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Executive Summary 
This research project served the East Side Neighborhood Development 
Company's (ESNDC) economic development efforts. The project assessed the 
vacant commercial properties along two main commercial corridors on St. Paul's 
East Side. Concluding that the vacancy rate was only 7% on these two avenues 
(lower than had been anticipated), several economic development strategies 
were laid out that ESNDC might choose to pursue. Strategies suggested were 1) 
fill vacancies by matching available commercial space with prospective tenants 
or buyers; 2) upgrade underutilized buildings; 3) redevelop select key properties; 
and 4) demolish problematic structures and build new. It is recommended that 
ESNDC clearly formulate and prioritize its goals based on specific outcomes that 
are attainable, targeted, and measurable in order to choose a strategy of 
economic development. 

Purpose of the Project 
The purpose of this project was to research vacant commercial buildings along 
two commercial avenues on the East Side of St. Paul, Payne Avenue and 
Arcade Street. Property information was to be made available in an updateable 
database. The project was to then assess potential new uses for the vacant 
buildings to assist in marketing efforts. 

Background 
The East Side of St. Paul was settled early in St. Paul's history by tight-knit 
communities of European immigrants. These communities of immigrants 
contributed to the East Side's small town, intimate character that persists today. 
In the 1970's, however, the East Side lost several major employers and in the 
past three decades, the East Side has seen an increase in poverty, and 
relatively stagnant housing values. Today, median income on the East Side and 
housing values are below those of the city at large. 

The East Side Neighborhood Development Company (ESNDC) was formed as a 
non-profit community development agency in 1978 to improve housing, 
business, and general community conditions'. In 1990, ESNDC formed a 
partnership with the Payne Arcade Business Association (PABA) to focus 
commercial and economic development activities within the Payne Arcade area. 
This research project was conceived to assist economic development activities 
by ESNDC and PABA. 
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Methods & Process 

Stage 1 - Assess commercial vacancies 
Stage 1 of the research consisted of doing a systematic inventory of all 
businesses and vacancies on the two targeted commercial avenues, Payne 
Avenue and Arcade Street. 

To create an inventory of all businesses on the two avenues, this and another 
intern began with a walk-around survey. The survey consisted of doing a visual 
assessment of all of the businesses with frontage on the two commercial 
avenues. An old list of existing business was used as a starting point and 
updated to include all currently operating businesses. The updated list of all 
businesses on the two avenues was put into a database and subsequently put 
on the ESNDC web page. 

Vacancies were determined based on a visual examination, knocking on doors, 
and conversations with adjoining businesses. This also included vacancies that 
ESNDC staff knew of that may not have been apparent from an outside 
inspection. 

The vacant properties were researched more in-depth. We took pictures of each 
building that appeared vacant. We then called the county to determine the name 
and address of the building owner, the age and market value of the building, the 
taxes owed that year and status of payment, and the square footage of the lot 
and building. We attempted to contact the building owner by phone and by letter 
(see Appendix A). We were able to speak with roughly half of the vacant 
property owners or their Realtors. In these conversations we probed further into 
the owners' intentions for leasing or selling the building, past experience with 
keeping the space occupied, amenities of the commercial space, parking 
availability, square footage available, and rent or sale price desired. 

With this research we were able to catalog the vacant properties more 
completely than had been done before. The intention of compiling this catalog of 
vacant properties was two-fold. First, the list would be available to ESNDC staff 
who field daily calls and walk-ins by individuals interested in renting or leasing 
space on the two avenues and are looking for referrals. Especially in conjunction 
with the photos, ESNDC staff were henceforth able to give a quick and 
comprehensive overview of available space, rather than relying on memory. 
Second, the information about a property could easily be printed or copied for 
interested individuals. A list of vacancies is periodically requested by local 
Realtors. Information about the vacant properties was added to the database of 
all businesses and commercial properties (see Appendix B for a sample 
database print-out). 

Finally, the photos and list of vacancies was mounted on a display board, 
referenced to maps of the two avenues. 
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Stage 2 - Identify Economic Development Strategies 

Stage 2 of the research consisted of identifying various economic development 
strategies that ESNDC might pursue. This included an analysis of the vacancy 
information, input from conversations with business owners, and information 
compiled in previous studies for ESNDC. The analysis of alternative strategies 
was utilized by ESNDC staff and the Board of Directors to discuss and prioritize 
future Economic Development efforts. 

Four economic development strategies were identified. The strategies were to 1) 
fill vacancies; 2) upgrade underutilized space; 3) redevelop "key" properties; and 
4) demolish and build new. Each strategy was outlined with tactics and 
questions for further discussion, to be presented to the Commercial 
Development Advisory Committee in September, 1997. (See Table in 'Results' 
section) 

Summary of Results 

Vacancies 

The survey determined that 21 commercial properties on Payne Avenue and 
Arcade Street were vacant. Of these, 13 were on Payne Avenue and 8 were on 
Arcade Street. Out of 310 total businesses on the two avenues, that comprised 
a vacancy rate of 7%. This relatively low vacancy rate contradicts a generalized 
perception that this was a high vacancy area. 

Of the 21 vacant properties, four were listed with commercial Realtors. By rough 
estimate, another four either had serious structural problems or required a 
massive financial infusion to make them viable. 

The vacancies can be classified into two categories. The first category is those 
properties that offered viable commercial space and simply needed to be 
matched with renters who were looking for that kind of space and location. For 
these properties, the main barrier to occupancy is connections to interested 
renters. The second category is those properties that either had serious 
structural problems or financial liabilities. For this second category, the building 
owner may have found it easier to let the building stand vacant than make the 
requisite investments to make the space viable. The main barrier to occupancy is 
therefore the absence of financial or technical resources. 
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Economic Development Strategies 
The following strategies were identified. 

Strategy Background 
1) Fill vacancies We now have a 

list of the 21 
vacant properties 
on Payne & 
Arcade. This 
makes for a 
vacancy rate of 
7%. Of the 21 
vacancies, 4 are 
listed with 
commercial 
Realtors. By rough 
estimate, another 
4 have serious 
structural or fiscal 
problems that may 
prevent a tenant 
from occupying 
the space. 

• 
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Tactics Questions 
Prepare Is it these 
promotional vacancies that are 
materials about a crucial problem 
both the East Side for the 
and the vacant neighborhood? 
properties. Since we have the 
Promote the area capacity to target 
to upstart promotional 
businesses and to materials to 
businesses who specific kinds of 
may be interested businesses (e.g. 
in expanding. coffee houses), 
Match new who should we 
tenants with target? 
vacant space. What are the 

barriers to 'simply' 
matching 
prospective 
renters/ buyers to 
available space? 
What role can 
ESNDC play when 
it comes to 
working with 
serious structural 
or fiscal 
problems? 



Strategy Background Tactics Questions 
2) Upgrade A number of Develop criteria & Is it an appropriate 
underutilized properties on .identify role for 
buildings Payne & Arcade "underutilized" ESNDC/PABA to 

appear to be properties. Work decide what 
underutilized. with current businesses should 
These properties occupants to · be located on 
certainly facilitate the Payne & Arcade? 
contribute to a upgrade. Market How do we define 
perception of the properties to an upgrade? 
East Side as businesses What kinds of 
ailing. interested in businesses should 

locating on the be targeted to 
East Side. locate on the East 

Side? 
3) Redevelop Certain properties Create a vision of Does ESNDC 
"key" properties stand out for being the street with the have the financial 

highly visible and redeveloped resources & 
distinctive yet building, possibly expertise to 
blatantly vacant or utilizing a design redevelop a 
underutilized. or architectural commercial 
Examples: consultant. property? 
• 872-882 Payne Identify new use & Does ESNDC 

(green new tenanUbuyer. have the financial 
awnings, Either: resources & 
corner of Wells Acquire the expertise to act as 
St.); building & do landlord? . • 965 Payne construction & How do we 
(former bank, renUsell. Or: envision a new 
on the corner Attract developer. use of the building 
of Case St.); Or: work with that the market 

• 999-1001 owner to will support? 
Payne (across redevelop. 
from First 
Bank). 
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Strategy Background Tactics Questions 
4) Demolish and Some properties Identify these 'risk' How can there be 
build new seem to have a properties. Identify a positive return 

host of structural a new use for the on this sort of 
and financial land. Create a project? 
problems that marketing plan for What are other 
prevent them from the land or a new prospects for the 
being viable. To building. Acquire identified 
prevent their & demolish. buildings? 
abandonment, Does ESNDC 
demolish old have the financial 
building and build resources to do 
new. this? 

Conclusions & Recommendations 
The analysis of vacancies in the Payne Arcade area revealed that there were 
fewer vacancies than expected. The vacancy rate of 7% is fairly standard 
throughout much of the St. Paul. We inferred that filling vacant properties may 
not be the most pressing economic development strategy for ESNDC and PABA 
to pursue. 

This led us to examine alternative economic development strategies. This study 
concludes with laying out three additional strategies with associated tactics and 
questions. 

The next step' will be for ESNDC and PABA to agree upon and prioritize among 
outcome goals for economic development activities. Goals should be prioritized, 
targeted at a specific problem, attainable, and measurable. From these goals, 
the optimal strategy will follow. Reaching agreement on a prioritized list of goals 
should incorporate input from ESNDC staff, leadership, the Board of Directors, 
and other relevant committees. Given the reality of limited funds and limited staff 
time, it is vital that clearly defined goals precede future activity. 
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Appendix A 

July 8, 1997 

«Building_ Owner» 
«Owner Address» 

Dear «Building_Owner», 

The East Side Neighborhood Development Company is a non-profit organization 
dedicated to business development, housing, and community involvement on the 
East Side of St. Paul. Part of our mission is to revitalize the commercial district 
by working with property owners to fill vacant commercial space. 

At ESNDC we are contacted daily by people seeking commercial space or 
commercial buildings to rent or buy. It appears that your property at «Address» 
«Address_2» is vacant or partially vacant. 

We'd like to assist you in finding occupants for your property. There is no charge 
for this service, as we function primarily as a referral source. Prospective 
tenants or buyers typically ask us about square footage, special building 
features, parking availability, and rent or sale price. All information you would be 
willing to offer us about your property would be very helpful. 

Please call Rich Malloy or Virginia Johnson at ESNDC. We look forward to 
working with you. We can be reached at 771-1152, extension 12. 

Sincerely, 

Rich Malloy Virginia Johnson 
Commercial Development Program Manager Economic Development Intern 
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Appendix B 

Address No. 1031 

Street Payne Avenue 

Signage Emporium Antiques 

Building Owner Jim Hennessey 

Owner Address 1037 Payne Avenue, St. Paul, MN 55101 

Owner Phone hJ 45+7714 wJ 771-6544 

Listing Realtor nla 

Realtor Phone nla 

Bldg square 2000 

Lot Size ( sq. ft.) 3000 (30' wide) 

For Lease ground floor retail space 

Lease Price $B5o 

For Sale building 

Asking Price negotiable 

Parking side & rear lot (15) 

Year constructed 1909 

Assessed Market Value 50,9oo 

Taxes due this year 2,s20 

Taxes delinquent 

Building description 2 story, brick, apt upstairs, billboard on roof 

Amenities antique ceiling lamps, basement storage 

Notes 4 rooms on main f/oor,apartment upstairs occupied 

Current Use vacant 
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