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The Louisville Science Center, a mainstay on West Main Street since the late 1970s, soon will be expanded with the purchase of a neighboring building by Louisville-Jefferson County Metro Government. 

The city, which owns the science center facility at 727 W. Main, has reached an agreement to buy the historic Alexander Building at 745 W. Main for $2 million, according to officials. The seller is Phoenix Hotel Development Co. LLC, a holding company managed by Dennis Clare of Louisville. 

The science center plans to invest $1 million initially to convert the first floor of the facility into a science education wing. The money was raised during a recent funding campaign. 

The new wing, with more than 5,300 square feet, will include four science-workshop laboratories designed for hands-on student, parent and teacher activities. Construction is expected to begin in late spring or early summer and be complete by early 2008. 

The new wing will allow the center to strengthen its mission of improving math and science proficiency statewide, according to executive director Gail Becker. 

The building also will allow for future science center growth, she said. 

City to pay for property over eight years 

Becker said the expansion is something that the science center's board of directors began discussing in 2000. Plans never went forward, though, because the city couldn't finalize a deal with the Alexander Building's owners. "At one point, it looked like (the expansion plan) was dead," she said. 

But city officials and the building's owners continued to pursue a deal until the owners agreed to sell. 

The five-story, 37,000-square-foot Alexander Building has an appraised value of $3 million, according to city officials. It is assessed for tax purposes at $1 million by the Jefferson County Property Valuation Administrator. 

Louisville Metro Mayor Jerry Abramson said the deal with Phoenix Hotel Development calls for the city to pay for the building in eight interest-free installments of $250,000 over eight years. He will include the first installment in his next budget in May. 

Currently, the city leases 17,000 square feet on two floors of the building for staff in its housing division. Louisville Metro has been paying about $230,000 annually to lease the office space. The housing workers will remain in the building for the short term. 

Center called 'pioneer' along Museum Row 

Abramson said the acquisition of the building "continues a 30-year partnership" between the city and the science center. 

In the 1970s, the city purchased the Carter Dry Goods Building at 727 W. Main and adjacent properties to expand and relocate what then was called the Natural History Museum. 

The facility relocated to West Main from the main branch of the Louisville Free Public Library on York Street and renamed the Museum of Natural History and Science in 1977. 

Abramson called the science center "the pioneer of the West Main Street district." 

Today, West Main includes the Louisville Slugger Museum, the Frazier International History Museum and the Kentucky Museum of Art and Craft. A few blocks to the east is the Muhammad Ali Center. 

Jack Guthrie, chairman of public relations firm Guthrie/Mayes & Associates Inc. and the president of the Main Street Association, said the science center has been "an anchor" for the corridor. He called the center's plans for the Alexander Building "a great use" of the property. 

"It really completes ... the entire block," he said. 

A 'large canvas' for future growth 

The science center has raised nearly $21 million through a variety of fund-raising campaigns in the past 15 years. It has added three major exhibits and an IMAX Theatre during that time. 

Becker said the center's board of directors will begin a "visioning" process later this month to study expansion in the building beyond the science education wing. 

That expansion likely will require another round of fund-raising, but Becker said the amount of money needed won't be determined until future uses of the new property are identified. 

The whole process is expected to take several years. 

The new building creates "a larger canvas" for the center's board as it begins to consider the future, Becker said. 

"It is there for whenever we're ready," she said. "What this does is it secures an opportunity for us to vision." 

