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Wanted: Downtown Grocery Stores
by Kennedy Smith

As Americans’ taste for downtown living grows, so does their
appetite for downtown grocery

OBSTACLES TO LOCATING
DOWNTOWN
Now, people are moving back downtown – and they want grocery stores in
their neighborhoods. But there are many
obstacles to getting them back downtown. Among them:
• Land prices: It is usually more
expensive – particularly in larger cities –
to buy land downtown than on the
periphery of the city or in the suburbs.
• Land assembly: Given that today’s
average grocery store is more than
50,000 square feet in size, and that
national supermarket chains have
become comfortable with their business
models, it is very difficult to find enough
contiguous land available in a downtown
area without either great expense or
demolition of buildings (sometimes of
historic significance), or both.
• Siting: The suburban retail development model – store set back from the
road, surrounded by a sea of parking –
is now commonplace for American
supermarkets. Downtown development
patterns - zero-setback, parking in the
rear or in a parking lot elsewhere in the
continued on next page
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stores. In practically every downtown
intercept survey our firm has conducted
in the past two years, a grocery store was
one of the top five new businesses people
said they most wanted to see downtown
(in most cases, it was one of the top
three). Moreover, the average American
household spends a little more than
$3,300 annually on food.
Given the above, it seems like it
shouldn’t take too many households to
make for a successful downtown grocery
store, right? So, why is it so rare to see a
grocery downtown?
Before responding to this question, it
may help to take a quick look back in
time. For most of our country’s history,
almost all retail food sales took place in
the town center, either in specialty food
stores (like a greengrocer, butcher, or
bakery) or in a farmers’ market. Grocery
stores – stores where a shopper could
buy a variety of grocery items, without
having to go to several different specialized stores – began appearing only in the
late 1800s, led by The Great Atlantic and

Pacific Tea Company (later A&P).
But grocery stores didn’t flourish until
the advent of home refrigeration in the
1920s. Refrigeration made it possible for
people to store food for several days,
eliminating the need for daily food shopping trips and making it feasible to buy
more items in one store visit. In 1882
there were 100 A&P stores in the United
States; by 1923 there were 10,000, virtually all of them in downtown areas.
With the post-World War II housing
boom and the launch of the Interstate
Highway system in the 1950s, Americans
began moving away from town centers,
and retail businesses – always market followers, rather than market leaders – followed them out to the suburbs, locating
along highway strips and in new shopping centers and shopping malls.
No longer constrained by the size of a
downtown building, grocery stores grew
rapidly in size, driving down prices as
their sales volume increased. In the early
1930s, the average downtown grocery
store was approximately 8,000 square
feet in size. By 2000, the average suburban grocery store had mushroomed to
52,400 square feet.

Editor’s note: In the early 20th century, downtown and neighborhood grocery stores were common. Adams, Massachusetts, had four A&P stores (above right).
Groceries also offered business opportunities for new Americans. After arriving from central Europe, my great-grandparents (above left) opened this store in the
“Hell’s Kitchen” section of New York City. Interestingly, this pattern is being repeated today, with a growing number of markets being opened by newly hyphenated Americans from Ethiopia, Bosnia, Vietnam, Pakistan, and many other places.
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In some instances, communities are not able to attract a major chain
supermarket but find that the very
process of exploring the possibility leads
to other ways to achieve their goal.
• In Boston’s Roslindale Village neighborhood, 600 neighborhood residents
invested $1,000 each to raise enough capital to open a neighborhood cooperative
grocery store.
• Residents of tiny Bonaparte, Iowa
did something similar, selling $100 shares
in a local corporation, Township Partners,
which then bought several downtown
buildings and opened a grocery store and
small pharmacy in one of them.
• A group of citizens in Hoisington,
Kansas bought a downtown building and
rent it at a nominal rate to Duckwall’s,
a locally owned general merchandise
store, in order to help keep the store
downtown. Duckwall’s offers several
aisles of groceries, in addition to other
general merchandise.
• In Richmond, Virginia, a young
entrepreneur, Johnny Johnson, opened
a small neighborhood grocery store in
1992. Community Pride now operates
stores in several of Richmond’s most economically distressed neighborhoods.

New Technology
New technological developments are making it easier
for national grocery store chains to open
downtown stores. For example, online
ordering systems make it possible for
customers to order groceries from their
home computer, specify when they will
pick them up, and then have their groceries delivered curb-side. This can help
alleviate on-site parking demands, often
a concern with downtown groceries.

Resources
For a more detailed look at
downtown groceries see
“Better Models for Urban Supermarkets,”
co-authored by Kennedy Smith and
William Neuendorf. Copies of this 24page booklet are available for $10 from
the National Trust for Historic Preservation, 202-588-6296; or order online:
<www.preservationbooks.org>.

W. SENVILLE

When You Can’t
Find a National

The City of Burlington, Vermont (pop. 40,000), provided tax incentives and other assistance to support
the opening of a downtown grocery in 2002. The city had been without a downtown grocer for several
years. The City Market store, with over 140 employees, does $18 million in annual sales.
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district – are unfamiliar, and therefore
perceived as risky, to the national chains
(and to lending institutions). They are
also likely to believe that they will need
the same number of parking spaces as
for a comparably sized suburban store,
not knowing how many district residents
are likely to reach the store on foot, by
bicycle, or using public transit, rather
than by car.
• Market: Most supermarket chains
need to be convinced that older downtowns and neighborhood commercial
corridors have enough market demand
to support a supermarket.
• Zoning: Zoning laws sometimes
make it difficult to build or operate
downtown grocery stores – particularly
as part of a mixed-use project in which
zoning officials fear that noise from a
24-hour or late-night grocery store or
smells from its trash area might disturb
residents.

ATTRACTING GROCERS
TO DOWNTOWN
In spite of these obstacles, a growing
number of communities are succeeding
in attracting national grocers. In 1998,
for example, a group of citizens in Washington, DC’s 14th and U Streets neighborhood went door-to-door asking
neighborhood residents where they shop
for groceries, how much they would

spend in a neighborhood grocery store if
one were available, what their level of
commitment would be to supporting a
neighborhood grocery, and their demographic characteristics. This information
helped persuade Whole Foods Market to
open a store in their neighborhood.
If you’re interested in bringing a
national grocery store chain into your
downtown, it pays to be well-prepared
before making contact. The grocer will
want to know as much as possible about:
the demographic characteristics of the
district; available space; zoning restrictions; and the size and location of potential competitors. Even if all your answers
are exactly what grocers wants to hear,
they will probably still be skeptical of
opening a downtown store. Your planning commission’s positive attitude –
along with assurances of support from
other city leaders – will go far towards
making the grocery company feel more
comfortable.
Other things to consider when
exploring the possibility of attracting a
grocery store to your downtown:
• How much market demand for a new
grocery store is there likely to be? You can
get a rough estimate by multiplying the
number of households likely to shop at
the new grocery store (I’d recommend
selecting half the total number of households within a one-mile radius) by
$3,300 – the amount the average Ameri-
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willing to abate property taxes, help with
land assembly, streamline the zoning
approval process, or use tax increment
financing to pay for site improvements or
a parking garage?
The city of Knoxville, Tennessee, for
example, recently attracted a Food City
grocery store (owned by a regional
chain). The 43,000 square foot store is in
the inner-city Mechanicsville neighborhood, just a ten minute walk from downtown. The land for the store, acquired by
the city’s housing and redevelopment
agency using federal Empowerment
Zone funds, was conveyed to Food City,
helping make the project financially feasible. Besides being accessible to downtown workers, the store will also benefit
the neighborhood and provide 130 new
jobs.
• Is there strong community support for
a grocery store? Would there be neighborhood opposition, or would neighborhood residents be enthusiastic about a
new store?
• Will the siting and physical design of
the grocery provide visual cohesiveness?

For example, if the store will be large,
can the façade be divided into several
storefront-sized components so that the
building’s mass isn’t too visually overwhelming or out of scale with its neighbors? Can the grocery store have large
storefront display windows, or can it
have casual dining space that flows out
onto the sidewalk? This sort of ‘permeability’ is important to the visual rhythm
and cohesiveness of downtown shopping
districts.

SUMMING UP:
In a growing number of cities, large
and small, downtown grocery markets
are opening. While bringing grocers to
our downtowns is often a challenge, the
benefits can make this worth the effort.N
Kennedy Smith is a
principal with the Community Land Use and Economics (CLUE) Group, a
consulting firm specializing in downtown economic
development. Her “Downtown Matters” column is a
regular feature of the PCJ.

Editor’s Note:

Public Markets
Central downtown public
markets, once common
throughout the U.S., have been making
a comeback in recent years.
Portland, Maine (pop. 64,000) had
been without a downtown public market
for more than a century – until the new
Portland Market opened in 1998. Vendor
stalls comprise some 17,000 square feet
of the market’s floor space. Forty-five foot
high Douglas Fir beams create a dramatic
interior. For more details: <www.portland
market.com>.
Information about public markets is
available from the Project for Public
Spaces: <www.pps.org/markets/>. See also
Roberta Brandes Gratz’s article on farmers
markets in PCJ #42; <www.plannersweb.
com/wfiles/w175.html>.
W. SENVILLE (BOTH PHOTOS)

can household annually spends on
groceries.
For example, if there are 5,000 households living within one mile of the likely
grocery store site, multiply half of that
number of households by $3,300. The
estimated market demand would therefore be $8,250,000 (your estimate might
be smaller if there are significant competitors nearby, or if there are other
reasons why a smaller percentage of
neighborhood households might not
shop at a new grocery store).
• How large a store is needed and can
realistically be supported? What are the
average gross sales per square foot of
other stores in the grocery chain (or
chains) you’re considering approaching?
You can often find information on sales
per square foot in the grocery company’s
annual corporate report.
Whatever the number (it’s likely to be
in the $300-400 range), divide this into
the total estimated market demand to get
a quick estimate of the maximum store
size that is probably supportable. For
example, if a grocery store chain typically earns an average of $400/square foot in
gross sales, and you estimate that market
demand is $8,250,000, the maximum
grocery store size your downtown could
probably support would be 20,625
square feet.
• Are there any existing businesses in
the district whose sales might be adversely
affected by a new grocery store? Might it
be possible for the new grocery store to
incorporate existing specialty food retailers into the new store (by leasing some
square footage to an existing store, for
example, or by buying its products
wholesale)?
• Is there an existing building that could
accommodate a new grocery store, or
would a new one have to be built? If the
latter, would new construction endanger
any historic or other architecturally significant buildings?
• What sort of support might the city be
able to provide to make it as economically
feasible for the grocery chain to open a
store in your downtown as it would be to
open a new freestanding one out on the
highway? Would the city, for example, be
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