Will ‘cabaret’ play in Rockford?
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Mike Wright, owner of The Office, surveys the 500 block of
East State Street Friday. The president of the Downtown
Liquor Retailers Association wants the city to create a down
town cabaret district allowing bars and clubs to remain open
and serve alcohol until 4 a.m.
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ROCKFORD — Down-
town could let the pood times
roll until 4 am. if tavern own-
ers are able to sell communi-
ty leaders on the idea of cre-
ating a “cabaret district.”

Modeled on reforms that
have pumped life into Peoria’s
central business district, the
concept would allow taverns,
restaurants and other down-
town businesses to stay open
two hours longer than now
permitted.

Proponents say the idea is
certain to draw opposition,
considering how vehemently

City Hall has refused requests
to authorize extended tavern
hours atywide. But the notion
of limiting the late-night rev-
elry to a relatively small geo-
graphic area has avic leaders
intrigued.

Wendy Perks Fisher, exec-
utive director of the Rockford
Area Convention & Visitors
Bureau, said 4 a.m. liquor
sales have helped transform
Peoria’s downtown into a suc-
cessful nighttime entertain-
ment district.

“It certainly would be
worth looking at,” she said.
“We've got to consider every-
thing if we're going to revital-

ize our downtown.”

Officials of the local liquor
retailers association might de-
cide in the next few weeks
whether to pursue the con-
cept. They have spent the
past couple of months quietly
doing research and lobbying
for support.

Ald. L eonard Jacobson, D-
6th, a longtime supporter of
the tavern industry, is skepta-
cal about whether opponents
of expanded liquor sales could
be persuaded to embrace the
cabaret district,

“That’s a new twist,” Ja-
oobson said. “But just because
it works in Peoria does not.

mean it would work here.”

Rockford community lead-
ers have spent years search-
ing for the right formula to
boost downtown business,
considering such initiatives as
riverboat gambling, a con-
vention hotel and a theater
district.

There have been recent
signs of progress, with a sud-
den spurt in restaurant de-
velopment and a $14 million
plan to resurrect the Corona-
do Theater.

The cabaret concept has
been under consideration
since September, when a state
convention in Peona gave tav-

District in downtown Peoria has civic leaders talking

ern and restaurant owners a
ghmpse of downtown nightlhife
in that central [llinois city of
115,000.

In 1990, Peoria aty offiaals
established a mile-long dis-
trict on the banks of the Illi-
nois River for 4 a.m. liquor h-
censes. Nineteen taverns and
restaurants are part of the
late-night scene.

Mike Wnight, president of
the Rockford chapter of the
Illinois Licensed Beverage As-
soaation, said conventioneers
saw more activity on week-
nights in September than
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