Retail Forum Closing Comments

Annette Ashton, Chair Midtown Residents Association

I would like to express a warm thank you to the close to 300 folks who filled out the survey. This survey was not meant to raise expectation but was to be a foundation for tonight’s discussion. The results are rich with details and great suggestions. They are available online on the Palo Alto Neighborhood website at www.paneighborhoods.org along with links to associated articles.

Some Highlights

►
96% of the folks who took the survey live in Palo Alto. 37% work in Palo Alto, 32% are retired and the rest (29%) work outside Palo Alto .

►
Location, Selection, and Price were the most important factors that determined why people shop where they do. Service was also a factor.

· I would much prefer to do all of my shopping in Palo Alto, but stores with good price and selection are mostly outside the city

· Downtown boutiques and high priced restaurants are just too expensive. So are the furniture stores. Times are tough, even for those who won't admit it. 

►
91% of us drive to obtain our good and services 

►
Difficulty in parking, was cited especially in downtown with its confusing color coding scheme.

I hate going downtown because of the traffic and parking restrictions. I have considered using 
the shuttle but my kids tell me it is overcrowded with students, and they say it takes a long and wandering route with an ever-changing schedule

►
91% of us USE the Internet to buy some goods.  In the last six months over 55% of us have used the Internet to buy goods over 7 times!

· 17% bought clothes from Internet

· 24% bought a camera

· 37% a computer

· 4% bought a car  (31% purchased a car in PA) and another opinion

I don't think internet is taking away local business. I'm just spending money that I otherwise would not spend cause they don't stock some of stuff locally.

►
The survey pointed out why we did NOT shop in Palo Alto: We can find better selection and price elsewhere. Many felt that Palo Alto did not have useful types of stores. 

Over 50% of survey participants asked for Traders Joe’s

We want variety (too many drug stores, nail and beauty salons and rug stores.
We want moderate price (many felt that our stores were too up-scale)

· It is baffling why we have so many drug stores -Long's and Walgreens side by side in two locations

· Most stores in Palo Alto no longer seem to serve "normal" people, only Millionaires.

· There aren't enough practical stores with good prices within Palo Alto, so we end up shopping in Mountain View for those things. Also, groceries in Palo Alto are limited in size, thus they don't offer full selection, and again, we are diverted to grocery stores in nearby cities

►
60% of us shopped Palo Alto for groceries, (22% Mt View) but we all want conveniently located, right-sized, well-stocked, clean supermarkets. 

· We need a decent grocery store close to my house.

· There are NO good all-purpose grocery stores in Palo Alto with decent prices

►
And a few final comments

· Palo Alto should not try to compete with L.A.

· Need a Medical Marijuana dispensary.

· Palo Alto has a set of attitudes that contradict each other and make this problem hard. On the one hand, PA wants people to shop locally but, on the other, PA hates traffic and parking and all that these entail to facilitate access to shopping.

· All of the useful stores are already located in Mountain View or East Palo Alto.   

There are two aspects to retail and there is a need to establish a balance between them

1.
Providing strong retail services to residents 

2.
Provide a solid base of sales tax to support city services – this comes from residents, people who work here during the day & those who come to Palo Alto as a retail destination 

The key elements for successful retail area:

1.
Continuity of stores – retail loves retail. Too much office in a retail area will cause shoppers to lose attention since they must walk past non-retail to get to next store. The question is – Will they walk or will they get in their cars and drive off?

2.
Anchor Tenants are needed to draw sufficient shoppers.

3.
Variety of Shops that compliment and do not compete with each other – this is the beauty of a single owner center such as Stanford or Town and Country. They establish a vision and then recruit the retail mix to suit that vision. They determine what shops and what uses fit and in what location.

As a second example …don’t put a muffin store next to a dress shop.

4.
Parking – adequate and convenient, shoppers especially like surface parking.

5.
Ambiance – a shopper friendly environment.  Shoppers are attracted to areas with open spaces, attractive landscaping and art creating a nice environment improves retail sales.

6.
Base to support shopping – nearby housing, and office workers are important.

WHAT CAN NEIGHBORS/NEIGHBORHOOD ASSOCIATIONS DO to improve retail and help our merchants?

· We can all frequent our local merchants – “Shop Palo Alto”

· Neighborhood associations can build relationships with local business and property owners and advertise and inform residents about nearby shops. 

· Neighborhoods can continue to work independently or with property owners to attract and maintain the right retail mix. 

CLOSE

What neighborhoods have done and are doing is valuable AND we have accomplished much as volunteers. This survey has provided the first step to describe what we need when we shop. 

The next step is to tune the process. Let’s implement business licenses to be accurate in what is currently in Palo Alto and where businesses are located.  

It is up to all of us to work together to find ways to attract and retain the right retail mix to Palo Alto. As a neighborhood leader I would be especially interested in hearing from the business or property owners (on the panel and in the audience) as to what can be done to improve our aging neighborhood and strip commercial centers?  

What else can Neighborhoods do or what have they done to attract and retain the right retail?

First: Neighborhoods have been very involved in trying to attract and protect our retailers.

I myself have discussed Midtown Opportunities with Trader Joe’s for several Midtown locations. 

Our association worked hard to convince Walgreens to share their property with a small restaurant – Como Esta. This is a first for Walgreens since the days of the lunch counters in drug stores. 

College Terrace worked heroically to save Common Ground and found a new and improved home for them when their building was about to be torn down. 

Barron Park is especially noted for their great surveys to determine residents need. They tried to encourage a produce market across from the American Market which  was closing but a combination of factors prevented this.

Second: Neighborhoods have worked with merchants to 

· Help them as they start up their business or implement a remodel 

· We work collaboratively with them to speed up the process for city planning and zoning 

· Speaking for Midtown – we worked extensively with Safeway, Longs, Walgreens, & Midtown Realty. We have worked together on with parking, landscaping, painting, lighting. We have collaborated to bring public art to liven our centers. 

· Barron Park worked extensively with Walgreens to prevent conflict with near neighbors and lobbied developers to get GF retail established in the El Camino Island before it was required by zoning.

· Finally neighbors can’t trump zoning.  But we can work together at key times – like now – to change zoning to make it work effectively for our retail centers.

