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Shopping Centers
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Bill Ryan and Matt Kures*
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May not fix why center was under-performing in
the first place
May be difficult to optimize layout and design
Costs of renovation are more difficult to estimate
Existing tenants may need to be changed
Construction is necessary while open

One smart growth strategy is to encourage better use
Improvements to Neighborhood and Community
of existing retail facilities to reduce the need for new
construction on the edge of town. This can be done by Shopping Centers
improving the competitiveness of existing centers
Many small centers have been viewed as especially
through their renovation and repositioning.
unattractive components of our sprawling communiShopping centers throughout the country have experi- ties. They are often good candidates for renovation,
enced increased competition. Many are now undergo- especially those on highly traveled streets in mature
neighborhoods.
ing renovation to stay competitive. Dollars are being
reinvested to make these centers more contemporary,
physically attractive and shopper friendly. Changes
are being made to tenant mix, architecture, landscaping, parking and signage. The intent is to stay current
with fresh concepts, shopper amenities and design
improvements.
Advantages of Renovation

Improvements can include new exterior color
schemes, eye-catching signs, uniform store-fronts,
varying roof heights, arch-ways, etc. One trend is to
make strip centers look more like traditional streets
with different buildings rather than one unbroken structure. Linking the theme of the center to the community
is also important.

From the investor's perspective, the advantages of renovation over new construction are as follows:
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Availability and use of existing prime
real estate at a proven location
Established customer base
Suitable zoning in place
Public support
Lower construction costs
Faster turnaround
Established operating record
Anchor tenants can be offered more
affordable rents

Disadvantages of Renovation
However, shopping center developers
and investors must consider the followPhoto courtesy of Eugene Ritter

The renovation of strip centers is especially good for new
supermarkets, home improvement centers, book stores
and other retailers. Even some “big box superstores” have
opened stores in renovated strip centers.
Improvements to Regional Malls
Many regional malls are facing serious competition as new
retail formats like power centers are being developed. The
real estate industry's Emerging Trends report for 1999 indicates that there are already too many shopping centers for
the number of tenants and that 20-percent of the regional
malls existing in 1990 will "be non-functional by 2000."
However, successful renovation strategies are working to
turn-around ailing centers. Some are being redesigned to
be the new downtown of their communities. Improvements
are made that include public services, meeting facilities
and community celebration places. Increased density is
created through the addition of lodging, office and entertainment places in and around the mall. The intent is to
create a center with activity 24-hours a day.
Some malls are removing their central roof and becoming
an open-air shopping center. Many are adding windows on
the outside to make the center look inviting and accessible.
Other approaches include creating a one-stop shopping
image, adding conveniences like supermarkets, and attracting value-oriented retailers.

Wal-Mart Recycles Old Shopping Center
The Rutland Shopping Plaza was an unattractive 1960s-era
strip shopping center in downtown Rutland, Vermont (pop.
18,000). Kmart had occupied the plaza for years until they
decided to move to a new location on the edge of town.
In 1989 and 1990, the city created the Rutland Development
Authority and Rutland Partnership, creating a special assessment district to pay for public improvements downtown, and
making the improvements.
With the city behind downtown improvements, the shopping
center's owner invested in a major renovation of the run-down
property. Improvements including a new red brick exterior and
a pitched roof. When completed, they brought in several new
tenants including Price Chopper (supermarket), T.J. Maxx
(discount clothier) and a nine-screen cinema.
The success of these businesses demonstrated to Wal-Mart
the economic viability of this shopping center and downtown
Rutland. In 1996, Wal-Mart signed a lease to occupy the
75,000 S.F. former Kmart space.
Wal-Mart has been commended for their reuse of an existing
downtown building and not creating sprawl in the countryside
around this community. This success was also due to leadership and cooperation. The Vermont Governor, Wal-Mart, the
shopping center owner, mayor, redevelopment authority,
downtown partnership and the Preservation Trust of Vermont
worked together overcoming various stumbling blocks to move
the project ahead.

Conclusion
Source: Beaumont, Constance E., Better Models for Superstores:
Alternatives to Big-Box Sprawl, National Trust for Historic Preservation, 1997.

The renovation and repositioning of existing shopping centers is one smart growth alternative available to communities. It provides an opportunity for retailers and real estate
owners to more fully utilize under-performing properties.
Further, it supports smart growth principles by reducing the
need for expansion on the edge of town.
* Bill Ryan is a community business development specialist with the UWSources:
Remaking the Shopping Center, Author: Dean Schwanke; with Terry Jill
Lassar and Michael Beyard, 1994, Urban Land Institute.

Extension Center for Community Economic Development. Matt Kures,
also with the Center is a graduate student in GIS and cartography at the
UW-Madison. Newsletter production by Alice Justice, program assistant
with the UWEX, Center for Community Economic Development.

Budget Conscious Strip Centers Remodel, Shopping Center World, April
1995.
Thomas, Ian F., Reinventing the Regional Mall, Urban Land, February
1994.
Benfield, F. Kaid et al. Once There Were Greenfields: How Urban
Sprawl is Undermining America’s Environment, Economy and Social
Fabric, New York, Natural Resources Defense Council, 1999.

Center For Community Economic Development, University of Wisconsin-Extension
610 Langdon Street, Madison, WI 53703-1104
PH: (608)265-8136; FAX: (608)263-4999; TTY: (800)947-3529; HTTP://WWW.UWEX.EDU/CES/CCED
An EEO/Affirmative Action Employer, UW-Extension provides equal opportunities in employment and programming, including Title IX and ADA requirements.

