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Under the New Normal for Our 
Downtowns…

CENTRAL SOCIAL DISTRICT (CSD) 
FUNCTIONS

ARE OFTEN BECOMING MORE 
IMPORTANT 

THAN CBD FUNCTIONS, e.g., retail 
and offices
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Why Central Business District 
(CBD) Functions Are in Decline
 Retailers
 Impacted negatively by deliberate consumers, e-

retailing and the previous occupancy of too 
much retail space

 Now looking for fewer locations, with less space 
than their previous shops, in proven locations.

 Offices
 Stagnant levels of demand for office space
 Offices are being used differently; less sf/wkr
 A different type of office space now preferred
 Many older downtown office buildings now 

passé; many changed to residential uses. 



Your CSD is…
The downtown area with 
activity venues that 
make it easy for people 
to have enjoyable 
experiences with other 
people. 

When strong, CSDs are 
the town’s central 
meeting place -- today’s 
versions of Greek 
agoras and Roman 
forums.
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Some CSD Components: (EN = 
entertainment niche)

 Housing
 Movie theaters (EN)
 PACs/ theaters (EN)
 Concert Halls(EN)
 Museums (EN)
 Art galleries (EN)
 Arenas (EN) 
 Stadiums (EN) 
 Senior centers, community 

centers (EN)
 Pamper niche venues 

(gyms, nail & hair salons)

 Restaurants and drinking 
places (EN)

 Parks/public spaces (EN)
 Ice cream parlors; pizza, 

hot dog, sausage joints 
(EN)

 Places of worship
 Social clubs, (EN)
 Catering halls (EN)
 Public markets (EN)
 Schools, libraries
 Co-worker spaces, 

accelerators, incubators
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Mitchell Park in Greenport, NY 
– year round population 2,200 

 Has a strong flow of tourists 
in season (many shops 
close in winter)

 The park has an antique 
carrousel, marina and 
winter skating rink on a 
waterfront location

 Cost about $14.9 million to 
build

 Costs about $1 million/yr to 
operate. Most of the costs 
are covered by user fees

 Reportedly gets about 
390,000 visitors/yr
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Division Street Plaza in Somerville, 
NJ – population 12,100

 Basically a 1-block long 
successful pedestrian mall. 
Unusual because about 
90% of them have failed

 Cost about $675,000 to 
create

 Costs about $62,500/yr to 
operate

 Annually businesses are 
attracting 116,000 to 
128,000 patrons and events 
are attracting about 100,00 
visitors
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Grand Central Plaza in Valparaiso, IN 
– population 32,000

 Park with amphitheater, 
ice rink and catering 
facility 

 Cost about $3.25 million 
to build Phase 1; $4 
million for new addition

 2014 operating costs 
about $460,000/yr; 
$100,000 by city; 
$360,000 by Valparaiso 
Events

 Had about 130,000 
visitors in 2014
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The types of organizations that 
made these projects happen…
 Greenport’s Mitchell Park: the Village 

government
 Somerville’s Division Street Plaza: the Town 

government, but mostly the BID
 Valparaiso’s Grand Central Plaza: City 

government and downtown biz group nonprofit
Local government action is essential –
those that provide for-a-fee business-like 
services are more likely to succeed.
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How are they financed? In many 
ways…
 Greenport’s Mitchell Park: operations covered mostly   

by user fees. Village spent about $4 million on its 
development, rest came from 25+ grants and donations. 

 Somerville’s Division Street Plaza: the Town government 
handles physical maintenance, the BID covers events, 
marketing, sanitation. Initial construction covered by 
Federal transportation program funds

 Valparaiso’s Grand Central Plaza: City government 
handles physical maintenance; sold naming rights 
covers most of it. Downtown biz group applies user fees 
and sponsorship funds to pay for events and marketing. 
Private donations and TIF funds covered $4 million 
expansion. TIF funds and state and Federal grants 
covered most of Phase 1’s construction costs.
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Downtown movie theaters are 
treasures, but under constant threat

 They draw about 50,000 
patrons/yr/screen

 They are affordable
 They are open 

days/evenings/weekends
 They have relatively  few 

user frictions
 But, they provide a small part 

of movie studio revenues
 The marketing platform they 

provide is what is keeping the 
studios connected

 Most movies are watched at 
home – cinema attendance 
down.

N. David Milder 11

A closed cinema is a terrible loss!



The challenge is to keep the cinemas 
you have open, vibrant and profitable
 New small town cinemas impossible to get!
 Recently, in crossing the “digital divide,” many 

communities devised viable strategies for 
saving their theaters:
 Crowdfunding 
 Community owned businesses
 Creating opportunities for patrons to make a “night 

a night of it” by tie-ins with nearby eateries and 
improved public spaces 

 A viable rescue plan should be ready to go.
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Not All Attempts at CSD 
Growth Are Successful
 The cinemas, PACs and theaters that struggle 

financially or with audiences – or have closed 
 Those where “entertainments” had to supplant 

“high culture” 
 The many failed pedestrian malls, plazas and 

parks
 The financially successful 

conference/convention center that draws 50,000 
visitors to a small downtown, but has negligible 
impacts on nearby merchants. Lots of 
arenas/convention centers elsewhere have 
same impact. 



Growing Your Central Social 
District Will Not Be Quick or Easy
 Some existing components will have greater 

growth potentials, viability and impacts
 Some possible new components will be much 

easier to create and maintain than others
 Some key variables to consider
 Construction costs and how they will be covered
 Operating costs and how they will be covered
 The audiences they can attract
 How they interact with other parts of the downtown, 

e.g., local merchants, traffic and pedestrian 
patterns, parking, etc.



User Frictions : NYC Examples



The Costs of Creating or Renovating Various 
Entertainment Venues in Various Cities 
In Newark
 $431.07 million Cost of Prudential Center arena, 2007
 $277.70 million Cost of New Jersey PAC, 1997
 $5 million Military Park renovation, 2014 
Elsewhere
 $3.52 million Paramount Theater, 2000,Rutland VT, renovation 
 $19.89 million Lincoln Theater, 1998, Columbus Ohio, renovation 
 $12.59 million Pantages Theater, Minneapolis, renovation, 2002 
 $12.41 million Cost of SOPAC in 2006, South Orange NJ 
 $0.6 million Division Street Plaza, Somerville, NJ, conversion of 

street 
 $14.9 million Cost of Mitchell Park, 2007, Greenport NY 
 $3.39 million Cost of Central Park Plaza, 2011, Valparaiso IN 



Organizational Cost/Visitor – Larger Communities

Formal Entertainment Venues $90.67
 Madison Square Garden NYC $77.39
 Metropolitan Museum of Art –NYC $40.22
 Museum of Modern Art-- NYC $53.38
 Art Institute of Chicago $150.80
 Brooklyn Academy of Music,  NYC** $74.53
 PlayhouseSquare -Cleveland $64.20
 Lincoln Center total budget; all visitors $154.98

Informal Entertainment Venues $2.14
 Bryant Park-- NYC $1.87
 Central Park-- NYC $1.46
 Millennium Park- Chicago $2.56
 Berges de Seine, Paris $2.68



Organizational Cost/Visitor – Smaller 
Communities
Formal Entertainment Venues $45.42
 Hill Stead Museum. Farmington, CT $31.11
 Shelburne Museum, Shelburne VT $52.73
 Paramount Theater, Rutland VT $26.00
 Weston Playhouse Theatre, Weston VT $80.45
 Mayo PAC , Morristown NJ $40.00
 SOPAC- South Orange, NJ – Cinema $13.93
 SOPAC- South Orange, NJ – Theater $73.68

Informal Entertainment Venues $1.99
 Division Street Plaza, Somerville NJ $0.63
 Mitchell Park, Greenport, NY $2.67
 Central Park Plaza, Valparaiso, IN $2.69



Restaurants are critical, especially in 
smaller towns…

• Relatively low market share needs to be won 
to be viable, but they have a high failure rate

• Relatively low rent and labor costs 
• They now account for about 13% of the 

annual sales in WI small downtowns – more 
viable than most GAFO retail

• We are now spending more on eating out 
than on eating at home



What’s next for your CSD? Do you 
have a viable plan or strategy?
 What existing strengths can you leverage?
 What potential strengths can you nurture and 

develop?
 What are your short-term steps that are:
 Effective?
 Affordable?
 Feasible?
 Most cost effective?

 What long-term additions can be made?
 What challenges must you overcome?
 What are the limits to your CSD growth 

aspirations?
 What outside help will you need?
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Case Studies

#1: The 602 Club
#2 Downtown Appleton, Wisconsin

Key Principles:
1. Focus on People
2. Lighter, Quicker, Cheaper – sometimes
3. Mix it Up!



The 602 Club































Downtown Appleton, Wis
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Mapping CSD Components



Mapping Assets



Background







What’s next for your CSD? Do you 
have a viable plan or strategy?

1. What existing and potential strengths can 
you leverage?

2. What are your short-term steps?
3. What long-term additions can be made?
4. What challenges must you overcome?
5. What innovative strategies are there?



Conclusion
 CSD concept can be applied at multiple 

scales
 The arts are critical because they engage & 

help us connect with one another
 “Lighter, quicker, cheaper” is important
 But so is meshing grassroots efforts with 

larger capital projects so they effectively 
leverage each other
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