INTRODUCTION:

Since the 1950's the once dominant retail sales of the downtown business district has declined.  The downtown area was once synonymous with retailing; it was the place where one could find specialty shops, department stores, and anything else a person might need.  Changes have come rapidly as the impact of large franchise chains began to pop‑up in the 1970's.  These megastructures have the ability to under‑cut prices and literally deplete and destroy a business district (Hartshorn, 1992).  Many aging downtown business districts have decided to forge partnerships with franchises to stimulate business and sales.  This paper will explore the possibility of such a partnership.  The question that will be addressed is would nationally franchised chain stores be more effective than  locally owned stores in attracting consumers to a downtown business district?  This will be examined by looking at how, historically, other cities have dealt  with this dilemma.

LITERATURE REVIEW:

There is no one definition of the term 'cities.'  No single concept covers all circumstances (Houghton, Hunter, 1994, p. 14).  "Cities are fundamentally about the exchange of materials, products, services, people and ideas.  The need is not to negate this function but to adapt it creatively" (Houghton, Hunter, 1994, p. 78).  Today, cities attempt to lure residents and tourists to their community by redeveloping its downtown area to keep in tune with the culture of the city.  The city's history is important to its residents, therefore community leaders expend the necessary funds in order to revitalize these areas. 

Communities compete for the tax dollars when they clean up blighted areas and hope to attract the tourist by developing these areas with the appropriate mix of businesses. Proper planning is essential when choosing the types of retail stores and the scenic areas surrounding the immediate sector. When planning a new or redevelopment effort, communities attempt to keep the city's history intact, while at the same time attempt to lure new businesses that may help spark the city's economy and improve its image. Local governments may need to accept the responsibility of  keeping the downtown areas clean to attract consumers.  Cities must also take surrounding areas into consideration. Housing and related roadways to the heart of the city must be maintained. Community leaders must be able to offer homeowners the ability and the resources to keep up their properties.  Increased levels of absentee owners contribute to blighted areas and leaders must be prepared to offer incentives for owners to preserve their properties (American City & County, Aug. 1996, p.6).  Community leaders must also be aggressive in their efforts to obtain funds to support their revitalization efforts. Grant funds are available to communities for specific projects and leaders must be creative and innovative in applying for the available funds. This will allow communities to fund major revitalization projects, as well as maintain their communities (American City & County, Dec, 1995, p.29).  But, to what extent are local governments responsible for maintaining the proper balance in renewal projects?

Due to changes in the global economy, economic shifts have caused major consequences to cities and their residents.  Without all the proper tools in place, through such things as legislature, cities have found it difficult to adapt.  Local authorities now must partner with both the national governments and the private sector in a concerted effort to deal with the necessary transformations.  With multinational corporations operating on a global basis, cities must now compete for supplies and workers in an atmosphere that quickly discloses their strengths and weaknesses (Gilbert, et al, 1996, p.8).  These same attributes can make or break a revitalization effort.


The operational definition of "revitalization" as defined by the Ventura City Council and Redevelopment Agency is a plan for its aging midtown to make improvements to enhance public and private properties, infrastructure, and housing.  This kind of revitalization focus will also reestablish civic institutions such as libraries, performing arts centers, and the museum that helped glue the community together several decades ago.  In order to bring in more tax dollars, the occupying business entities in the said area must have the ability to attract more spending customers.  These customers can either be out of town tourists or local residents (L.A. Times, Sept. 23, 1998).  Being able to determine the wants and needs of a community and how to meet those needs can allow a city to fill a unique niche.

Los Angeles Times Contributing Editor Regina Hong wrote that Ventura has the beaches and the thrift stores as their major attractions.  She believes that Downtown Ventura developed into a place for antique shops and second hand stores through an evolutionary trend, on its own. This proves that Ventura has all the potential to be back on the tourist spotlight utilizing what it now has.  It has its own character. A downtown area with unique stores may earn more revenues from tourists than from locals.  The locals may be more likely to spend their dollars at the local mall for the convenience of one‑stop‑shopping and the security of buying at a nationally known  franchise stores.

Leo Smith, another contributor to the LA Times, reported that old infrastructures‑historic and century old‑are being renovated to accommodate higher‑end users, shops, and restaurants.  It is also true that new buildings such as the new theater complex and parking structure are drawing crowds; other renovations are still needed to "sustain the long term vibrancy of the Ventura' s downtown area" (Smith, L.A. Times, Nov. 10, 1998).  A mix of old and new seems to be the combination that may work the best for this area.

Franchise businesses offer recognizable products which attract more consumers.  T.J. Sullivan, a Staff Writer for the Ventura County Star, wrote that the tax dollars the large chain stores pay is gold to officials struggling with limited dollars to run libraries and police departments.  He added that these stores 'popularity serves as an attraction, a magnet that draws the masses in.' His theory goes like this, 'Get the people in... and they probably eat lunch and shop some more nearby...' But William Fulton, a Ventura Urban Planner argued that the renewal of America's communities will not come from business alone, or government alone....'  He believes that locally owned stores (small businesses) should tap into the global market in order to be stabilized and make money.

Urban renewal started as a measure to clear the cities slum towns, however, it's emphasis has steadily veered toward rebuilding and revitalizing the cities downtown areas (Adde,1969).  Adde suggests that regeneration be achieved by public and private partnerships that will stimulate growth and activity to the downtown (Adde, 1969, Herson, Bolland, 1990).  There have been trends since the late 1950's that would suggest that the central business district (CBD) has gone through several major changes (Hartshorn, 1992).  The development of the suburbs and the mobility of people have created less demand for the central location of a downtown area.  Furthermore, the creation of strip malls and large indoor malls have also added to the decline of the downtown business districts.  This may be a way of appealing to more people at once, but where do the inhabitants of these communities go to do most of their business?

Franchises in recent years have been responsible for the decline of many downtown business districts.  One reason is that many merchants on Main Street traditionally worked business hours of nine to five which has not been updated to today's needs.  Iowa State University economist Kenneth Stone discovered that five years after a Wal‑Mart store opened in Iowa, neighboring communities of under five thousand people within a twenty‑mile radius of the store typically saw a cumulative net sales reduction of 25.4 percent (Moe, Wilkie, 1997).  This example by Stone has been repeated a hundred times over.  

The perception of the small business owner getting beat out by the chain or franchise business market is real.  During one hearing before the Subcommittee on Small Business the problem of the small business as impacted by redevelopment and revitalization was that it proved to be a negative impact to them.  Either by having to move into a competing mall front with franchises or just having to compete has put them steadily out of business.

As  then Chairman John C. Kluczynski states within his opening statements, "Again, I am so sorry for the small businessman.  I have been working with them and working with them all of these years, not that I am against big business, but the big octopus is just eating up the small fellows, the small grocery store, the meat market."..."I hope that this subcommittee, which has been doing such a fine job, will continue to keep these men in business" (Small Business Opportunities in Community Development, 1974).  Perhaps by reaching a symbiotic partnership between the public and the private sector the end result could be a method of providing a viable downtown area.

Often major chain stores are reluctant to make commitments in the declining business section of the downtown area.  Parking and limited space can be major drawbacks.  Incentives can be created by the city to overcome these hurdles.  Many cities such as New Haven, Philadelphia and Boston were pioneer in their rebuilding of their downtown centers (Wilson, 1966).  Sears, Macy's, and other major chain stores were among the first to have moved into locations in these downtown areas (Wilson, 1966).  This action was coined as a new trend of renewal.  It would suggest that the downtown business district of Ventura might benefit from a partnership with one or several major chain stores. Nationally franchised businesses, due to their higher budgets for marketing, are better known to the general public than locally owned stores. Locally owned stores' marketing strategies cannot be economical, even if affordable, to implement nationwide nor would there be a need if they are only catering to their local public.   

In one example of research in Lompoc, California it was determined that to locate and bring the right mix of business into a revitalization and/or redevelopment project of an urban area, it is necessary to gather the demand of product by consumers. "The most significant objectives of the survey were to determine where Lompoc Valley households spent their dollars and which percentages are captured by local establishments" (Retail Market Study for the Lompoc Valley and Wye Area.  Economic Research Associates, 1987. Pg. IV‑1). This market research is the driving force to develop the proper offering of  products and services.  As a result of market research it would be inappropriate, for example, to establish a Farm Equipment Outlet in a non‑agricultural downtown community.

Inclusiveness, which is the active participation of affected groups of a community in the decision‑making process, is a vital part of governance.  To obtain environmental sustainability, inclusion rather than exclusion will allow for "changes in ways of living needed to reduce the adverse impacts of human behavior" (Gilbert, 1996, p.29).  Domination by local elites must be avoided in order to involve more people in the decision‑making process.  By finding out what the majority of community members want in their area you increase the chances for success.

In Chicago, 1930, the development of the world's largest commercial building of that time was twofold;  first, due to its gigantic size, it hid the blighted area of the Lower North Side from City Hall and the downtown bankers and secondly, it extended the edge of the central business district north of the Chicago River (Marciniak, 1986, pp.29‑31).  Not all cities feel that they have something to hide and may instead wish to share the pride they have in their community.

The importance of a "good image" for any downtown development cannot be stressed enough.  With competition high between cities, investors must be convinced that they are entering into a positive business climate.  This has traditionally meant few government intrusions that might curtail economic growth.  Government is expected to promote growth by way of infrastructure improvements and by offering special inducements to entice investors.  Tax abatements and other forms of help foster a proper pro‑business image.  In the early post industrial days, retail downtown development consisted of a major department store acting as an anchor to various other small stores and businesses.  Entrepreneurial business owners could depend on the department store to attract consumers to the area.  In the 1960's this changed with the introduction of shopping malls  (McGovern, 1998).

The City Manager of Concord, New Hampshire, feels that downtown's can learn something from rival malls.  Large shopping malls are luring away large numbers of shoppers from the downtown businesses.  Although Concord's downtown is relatively strong, it must still protect itself from the large retailers in the malls.  In order to do this, the City Manager is recommending that the downtown store owners form an association and hire a business manager.  This manager would be responsible to lure other large businesses to the downtown area.  "Most malls, according to New Hampshire Main Street Center Director Kathy La Plante, are successful because they have the right mix of businesses...(and) downtowns get what they can get." (Concord, 1998)

At one time, downtown Longview, Texas was home to numerous large franchise businesses.  But in the early 70's when shopping malls became very popular, franchise businesses left the downtown area to populate the new malls.    Without the major franchise businesses, the downtown area began to deteriorate.  Concerned citizens soon recognized the importance of maintaining a strong downtown area and formed the Longview Downtown Development Corporation.  The Corporation began the process of attracting new businesses to revitalize the downtown area  (Impact, 1997).  Communities must decide what their vision for the future contains.  Then they have to prioritize in order to accomplish their goals.

In 1998, a new Nordstrom's opened in the downtown area of Seattle, Washington to a crowd of thousands of shoppers.  Owners of the other stores in the downtown area expected the crowds from Nordstrom's to spillover into their stores.  The store didn't offer any special sales for the opening.  "Many saw the new Nordstrom as a key to the revitalization of downtown Seattle, which was losing stores and shoppers in the early 1990's when the 101‑year‑old Frederick's closed."  Mayor Paul Shell "credited the Nordstrom family with helping keep downtown Seattle vital." (Seattle Times, 8‑22‑98)  This is an example of a corporation being able to partner with a community to the benefit of both.
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