Committee on Small Business

Matthew Hickey, Counsel 

Faith Corbett, Policy Analyst 
Ralph Hernandez, Finance Analyst

[image: image1.png]



THE COUNCIL
COMMITTEE ON SMALL BUSINESS

Hon. Diana Reyna, Chair

BRIEFING PAPER OF THE HUMAN SERVICES DIVISON 
Robert Newman, Legislative Director

January 19, 2012
OVERSIGHT: Strengthening NYC’s Retail Corridors
INTRODUCTION

On Thursday, January 19, 2012, the Committee on Small Business, chaired by Council Member Diana Reyna, will hold an oversight hearing entitled: Oversight – Strengthening NYC’s Retail Corridors. Those invited to testify include representatives from the New York City Department of Small Business Services (SBS), the Department of City Planning, and representatives of the various Business Improvement Districts, merchants associations and local economic development organizations throughout the five boroughs.
BACKGROUND
Small businesses are the backbone of New York City’s economy and account for approximately two-thirds of the City’s private sector jobs.
 Of the approximately 215,000 businesses in New York City, nearly 90 percent have 20 or fewer employees and over 60 percent have five or fewer employees.
  The importance of the small business sector to New York City cannot be overstated, which is why the Committee will be examining programs administered by the Department of Small Business Services that go toward strengthening the city’s retail corridors, including Avenue NYC, the Neighborhood Retail Leasing Program, and the Neighborhood Leadership Program.  

Avenue NYC


The Avenue NYC program, administered by SBS, is a capacity-building initiative designed specifically for non-profit economic development organizations (i.e., local development corporations, merchant associations, and other community-based organizations).
 The program funds organizations to further specific commercial revitalization project areas and provides technical assistance to successfully implement programs.
 In Fiscal Year 2011, $1.8 million was invested in the commercial revitalization programs of 48 neighborhood organizations.
 In Fiscal Year 2010, Avenue NYC invested close to $2 million into the commercial revitalization programs of 54 neighborhood organizations.
 


In order to be eligible for Avenue NYC funding and related services, organizations must be (a) a non-profit economic development organization operating in any of the five boroughs, and (b) incorporated in the State of New York and compliant with annual State and Federal filing requirements for nonprofit organizations. Furthermore, an organization’s proposed commercial revitalization project must (a) operate within defined geographic boundaries, (b) target commercial corridors as a whole, (c) consider the needs of small- and medium-sized businesses operating in the geographic area, and (d) not provide individual business assistance, such as one-on-one business planning assistance.
 All organizations applying for Avenue NYC funding are evaluated on three criteria: existing capacity, strength of the Avenue NYC project proposal, and viability of the proposed Avenue NYC budget.
 Local non-profit organizations may apply for one or more Avenue NYC projects and contracts are awarded for a one-year term.
 Avenue NYC funding is project-based, meaning that funded organizations are expected to set measurable goals and deliver completed projects at the end of the contract term.

Through a competitive application process, the Avenue NYC program provides organizations with project grants in six areas, including: (1) Business Attraction, (2) Business Improvement District (BID) Formation and Expansion, (3) District Marketing, (4) Façade Improvement, (5) Neighborhood Economic Development Planning, and (6) Innovative Economic Development Initiatives.
    

Business Attraction 

Any commercial district requires a healthy mix of business to meet the needs of residents and shoppers. Non-profit economic development organizations in New York City play a critical role in connecting entrepreneurs with property owners, especially in neighborhoods where traditional brokerage services are lacking.
 Such entities work to analyze the specific economic conditions of a commercial district, help to fill vacancies along commercial corridors, and ensure that complementary uses create an environment where businesses can succeed.
 Avenue NYC funds these organizations to conduct comprehensive assessments of their commercial districts and use that information to attract new businesses, enhance their corridor’s retail mix, and bring in large anchor stores.
 In FY 2009,
 SBS funded eight organizations in three boroughs to conduct business attraction campaigns to improve the mix of businesses in the neighborhoods they serve, with the goal of attracting more than 40 businesses to their corridors, which had vacancy rates ranging between 2% and 17%.
 
BID Formation and Expansion

BIDs are public/private partnerships in which property and business owners agree to make a collective contribution to the maintenance, development, and promotion of their commercial districts.
 In the years leading up to 2009, Avenue NYC invested $180,000 in six organizations to assist them in the BID formation process, which led to the creation of six new BIDs which collectively invest over $2.6 million into their communities annually.
 In FY 2009, Avenue NYC also funded nine organizations to initiate or continue their efforts to create new BIDs in their neighborhoods.
      

District Marketing


Successful marketing initiatives can draw more shoppers to businesses, enhance the reputation of a commercial district, and also attract new businesses to corridors by showcasing the vibrancy of an area.
 Effective marketing can raise consumer awareness of a commercial district, increase visitation to the area and augment sales among district businesses.
 Avenue NYC funds organizations to build neighborhood brands by creating promotional materials for their districts, by designing new websites to showcase local businesses, and by hosting events that draw on the unique character of NYC neighborhoods.
 In FY 2009, Avenue NYC-funded marketing initiatives promoted local commercial districts through a range of projects, including a year-long online and print campaign that highlighted East Harlem businesses and the creation of a Long Island City interactive amenities map targeting both neighborhood residents and prospective businesses.

Façade Improvement


In general, NYC’s most distinctive commercial corridors are defined by the character and quality of their individual storefronts.
 When executed well, a storefront can serve as an invitation to shoppers, increasing business for individual merchants and improving the overall shopping experience.
 In FY 2009, Avenue NYC provided funding to four organizations that were actively engaged in the improvement of commercial facades in their districts.
 These funds were used for design projects, program administration, and the marketing of each organization’s façade improvement program.
 
Neighborhood Economic Development Planning 


Planning is essential to the future development of commercial districts. In order for revitalization organizations to implement successful initiatives that make a real impact on the local economy, they must understand the demographic make-up of their neighborhood (i.e., who lives and works there), what shoppers want to buy, how potential customers feel about their district, and what improvements can be made.
 Once this information is ascertained, an organization can create programs that enhance the safety, appearance, and overall desirability of their commercial districts.
 

In FY 2009, Avenue NYC funded six organizations to develop comprehensive neighborhood economic development plans.
 These plans set forth the strengths and weaknesses of districts, a vision for the future, and a range of initiatives to help each organization achieve its goals for the neighborhood.
 Some of the planning initiatives funded in FY 2009 include a market study for the long-term commercial development of East New York and a feasibility study for creative uses of the area under the Brooklyn-Queens Expressway in Fort Greene.

Innovative Economic Development Initiatives

Avenue NYC also encourages the development of innovative programs that build upon the strengths of NYC’s neighborhoods. Each year, groups are given funding to develop new programs to enhance the commercial life of a specific community.
 These programs have resulted in a wide array of initiatives including the development of a merchant association to large-scale partnerships with universities, cultural institutions, and other non-profit organizations that offer needed expertise to local organizations.
 In FY 2009, Avenue NYC funded eleven programs under this category including the creation of two merchant associations in Washington Heights and Bushwick, the creation of websites for BIDs and merchant associations, and the development of new security and horticultural programs in Jamaica, Queens.
   

Capacity Building


In addition to the aforementioned project areas, Avenue NYC helps organizations further their goals through a combination of comprehensive program management, capacity-building workshops, and topic-specific roundtables.

Program Management 


SBS manages Avenue NYC grants to ensure the successful completion of tangible outcomes.
 After funding is awarded, a designated SBS program manager works with each organization to ensure the entity is meeting its goals.
 SBS program managers use quarterly reports and regular feedback to work with organizations to ensure they are held accountable for meeting their overall targets and have the technical assistance needed to accomplish their goals.
 In 2009, SBS redesigned the application process to require applicants to articulate clear and attainable milestones that can be accomplished within a contract year.

Workshops


SBS, in partnership with the Support Center for Nonprofit Management and other New York City-based commercial revitalization specialists, provides Avenue NYC-funded organizations with the technical assistance to implement innovative programs and develop sustainable organizations to address complex economic development issues affecting their communities.
 In FY 2009, staff members from 22 Avenue NYC organizations received more than 750 hours of training in a range of organizational development and commercial revitalization topics including: cultivating diversified revenue portfolios, writing successful grant proposals, becoming effective stewards of donors, developing measurable outcomes, creating strong partnerships, and building effective non-profit boards.
  

Roundtables


To address the challenges shared among many Avenue NYC organizations, SBS holds topic-specific roundtables to foster the sharing of best-practices, create networking opportunities, and troubleshoot issues that are common to all programs.
 

Borough-Based Technical Assistance


In FY 2009, SBS funded organizations in four boroughs to provide intensive technical assistance to local development corporations throughout their respective boroughs.
 These borough-based organizations were responsible for creating forums for economic development organizations to network, providing commercial revitalization expertise through workshops and partnerships, and offering direct one-on-one technical assistance to economic development organizations within their borough.
 
Neighborhood Retail Leasing Program 


In 2011, SBS launched the Neighborhood Retail Leasing Program, a proactive effort to attract new and expanding businesses to the city’s neighborhood commercial districts.
 The stated goal of the program is to help communities fill vacancies in their commercial corridors and create a vibrant mix of businesses that serve local neighborhood needs.
 Conceived as an eight-month pilot program, the Neighborhood Retail Leasing Program now provides four neighborhoods with targeted technical assistance to help communities identify the range of retailers that can be supported by their local markets.
 The program also includes extensive outreach to local property owners, as well as, technical training and marketing material necessary to successfully pursue prospective retailers.
 
The four neighborhoods and community partners chosen for the program are (1) Fulton Street, Bedford-Stuyvesant, Brooklyn (Bedford-Stuyvesant Gateway BID), (2) Bradhurst Avenue, Harlem, Manhattan (Harlem Congregations for Community Improvement), (3) Long Island City/Queens Boulevard, Queens (Long Island City Business Development Corporation), and (4) Crotona East/Southern Boulevard, Bronx (Women’s Housing and Economic Development Corporation).

The program has introduced participants to the elements of the site-selection process and provides organizations with tailored demographic and market data profiles of their communities to assist them in their retail attraction efforts.
 According to the administration, in Fiscal Year 2011, 99 new businesses opened in commercial districts that were targeted by SBS to attract new retailers.
 SBS has said that they plan to continue the program and have released an RFP to hire a retail consultant to provide direct technical assistance to additional Avenue NYC neighborhoods to improve the retail mix of key commercial corridors.
 Further, SBS, in partnership with the International Council of Shopping Centers, the trade association for the international shopping center industry, will also release a practitioner’s manual documenting the approach and methods of the Neighborhood Retail Leasing Program.
 
Neighborhood Leadership Program


The Neighborhood Leadership Program was launched last year through a partnership between SBS, the Coro New York Leadership Center, and the Association for a Better New York.
 The program offers a five-month part-time leadership training curriculum for individuals working at Business Improvement Districts and other non-profit organizations that serve commercial districts in NYC and whose work focuses on commercial revitalization activities.
 Participants receive training on leadership skills and key commercial revitalization strategies such as effective marketing plans, programs to fill corridor vacancies, and ways to help local business owners succeed.
 

The five-month program begins with a Leadership Retreat in which participants are offered leadership training, strategies and skills in order to shape and implement their organizational and personal visions for change.
 Participants also participate in Strategy Days where they learn about key commercial revitalization strategies such as effective district marketing plans, programs to fill corridor vacancies, and ways to help local business owners succeed.
 The program also includes a component called the Neighborhood Change Project which allows each participant to apply their learning in real-time to assist them in achieving desired outcomes of commercial revitalization.
 Participants have the opportunity to share project developments throughout the five-month program and receive feedback in outcomes and lessons learned during subsequent follow-up sessions conducted months after the initial training program is complete.
 

According to SBS, 20 individuals from communities across the City participated in the first year of the Neighborhood Leadership Program.
 Further, in November of 2011, SBS announced that the program will be extended for a second year in which an additional 20 participants will be selected to participate in the program beginning in January 2012.
 
CONCLUSION
  
During this hearing the Committee on Small Business will examine the efforts to strengthen New York City’s retail corridors including the Avenue NYC, the Neighborhood Retail Leasing Program, and the Neighborhood Leadership Program. This hearing will give the Department of Small Business Services and various other stakeholders the opportunity to discuss these programs and other initiatives. 
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