,000 (100%)

Staff fully supports approval of this Retail TI Grant request.
Filling vacancies along Main Street is a top priority of the
Downtown Action Plan, and this grant leverages significant
private investment in a long-vacant space while providing only
16.5% of the total buildout cost.

The proposed commercial use is unique and will be a strong
positive addition to the neighborhood. The Sow Project at 409
S Main is designed to activate the area while promoting
workforce development. Its presence will bring daily energy to
the storefront, expand food and beverage options in the South
Main district, and create more reasons for people to spend time
and money in the area. Beyond operating as a cafe and coffee
shop, the project functions as a visible training-to-employment
engine, where customer experience and community impact are
cultivated together, demonstrating a clear talent pipeline for
Memphis hospitality employers.

Staff recommends approval of a Retail Tenant
Improvement Grant in an amount up to $30,000, based on
approved receipts and subject to all standard closing
requirements.
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