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This report is the result of a technical assistance effort sponsored by Connecticut Main Street, on behalf of its member organization, Niantic Main Street (NMS).  Its purpose is to inform decision making on the part of not only NMS, but also the Town of East Lyme (within which Niantic lies), the merchants and property owners of the downtown, and the community at large.  

Phillips Preiss Shapiro Associates (PPSA) was selected as the technical assistance provider.  PPSA specializes in economic development, and principal John Shapiro teaches downtown revitalization at the graduate planning departments at both Pratt Institute and the University of Pennsylvania.  PPSA’s economic development work has ranged from the citywide economic development strategies for Hartford, Washington, DC and Wilmington, Delaware; to these Connecticut downtowns and commercial corridors:

East Haddam

Farmington Avenue (Hartford)

Glenbrook (Stamford) 

Groton

Hartford

Middletown

Naugatuck

North Main Street (Hartford)

North Stonington

Pawtucket

Rockville (Vernon)

Springdale (Stamford)

Stamford

Thompsonvile (Enfield)

West Main (Waterbury)

Windsor

The technical assistance methodology started with a review of past studies and documents (cited at the end of this report).  PPSA had a head start on this review since the firm participated earlier in the both Yale Design Workshop study of downtown Niantic and on the team for the southeast Connecticut regional economic development study completed this past year.  The study effort featured a full day (on February 7, 2005) of organized site tours and roundtable discussions with over 50 merchants, property owners, local developers, Town officials, civic activists, and others.  The highlight was an evening workshop which all of these participants and others were invited.  Roughly 40 people attended.  The results of the research and roundtables were incorporated into the discussion; alternative approaches/mission statements were debated; an approach was agreed upon; implementation strategies were arrayed; and a basic plan was formulated.  This report presents that plan.

Summary












Downtown Niantic is the traditional center of East Lyme, with Town Hall, a supermarket and Town beach all in close proximity.  It is a tourist center, as well, with Niantic Bay and Long Island Sound to the south, and the Niantic River harbor to the east.  What it lacks in highway access it makes up for in intrinsic character, with a traditional main street, a new bayside boardwalk, and unique stores.

Downtown Niantic’s future lies not in trying to compete with shopping centers and highway sites on their own basis, but on creating an identity for itself that prompts residents and tourists to travel out other way to go there.

There are three basic components to achieving this future.  

The first is to amplify the downtown’s waterfront identity so as to make it a destination place to shop, dine, and recreate. Few downtowns can offer the same proximity to waterfront; and the harbor guarantees a flow of visitors, many of whom are affluent.  The historic problem for downtown Niantic is that, thanks to the railroad tracks and private marinas, the waterfront experience has been “see but don’t touch.”  The new Crescent Beach boardwalk, however, can provide the catalyst to change all that.  

· Complete the promise of the East Lyme Overlook (a.k.a. the Crescent Beach boardwalk) with a fishing pier, rock jetties, lighting, and public parking at both Cini Park on the east, and on the west at McCook Point Park (where there is “the Hole in the Wall”).

· Improve access to the boardwalk from downtown, in the long term rebuilding the underpass at the foot of Pennsylvania Avenue (when the train line is moved, as planned by Amtrak).

· Create a trail system that encourages people to walk the length of the boardwalk and return along Main Street through downtown.

· Explore a complement of shared parking, park and restaurant development at the Hole in the Wall.

· Highlight views south from Main Street and especially south along Pennsylvania Avenue. This includes a more transparent fence (perhaps all that is needed is that it be black), and an icon at the foot of Pennsylvania Avenue.  Start with a general spruce-up of downtown.

· Promote restoration of the Pilot House (the Mobil Station building) as a café/restaurant or other use that includes references to the harbor.

· Augment the marina district with a community boating facility (on the Niantic Transmission site) and transient mooring for boats (which can be seasonal so as to dovetail with oyster aquaculture).

· Use joint marketing of area stores, including a marina concierge service, to promote downtown with boaters.

· Use place names to foster the waterfront image.  Start by renaming Pennsylvania Avenue “Niantic Bay Boulevard.”  Other examples include “Niantic Bay Cinemas,” “Constantine’s at the Bay,” etc.  Consider renaming Niantic as “Niantic Bay.” 

· Arrive at a full calendar of events, highlighting those with nautical and waterfront themes and locales.  Emphasize the summer for events that require sales; and the other seasons for events that are more of a civic nature.

· Augment outdoor performance venues with an amphitheater in McCooks Park.

The second component is to increase the density and improve the design quality of downtown development.  This will allow the downtown’s wide range of stores and uses to perform more synergistically.  With 250,000 square feet (sf), downtown Niantic is quite large for a traditional downtown.  But at present its magnet uses (the movie theater, post office, lumberyard, and supermarket) function quite apart.  Pulling together these uses and augmenting them with downtown living will create a vital environment where the sum is greater than the parts.

· Revise zoning to promote “infill” development on vacant lots and in the parking lots fronting Pennsylvania Avenue and Main Street.

· Allow upstairs living, within only the limits of contextual development guidelines; i.e., remove the 50 percent of ground floor area limitation.

· Promote multifamily housing reuse of the Hermitage and other industrial sites.

· Investigate Neighborhood Revitalization Zone (NRZ) designation to provide the Town with added tools with which to promote assemblage and development.

· Extend sewer lines up Pennsylvania and to potential development sites north and west of Main and Pennsylvania.

· Promote restaurant row. Jointly market the cinema and restaurants.  Liberalize the liquor license rules that now constrain restaurant development. Promote outdoor dining.  Conduct tenant recruitment for restaurants.  Feature the waterfront in this marketing and recruitment.

· Promote restaurants for key sites on the south side of Main Street, including the building under consideration for reuse as a police station.

· Feature outdoor markets, which not only add to the sense of event, but also allow for expansion of sales during the peak visitation summer months.

· Enact design guidelines to foster the waterfront/Main Street theme; but also to provide developers with predictability.  Adopt a design theme that is more “beach and boat” than traditional New England.  

· Provide technical assistance with regard to facades, signage and storefronts.

· Relocate overhead wires to behind the buildings.  (Burying overhead wires is preferred but assumed to be cost-prohibitive.)

The third component is to create a pedestrian haven.  To be sure, downtown is and must continue to be convenient in terms of vehicular circulation and parking; this is the age of the automobile.  Yet people shop in many a historic downtown that is hard to navigate and park in by car, if it has appealing, store and tree-lined streets, with plenty of places to sit, saunter, and socialize.  The waterfront, development and design actions will go a long way to create that environment; but there are plenty of attentions to detail actions that are needed, as well.

· Provide pedestrian-scaled lighting, street trees and pedestrian amenities – working out from the “100 percent corner” at the Main/Pennsylvania intersection.  Provide a public restroom ideally at the Town Green, as an important amenity for visitors.

· Promote outdoor dining and sales, as a way to animate the streetscape.  This includes farmers markets, etc.

· Require that the ground floor be retail. 

· Promote evening store opening on Fridays and Saturdays throughout the year; and on most days of the week during the summer.

· “Traffic calm” Main Street and Pennsylvania Avenue.  Create safer crossings.  Mark the Main/Pennsylvania intersection with special pavers.

· Restrict curb cuts on Pennsylvania and Main. 

· Prepare a parking management study, to encourage long-term (including merchant and resident) parking in the peripheral lots and free up on-street parking for shoppers and diners.

· Stripe on-street parking.  Provide diagonal parking on Grand Street.

· Allow off-site parking.  Promote shared parking. Promote inter-lot connections.  Enact “Payment in Lieu of Parking” (PILOP) zoning.

· Create a large, consolidated, and well-signed public parking lot to the northwest of Main Street and Pennsylvania Avenue.  Provide alleyway connections to Main Street.

· Lobby for a commuter rail station in Niantic, taking advantage of the underpass and parking at the Hole in the Wall.

Many of the actions listed above are fresh ideas; even more have been kicked around for some time.  The level of enthusiasm expressed in the interviews and workshop for this study was significant; but this study follows, from our reading, more than one articulate and on-target plan.  Momentum is, at this point, key.  Some immediate actions are presented below (Table 1).

Table 1.  Strategic Plan 

	Element
	Within 6 Months
	Within 2 Years
	Within 8 Years

	Waterfront

Access and

Attractions
	Rename Pennsylvania as Niantic Bay Boulevard

Provide directional signage from highway and Rocky Point Park

Carry out clean-up; add flowers

Provide public restroom, 

boat concierge

Establish “Ni-Antics” calendar
	Town Green restroom

Beacon at Bay Boulevard

Trail system 

Beach/boardwalk parking

Amphitheater

Address fence

Icon at end of Pennsylvania
	Develop community boating center

Add transient slips

Build Amtrak underpass

Restore Pilot House

	Design 

and 

Development
	Designate a Village District 

Explore anti-shut-down law

Investigate NRZ

Enact zoning revisions, including revised liquor license rules
	Promote redevelopment of key soft sites

Promote 2nd floor conversions
	Move overhead wires

	Pedestrians,

Parking

and Transit
	Provide  “free public parking” signs

Paint on-street parking spaces

Enforce parking regulations

Enact PILOP law

Prepare parking plan

Prepare streetscape plan

Allow outdoor dining
	Target sidewalks and streetscape at Pennsylvania/Main

Mobil Station site
	Carry out all sidewalk and streetscape improvements

Build train station with restroom

Create large municipal lot


Source:  February 7, 2005 Community Workshop

A significant effort is projected on the part of the Town, business community, and local residents.  Will it meet with success?  We emphatically think yes.  The good news is that the spending power of the community is way up.  It is now being “leaked” to shopping areas outside of Niantic and East Lyme.  Real estate values are way up.  They are now being of benefit to housing in the precious open space of the town.  Both can be recaptured in downtown Niantic.  The keys are to use the waterfront to re-image the downtown; to provide the physical and regulatory environment for quality investment; and to serve the pedestrian first and foremost while attending to the necessity of parking.  We project a downtown that has greater economic value, and that is far more important as a popular and civic place.

Organization of the Report








This report starts with a description of downtown Niantic’s “supply” and “demand” qualities, with the demand analysis focusing on the potential to capture both year-round resident and seasonal tourist spending.  (It should be noted that portions of this analysis draws upon earlier work and text prepared by Phillips Preiss Shapiro Associates as sub-consultants to the Yale Design Workshop.)

The subsequent chapter transitions to the recommendations, by laying out the logic behind the waterfront theme adopted for the strategy.  The recommendations are then organized under three topics:  (1) the “re-branding” of Niantic Main Street as a maritime center where it is fun to go; (2) design regulations and development initiatives that maximize Niantic’s economic and real estate value; and (3) the transportation related actions – especially pedestrian and parking improvements – that correlate with greater visitation and density.

Downtown Niantic has actually already had superior planning – by the Connecticut Main Street Center Resource Team, Niantic Main Street, the Waterfront Sub-Committee, and the Yale Design Workshop; and in connection with the new Plan of Conservation and Development for the Town of East Lyme.  It is time to agree and carry out.  Surely, the wild success of the boardwalk should prove that the impossible is not only possible – it creates new energy and value.  The revitalization strategy presented here may be ambitious, but it is within the capacity of the community and the marketplace.  Downtown Niantic has the potential to achieve prosperity as a maritime-themed village center.  

2.  SUPPLY FACTORS


Location












Conventional retail with a regional draw – e.g., large supermarket-anchored shopping centers, superstores, malls, etc. – will prefer Flanders to Niantic.  However, Niantic is ideally suited to capture a niche market made up of local and regional residents and tourists seeking a “small town” waterside ambiance in which to conduct “recreational shopping.”

Niantic is centrally located in terms of the older and higher-density portions of East Lyme.  It is conveniently located at the intersection of Pennsylvania Avenue (Route 161) and Main Street (Route 158).  Pennsylvania Avenue intersects Interstate-95 (at Exit 74) and, renamed Flanders Road, continues north to intersect with Route 11 to Hartford (both to the north).  Main Street also intersects I-95 (at Exit 72 to the west) and connects Niantic to Waterford and New London (to the east).  

Approximately 22,000 vehicles travel Pennsylvania each day on average; another 11,000 vehicles travel Main Street.  While substantially less than the vehicle count in Flanders, these are still quite high figures.  These traffic figures and proximity to the more populated portion of town substantiate the support for convenience retail in Niantic, i.e., for groceries, dry cleaning, and other goods and services that people seek on a frequent basis.

Niantic also benefits from a significant tourists and seasonal market population, owing to its waterfront location and proximity to Niantic River marinas.  Reportedly, traffic along Pennsylvania Avenue and Main Street doubles in summer.  This tourist population confers both advantages and disadvantages for retail in Niantic.  On the one hand, it generates added support for convenience stores, but especially specialty stores, such as boutiques and restaurants.  On the other hand, it creates expectations of higher profits that can be realized, such that merchants come and go.  It also generates such traffic in the center that many year-round residents will do their shopping elsewhere.

Inventory












There are approximately 150 businesses in Niantic, with a wide diversity of retail categories, as follows (see Table 2):

· Convenience stores (e.g., groceries) and convenience services (e.g., banking), providing goods and services purchased on a weekly or daily basis.  These stores are concentrated on Pennsylvania Avenue – the main road in and out of Niantic for most East Lyme residents.  Also, the larger sites accommodating medium-sized stores are located in his area.  The Colonial Market grocery store, CVS pharmacy, and post office (all three on or just off of Pennsylvania) serve as anchors for the convenience stores. 

· Comparison stores (e.g., clothing, gifts, furniture), providing goods purchased on a less frequent basis, usually after consideration of the relative price and quality of the merchandise.  In Niantic, these are mostly small “boutique” style stores (one commentator calls them “hobby” stores), generally located along Main Street.  Dollar Depot and Gracie Gracie (curiously both on Pennsylvania) together show how it is possible to succeed at both the discount and the upscale ends of the range.

· Eating and drinking establishments (e.g., restaurants, delis) and entertainment (i.e., the movie theater).  These two are synergistic, and are generally located along Main Street.  The Niantic Cinemas has 1,000 seats and four screens. Constantine’s Restaurant is the largest and by all accounts most popular restaurant in downtown Niantic. 

· Automotive stores (e.g., auto supplies, gas stations).  These are located along Main Street, as well.  This is a major commuter short cut for New London and Waterford workers commuting home to towns to the west.  A number of these businesses also serve the motorboats that dock in the mouth of the Niantic River, just to the east of downtown.

Table 2.  Retail Mix








 Pennsylvania/





     Main Street

    Hope Street

    Total

Type of Store


  #
         sf

  #
        sf

         sf


Convenience:

Food, beverage, pharmacy
  5
  13,000
  5
27,000

  40,000

Banks, real estate

  1
    1,000
  5
12,000

  13,000

Services, Video, Salons
  6
    4,000
12
18,000

  22,000

Subtotal



  18,000

57,000

  75,000

Percent




      18%                           38%

      30%

Comparison:

Clothing, accessories, shoes
  3
    4,000
  1
  1,000

    5,000

Sports



  1
    2,000
  3
  8,000

  10,000

Gifts, books, discount

13
  20,000
  2
  4,000

  24,000

Furniture, furnishings

  3
    6,000
  1
  2,000

    8,000

Lumber


  0
           0
  1
69,000

  69,000
Subtotal



  32,000

84,000

115,000

Percent




      32%                           56%                  46%

Entertainment:

Theaters


  1
  16,000
  0
         0

  16,000

Restaurants


10
  22,000
  6
  8,000

  30,000

Subtotal



  38,000

  8,000

  46,000

Percent




      38%                             5%                   18%

Automotive:


  5
  12,000
  0
           0    
  12,000

Percent




      12%

        0%
        5%

Rounded Total:


100,000

150,000
250,000

Percent




    100%

    100%
    100%

Source:  Niantic Main Street

The proximity to a solid residential base explains the range of convenience stores and services, notwithstanding the general drift of such stores and services to conventional shopping centers and strip development, including at Flanders.

The summertime peaks in demand for shopping and the high disposable income of summer visitors explain the diversity and “boutique” character of many of the comparison stores.  Thus, year-round residents benefit from a wider diversity of shopping than is generally the case in older downtowns.

The presence of gas stations and other auto-oriented uses bespeaks the volume of traffic passing by.  It is a good sign in terms of the viability of the district that such national chains as McDonald’s and CVS are apparently prospering here.  However, it should be warned, such national chains detract from the downtown’s sense of uniqueness and walkability, and thus from its ultimate market viability.

The fact that there are relatively few restaurants is, from a market perspective, odd.  Restaurants generally require lunch and dinner trade, weekdays and weekends, to amortize the cost of kitchens, bathrooms, spoilage, etc.  The diversity of uses in Niantic guarantees such patronage.  It seems that the current regulations regarding distancing of establishments with liquor licenses is one factor thwarting the inclination of the marketplace.  The lack of amenity and image is likely another – something which the new boardwalk may start to reverse.

As noted, the convenience anchors are the post office and supermarket; and the dining/boutique anchor is the movie theater.  Two other magnet stores are worth highlighting, though neither can be counted upon to serve as anchor stores for downtown.  

· Rings End Lumber is a destination for many Niantic and local residents.  This store is located in Niantic because of its traditional location convenient to rail.  This location works, but barely, as a new lumberyard would likely prefer a location closer to the center of town and I-95, i.e., Flanders.  

· Book Barn is a destination for thousands of tourists as well as local residents.  Its offering of used books and fun activities has fostered a loyal following.  However, it is too far to the west to serve as an anchor for downtown.  Its Main Street satellite is a small consolation, but at least is something.  (Every traditional downtown should have a bookstore, after all.) 

Vacancies












There are some but not many vacancies in downtown.  There are, however, many “soft” retail uses.  Rents -- at $8 to $10 per square foot per year (psf/yr)– are quite low.  A number of businesses are evidently open only in the summer.  Also, there are a number of vacant or under-utilized sites, including a number of buildings devoted to industrial and storage uses.  Some of the vacant and underutilized properties are listed below (Table 3).  Importantly, most of the upper floor space (above stores) is vacant; and there are gaps (akin to “missing teeth”) in the retail frontage and excessive parking areas that invite small-scale (“in-fill”) development.

Table 3.  Key Vacant and Underutilized Properties





Building

Property


Square Feet
Comments






Key retail space:

Millstone Discover Center
9,700 sf 
Main Street

Former discount store

7,800 sf
Pennsylvania Avenue




Key underutilized sites:

Morton Hotel


24,800 sf
Requires significant upgrading to meet code

Key Medical Manufacturing
108,600 sf
Largest underutilized building in downtown

Niantic River Transmission
not relevant
Only potential site on waterfront



Source:  Niantic Main Street

At 250,000 square feet, downtown Niantic is fairly large for a traditional small-town center.  Yet it appears to be smaller than it is because the retail is spread out (on Main, Pennsylvania, and Hope), and bifurcated (comparison and convenience).  One challenge is therefore how to pull together downtown’s disparate elements so that it can achieve more meaningful synergies, of benefit to all.  This is where the development recommendations presented later come into play.

On the positive side, the diversity of retail in Niantic is healthy – and helps to explain why residents do not think of the business district as “belonging” to tourists, even though it is quite crowded in the summer; and to explain why visitors still think if Niantic as a “real” place, not just another touristy center.

3.  DEMAND FACTORS

Resident Directed:  Convenience Shopping







Downtown Niantic is, all appearances otherwise, primarily a convenience center for local residents.  The inventory figures above seem to suggest otherwise, until the anachronistic lumberyard is excluded, in which case there is twice as much space in the convenience as comparison categories.  “Convenience” refers to items and services like groceries and banking that people seek out on a weekly basis, usually close to home or commuting routes.  “Comparison” refers to items and services like clothing and medical that people seek out on a monthly or less frequent basis, usually close to work or highways.)  

This is borne out in merchant and shopper surveys.  Half of the shoppers surveyed by Niantic Main Street (NMS) came from the Niantic zip code; and one-fourth came from the Flanders zip code.  Only one-tenth came from the Waterford zip code, clearly because most Waterford residents do not pass through Niantic while commuting.

Similarly, when asked what they shop for in downtown Niantic, shoppers answered with exclusively convenience stores and services, as follows (in declining order):


Drug store

with 52 percent


Banking

with 47 percent


Bakery, video, etc.
with 43 percent


Supermarket

with 41 percent


Health food

with 39 percent


Liquor


with 39 percent

Usually, a supermarket is the anchor for a convenience center.  At 18,000 square feet (sf), Colonial Market services a population of roughly 10,000 people (based on the industry norm of 2 sf per capita).  This is equal to a trade area of something like one to three miles. (Note:  The source for the 18,000 sf figure is the owner of the shopping center; NMS has recorded a more conservative 13,000 sf figure.)

Instead, downtown Niantic is unusually dependent on passby traffic.  In the shopper surveys, people were half as more likely to be stopping in Niantic for errands (at 30 percent) as for shopping or dining (at 20 percent, each).  Roughly 20 percent of the shoppers report that they pass by every day to and from work.

Also at 18,000 sf, the supermarket is undersized (based on the industry norm of 40,000+ sf).
The typical trade area for a full-sized supermarket is a population of 20,000 within a 10-minute travel time.  This would require tapping the entire population of East Lyme  – something that is not likely to happen given the opportunity for supermarket shopping in Flanders and/or along the I-95 commuting route.  

In fact, Flanders is much better positioned to be the town-wide center for East Lyme, especially moving into the future. Flanders Road/Pennsylvania Avenue (Route 158) has an “average daily traffic” count (ADT) of 22,000 at I-95 near Flanders, dropping down to 9,000 at Main Street (Route 158) in Niantic.  Roughly 31,000 cars pass through the key intersection of Flanders and Boston Post Road in Flanders, while 17,000 cars pas through the key intersection of Pennsylvania Avenue and Main Street in Niantic. It is simply difficult to draw northern East Lyme customers past Flanders and the I-95 highway, due to commuting patterns.

Flanders’ advantage for convenience retail is likely to be greater in the future. The town has a healthy growth rate of 3 percent, thanks to a combination of easy highway access, low taxes and favorably viewed schools.  Of the 500 new homes built between 1990 and 1997, 62 percent were in the north.  Nearly half (46 percent) of the town’s land area remains undeveloped, again mainly in the north.  

Yet, we do not project that Niantic will lose out to Flanders.  The same inconvenience that northern East Lyme residents have in driving past I-95 to shop in Niantic exists in reverse for southern East Lyme residents driving past I-95 to shop in Flanders.  A significant number and proportion of southern East Lyme residents commute along Route 58.  The south may not be where the new housing is being built, but it is still gaining in population, especially as vacation houses (which numbered 1,000 in 1990) are converted to year-round homes; and thus as seasonal customers are converted into year-round consumers.    

Thus, downtown Niantic can be confident of a growing source of south East Lyme demand for local convenience shopping, even as it loses some patrons from north East Lyme.  The precise numeric outcome in terms of aggregate spending power on convenience goods is hard to project, but we can assume no significant differential.

Resident Directed:  Comparison Shopping







Downtown Niantic can also expect some modest increase in the demand for comparison goods and services (such as clothing and home decorating), though the downtown can not emerge as a major comparison shopping center.

The absolute limit on comparison shopping in downtown Niantic is clear just by looking at the size and location of the competition; and on the gravitational pull of Niantic’s resident and worker populations.  

A typical trade area for a comparison shopping district is 30 minutes.  The comparison shopping districts listed below are located closer to or along I-95, within 20 minutes of downtown Niantic (based on a ten-mile radius).  They simply overwhelm downtown Niantic in terms of their size, highway convenience and, except for Downtown New London, their anchor stores.  


Crystal Mall


at 1,000,000 sf


Waterford Commons

at 300,000 sf


Downtown New London
at 350,000 sf


New London Mall

(sf figure not known)

Comparison shopping gravitates to the greatest concentration of spending power.  Roughly 2,700 residents and 1,000 workers are situated within one mile of downtown Niantic, representing 2,800 patrons; this is weighed against the roughly 112,000 residents and 54,000 workers situated within ten miles of downtown, representing a total of 166,000 patrons.  The “gravitational “pull” is therefore less than 2 percent (112,000 divided by 166,000).

However, as noted, the population and wealth of southern East Lyme is growing, leading to a commensurate increase in spending power.  People – rich and poor – spend roughly the same amount on convenience goods and services.  (While the wealthier spend on more expensive food items, they tend to eat out more often.)  However, the amount of disposable income available for comparison goods (and dining out) increases exponentially as income goes up.  

Housing prices are the best surrogate for identifying trends in the economic wealth of the local population.  According to local realtors, houses in the southern part of town typically cost $350,000 inland; reach $800,000 at the waterfront; and peak at $2 million in Old Black Point.  (This compares to house values in the northern part of town, which typically cost $575,000; and peak at $800,000.)  As a simple rule of thumb, houses cost two to three times what a household earns; thus the new residents of southern East Lyme typically earn $150,000 to $300,000 per year.  This is in far excess of the current median household income of $72,000, which in turn was in far excess of the County and State median household incomes of $54,000 and $58,000, respectively.  

Thus, there is little prospect of expanding downtown as a regional comparison shopping district.  Yet, some increase might be expected as population and especially income – hence aggregate discretionary spending – goes up over time.  

Tourism Directed











Downtown Niantic has historically been bolstered by the large influx of second-home owners and visitors in the summer.  In the 1950s, the year-round population of East Lyme was roughly 5,000, with roughly an equal number of seasonal residents and visitors, concentrated near downtown Niantic; i.e., the split was 50/50.  In 2000, only 12 percent of the town’s housing units were thought to be seasonal.  The conversion of seasonal houses to year-round homes is now prevalent in East Lyme.

What about tapping into the growth of the region as a tourism destination.  The build-out of the Cape and the Hamptons, as well as the new casinos, has given both a push and a pull for visitation to southeast Connecticut.  Tourism is the major growth sector in the regional economy.

However, Niantic should expect to get a diminutive part of this business. No hotels of any size nearby (Table 4). Nearby Mystic, Old Lyme, Old Stonington and Watch Hill have far more to offer by way of history and charm.  Neighboring New London is poised to become a regional antique, dining and tourism center.

Table 4.  Local Overnight Accommodations

Hotel, Inn or B&B

Number of Rooms





Exit 74, Interstate 95:

Days Inn of Niantic

93 


Best Western Hilltop

90



Motel 6 Niantic

96

Downtown Niantic:

Inn at Harbor Hill

8

Fourteen Lincoln Street
4

The Elms


30 







Source:  Niantic Main Street

In addition, Niantic’ attractions are eclipsed by the region’s multitude of big draws:

Pequot Museum 


with 200,000 visits

Nautilus Submarine Museum

with 250,000 visits

Mystic Aquarium 


with 800,000 visits

Foxwoods Casino 


with 12 million visitors

Mohegan Sun Casino


with 12 million visitors

Some local businesspeople and residents hope that the Children’s Museum of Southeastern Connecticut – now sited in a historic house in Niantic -- might emerge as a major attraction, akin to the Crayola Factory in Easton, Pennsylvania.  The Yale Design Workshop plan, for instance, featured a new and larger Children’s Museum.  The Children’s Museum, and is a popular and wonderful place. A surprising proportion of the visitors are indeed tourists (see the figures below)


East Lyme



at 20%

New London County


at 40%


A wider area 



at 25%

Outside Connecticut 


at 15%

However, the Children’s Museum is a weak tourist draw, and should not be expected to be transformative for downtown Niantic.  In the past few years, visits have declined from 60,000 to just under 50,000.  The museum has only 5,000 sf, and can only sponsor small events in the order of a dozen children for parties.  It has only 1,250 members, crimping fundraising capacity.  With five to six other children’s museums in the state, it has a great deal of competition.  The Children’s Museum would like to grow five-fold in size, to 25,000 sf.  But in so doing, the Museum being lured to New London’s promise of more access to tourists and public largesse.  The Children’s Museum already has an association with new London’s schools.  The City of New London has offered the Children’s Museum a site at Riverside Park for a pittance.  There is the prospect of reusing the historic and highly visible railroad station.  While there is the hope for a satellite (perhaps with day care) at their Niantic site, this compensatory facility could hardly be characterized as a tourist attraction.  At best, insofar as downtown Niantic is concerned, it could operate as a drop-in center for parents who would like some adult time.

Similarly, some hopes have been pinned on the presently closed Millstone Discovery Center.  This small museum-like facility featured multi-million dollar exhibits on nuclear power.  However, the facility has been closed and the exhibits in storage, reportedly due to security sensitivities triggered by Nine/Eleven.  Its sponsors are instead putting their energy directly into school visits.

Finally, the tourism sector is not evolving in a manner that would imply longer stays and thus greater ability for Niantic to feed off of the area’s larger attractions.  According to the Convention and Visitors Bureau, tourism has declined since Nine/Eleven (with an average of 1.6 visits a year in 2002, down from 2.2 in 2001); and half of the tourists stayed for particularly short timeframes (20 percent for one day only, and another 20 percent of one night only).

Still, what Niantic may lose in the number of tourists, it might make up for in their relative wealth.  Niantic is rich in what it has to offer in terms of boating.  There are six marinas with over 500 slips in the Niantic River, on the eastern edge of downtown (Table 5). Note then: There are more yachts than hotel rooms near downtown Niantic.  Boats are among the ultimate disposable-income purchases.  Thus, the Niantic Bay marinas generate the equivalent of a large, luxury hotel next to downtown.

Table 5.  Niantic Bay Marine Facilities







No. of







Transient

Marina



Operation
Slips

Features




Bayreuther Boat Yard*
year round
2 

ramp, lift, repairs, gas, pool 

Bayview Landing Marina*
year-round
6 

crane, repairs

Black Hawk


seasonal 
NA

fishing station

Boats, Inc. Marina*

year round
10 

ramp, lift, repairs, pool

Captain Johns 


year-round
2

gas, restaurant

Four Mile River Marina
seasonal
0 

ramp, repairs, gas 

Harbor Hill Marina*

seasonal
5 

ramp

MiJoy Dock


not available
NA

private

Niantic Bay Marina

year-round
4

ramp, repairs, gas, restaurant

Niantic Bay Yacht Club*
seasonal
2 

pool

Niantic Dockominium*
year-round
NA

private

Niantic Sportfishing Dock
year-round
1

gas

Port Niantic Marina*

seasonal
5 

lift, repairs, gas, pumpout 

Smith Cove Yacht club
private

NA

members only

South Lyme Marina

year-round
2 

ramp

Sunset Rib Restaurant

seasonal
NA

docking for patrons

Waddy’s Dock & Marina
year-round
4 

repairs, gas




*Those listed by the Waterfront Sub-Committee.



Source:  Embassy Guides
There is also spin-off from these marinas. As listed below, there is a plethora of fishing and boating charters in the Niantic River – representing one out of five of such facilities in a county already known to be rich in boating activity.

Amazing Grace


Atlantic Flyway


Black Hawk II

Captain John’s Sunbeam Fleet


Dot E Dee


Fishpot


Fly Fishing Adventures


Fly Guy

MiJoy 747


Osprey

Yachting and boating relates and appeals to the growing number of adult visitors to the county.  According to the Convention and Visitors Bureau, two-out-of-three tourists do not have any children under 18 years of age; and that this proportion is growing due to the casinos and other adult attractions.  Such older adults are in their peak earning and thus spending years

4.  MARKET NICHE

Residents and Tourists, Together









The market analyses above describe three market segments, each of which is stable, but none of which are substantive enough to alone support a 250,000 square foot (sf) downtown.  Therein lies the explanation for why downtown Niantic muddles through; and therein lies the means for downtown Niantic to flourish, yet.

The solution lies in the fusion of convenience and comparison, in a specialty center format that appeals to both year-round and seasonal shoppers and diners.

The timing for such an approach is idea. The giant supermarkets of the 1990s have undercut the moderate-sized supermarket, creating new opportunities for gourmet and specialty food stores.  Internet and catalogue shopping has undercut conventional shopping centers and malls (reportedly, more than one-out-of-four malls in the nation is on the verge of failure), while at the same time creating new opportunities for traditional downtowns (which malls are now trying to emulate through “lifestyle centers”). The baby boom generation has grown more conservative and interested in traditional shopping districts, even as they have become more jealous of their free time and interested in ways to conduct errands that is fun and with family and friends. 

How deep is this market?  Niantic Cinemas is not only an anchor; it provides a surrogate for determining how far residents now travel to go to downtown Niantic as a specialty center.  At four screens, based on an industry norm of one screen per 10,000 people, Niantic Cinemas theoretically serves a population of roughly 40,000 people.  Based on the deep discount in ticket prices to offset Niantic’s off-center location, we might assume a service population of 20,000 people.  This yields a trade area (representing four-out-of-five patrons) equal to all of Niantic, most of East Lyme, and part of Waterford.

Gracie Gracie provides another surrogate for determining the likely trade area for a specialty niche in downtown Niantic.  Based on the results of several shopper surveys, Gracie Gracie recently changed its merchandising and promotion to go in a more upscale direction, consistent with the specialty shopping niche proposed here.  They found a significant increase in clientele from beyond the 20,000 person trade area indicated above for Niantic Cinemas, drawing from a much wider clientele, as follows:
  
Niantic


34%


East Lyme (other)
10%


Waterford

10%


Elsewhere

46%

Niantic Cinemas demonstrates an ability to draw on a regular basis from a 20,000 person strong trade area; Gracie Gracie demonstrates the ability to diversify and tap a wider clientele. Together, they prove that Niantic has the potential for filling a specialty shopping niche, with equal town and regional appeal, oriented to people preferring to conduct their shopping in a setting conducive to socializing, people-watching, and leisure.

There is also a policy consideration here.  Niantic and Flanders are both located within the trade area identified above; i.e., they share same market.  From the Town’s economic development point of view, they both have to succeed.  The answer lies in further distinguishing them.  If Flanders (as discussed earlier) has the superior location for convenience and conventional shopping, the emphasis on specialty shopping and dining in Niantic not only makes business sense, it also makes policy sense.

Possible Themes











At the workshop on February 7, there was ready agreement on the necessity and opportunity to retool downtown Niantic as a specialty center. 

To some extent, this has to do with taking advantage of an existing mix of land uses and amenities that brings shoppers and diners to downtown at a variety of times and occasions.  Crescent Beach, McCook Point Park and the marinas bring people to downtown Niantic on the weekends.  The Town Hall and Library bring people to Niantic on weekdays.  The Route 158 (Main Street) commuting route brings people through Niantic during the PM rush hour.  And downtown living brings people to Niantic all times of the day, all days of the week.

At a finer grain, this also has to do with building off of the varied store mix, with stores that have both year-round and seasonal appeal doing especially well.  Examples include the Colonial Supermarket, Gracie Gracie, Niantic Cinemas, and quality restaurants such as Constantine’s.  This too builds from strength.  In a recent survey conducted by Niantic Main Street (NMS), a plurality of merchants (36 percent) indicated that downtown Niantic’s competitive edge is the high level of service offered by its merchants.

The same survey of merchants, however, pointed to downtown’s weak link.  Only 9 percent of the merchants listed ambiance as one of downtown Niantic’s competitive qualities.  Since downtown cannot compete with the shopping center and malls of Flanders and elsewhere for convenience, this is indeed a significant liability.

To create a competitive ambiance, the most cost-effective approach is one that builds off of downtown’s intrinsic assets.  Three possible approaches were identified:

· Town center:  This approach would emphasize improvements to Pennsylvania Avenue’s shopping centers, the post office, and civic uses.

· Family center:  This approach would emphasize a full calendar of small-scale family events, the library, and recruitment of comparison retail.

· Restaurant center:  This approach would emphasize improvements to Main Street, Niantic Cinemas, and the night-time image of downtown.

All three approaches were presented at the February 7 workshop with residents, businesspeople and Town leadership.  Quickly, we all realized that none of these approaches worked well in isolation of the others; indeed, that to a great extent these three approaches corresponded to the three market segments that we are trying to unite.  

Town center

Residents – convenience shopping and services

Family center

Residents – comparison shopping and children attractions

Restaurant center
Tourists – recreational shopping and dining

Again, the selected market niche approach is to unite these three market segments; hence a way is needed to unite these three themes.  Also, it is necessary to arrive at some organizational principle that allows projects and investments (in time as well as money) to be prioritized.  That is where the waterfront came into play.

Waterfront Theme











The organizational principle agreed upon at the February 7th workshop is the “re-branding” Niantic as a bayside downtown.

This approach has a number of advantages.  First, it builds on existing assets. Niantic benefits from being one of the few downtowns in the region that abuts the waterfront -- or rather, four waterfronts:  the Niantic Bay, Niantic River, Smith Cove, and Dodge Pond.  The waterfront can be used to reinforce the image of downtown Niantic as a “recreational retail” center, especially but not exclusively in summer.

Second, it aims at two key market populations:  boat owners and affluent residents.  Both are in Niantic because of its waterfront; and both have large disposable incomes able to support a variety of restaurants and specialty stores.  In NMS’s surveys, one-out-of-five merchants report that they aim “high end” already.  The Colonial Supermarket and Gracie Gracie have both re-tooled their business in a more “upscale” direction.  Consistent with American shopping patterns, succeeding with this more affluent group will attract middle-income shoppers as well.

Third, the re-branding of downtown Niantic as a waterfront destination also enjoys the prospect of broad support.  It is consistent advice of the “outside” experts drawn upon by the Town and community, starting with the Yale Design Workshop and most recently with the Connecticut Main Street Center’s Resource Team. The approach builds on the considerable enthusiasm that has greeted the new Crescent Beach boardwalk. 

Finally, it is not just about the waterfront theme. Niantic’s year-round marketability is directly tied to the multiplicity of uses that bring people to the business district. The Town should encourage both the intensification and diversification of commercial, retail, cultural and civic uses.  While the waterfront tourist image will boost downtown’s image with the local year-round population, the year-round clientele will assure that downtown feels like a real – not just a summer – place.  

Once the decision is made to promote downtown Niantic as a waterfront-themed specialty center, Niantic’s competition shifts.  It is no longer Flanders and/or the I-95 malls and shopping centers; it is now Mystic, Old Stonington, and increasingly New London.  Strategies to amplify Niantic’s competitive edge then fall into three categories: 

· Waterfront access and attractions:  The four water bodies are only hundreds of feet from all parts of downtown, but are hidden behind the rail line and private development.  Strategies should focus on celebrating views of, opening up access to, and creating park and private amenities along all four waterfronts.  

· Design and development:  Michael Haverland – who both led the Yale Design Workshop and participated in the Connecticut Main Street Resource Team – said it perfectly: “Niantic is not a Stonington or a Mystic and should not strive to be something it is not.  It is an eclectic mix of comfortable shopping and beach town coupled with a sense of a New England village.”

· Pedestrians, parking and transit:  This is the age of the automobile, and circulation and parking must be attended to.  There is the long-term prospect of a commuter rail station.  But the clear priority is on creating a walkable downtown where people park once and stay a while.  

These three groups of strategies are fully addressed in the remainder of this report.

5.  STRATEGIES:  WATERFRONT ACCESS AND ATTRACTIONS

Crescent Beach Boardwalk










· Complete the Crescent Beach boardwalk with a fishing pier, rock jetties, lighting, and public parking at both ends.

· Improve access to the boardwalk from downtown, with the long-term possibility of rebuilding the underpass at Pennsylvania Avenue.

· Create a trail system that encourages people to walk the length of the boardwalk and return along Main Street through downtown.  

· Explore a complement of shared parking, park and restaurant development at the Hole in the Wall.

The East Lyme Overlook (Crescent Beach boardwalk) is a huge success.  The boardwalk cost $3 million, paid out of State and Federal grants.  It is the result of fantastic advocacy and planning by the Town’s Waterfront Development Sub-Committee.  It has already achieved a high level of visitation, even though it was only opened this past winter.  It provides a rare ability to go to and almost touch the water, along a coastline that is nearly all privatized by homes and industry.

The boardwalk promises to only going to get better with time. The Town is now providing better park amenities, access and parking at McCook Point Park/the Hole in the Wall (on the west end), as well as at Cini Park (on the east end).  McCook Point Park is popular with East Lyme residents, and Cini Park is popular with Waterford residents, guaranteeing a flow of people from both ends of the boardwalk.  The Sub-Committee further advocates provision of more pedestrian lighting, a fishing pier, and rock jetties that will likely widen beach and create a suitable place for small craft.  

Better linkage between the boardwalk and downtown is also intended.  The goal is to create a pedestrian “circuit” that makes it possible to park at one end, walk one way on the boardwalk, and then return via Main Street.  

· At the west end, the Town has secured funding for a trail along the railroad right-of-way connecting the Hole in the Wall to Main Street.  Opening this site up with a park view and restaurant would strengthen the connection to downtown.  The #308 and/or the #312 West Main Street properties straddling the rail line may provide such an opportunity.  They are both owned by the same party, who perhaps could be convinced to build big on one of the parcels in exchange for park use of the other. Shared parking might even be provided offsite, in connection with the nearby Hole in the Wall and/or Episcopal Church lot.  The latter option is contingent on allaying – perhaps through experimentation in advance of a formal agreement -- the concerns of the Church leadership with regard to disrespectful behavior by teens or others. 

· At the east end, sidewalk/pedestrian improvements on East Main Street (between Pennsylvania Avenue and Cini Park) are the next step.  These include pedestrian scaled lighting on the north side of East Main, allowing stores and restaurants in the adjoining structures, and the prospect of a sidewalk on the south side should the rail line be shifted south as currently planned by Amtrak (as part of its upgrades for Excella service between New York City and Boston).

This huge, planned capital investment on the part of Amtrak should make additional mid-point access to and from the boardwalk possible.  Several basic options bear consideration:

· Overpass, anywhere:  Based on the overpass built in New London, an overpass will cost something like $5 million.  It will be big bulky construct, in order to get over not only the rail lines but also the electric lines.  This is not the preferred option.

· Underpass at Smith Street:  Based on the underpass built in Old Lyme, an underpass will cost something like $3 million – though this should be a great deal less if it is done concurrent with reconstruction of the rail line.  Several locations, including Smith Street, have been suggested.  

· Underpass at Pennsylvania Avenue:  Though somewhat maligned since first proposed by the Yale Design Workshop, the Pennsylvania Avenue location is likely the most practical.  This is the high point in terms of upland terrain, making it less likely that drainage within the underpass will prove difficult.  The Mobil Station site has a new owner who is reportedly open to the idea.  This is where the original underpass was, until filled in after the 1938 hurricane. 

No matter which option (overpass or underpass, Smith Street or Pennsylvania Avenue) proves most practicable, considerable lobbying will be needed, most likely through the good offices of Connecticut’s congressional delegation.  Amtrak will naturally be reluctant to commit to any additional expense.  But such advocacy is worth it.  Further access to and from downtown will make the beach and boardwalk feel safer, as it is now quite a hike from one end to the other.  It will allow more boardwalk strollers to shop and dine in Niantic, and more downtown patrons to enjoy a walk on the waterfront.

Waterfront Views











· Highlight views south from Main Street and south along Pennsylvania Avenue.

· Promote restoration of the Pilot House (the Mobil Station building) as a cafe or other use that includes references to the harbor.

Not only must the waterfront be there, it must be known to be there. Views from Main Street and Pennsylvania Avenue are essential.

East Main Street and the railroad right of way frame a narrow, triangular band of land to the east of the railroad right-of-way.  There are seven buildings in this stretch – one of which (#308 West Main) might be torn down or relocated under this plan.  The gaps between these buildings are presently occupied by parking lots.  Normally and elsewhere in downtown Niantic (as discussed later) the preferred design mode is to fill these gaps to create a more Main Street environment.  Here, on the south side of West Main, we propose leaving the gaps.  They provide rare opportunities to see the water, just on the other side of the railroad.  

However, these roughly four views of the water should be upgraded.  Several actions are in order:

· Create the railroad right of way park/restaurant described above.

· Do not obscure the views with landscaping.  Southside trees should, for instance, bloom high rather than low.

· Employ black wire fencing, instead of the usual silver or, as suggested by the Yale Design Workshop, decorated fencing.  The black wire has the advantage of being less visible to the eye.

· Encourage outdoor dining on slightly elevated platforms.  This would give patrons further unobstructed views.

· Provide a beacon at the foot of Pennsylvania Avenue that draws attention to the waterfront. 

This last option involves the former Mobil Station site.  The building here is reportedly what’s left of the original train station and pilot’s house for Niantic.  Its restoration in connection with a café reuse would be ideal.  The flagpole at the Town Green across the street could be relocated here as well.  In the long run, an underpass and bay overlook park would make sense.  This could involve relocation of the pilot house café to the neighboring lot to the west (with compensatory, shared off-site parking for Constantine’s, which now uses that lot).   Another alternative is a land swap with Memorial Park – with the monument moved to the south side of Main. The view of the waterfront down Pennsylvania Avenue is perhaps the most important in downtown, and worth the extra expense and trouble suggested.

Marina/Boater Market Population









· Augment the marinas with a community boating facility and transient mooring.

· Use joint marketing of area stores and services to promote downtown with boaters.
There are ten marinas and docking facilities – with over 500 slips – to the immediate east of downtown, along the Niantic River. The marinas reportedly enjoy a high price-point, at $170 per foot per year (pfpy) for dock space, and a waiting list of six years. The lack of expansion apparently has to do with the lack of available water frontage.

In addition, in Niantic Main Street (NMS) shopper surveys, nearly one-out-of-three surveyed consumers indicated interest in boating, jet skiing, canoeing, kayaking and rowing.  Curiously, there is a paucity of such boating activities, despite the suitability of Niantic River and Niantic Bay for small craft.  This apparently has to do with the lack of available upland.  

The Town recently bought 22 Main Street (the Bailey Property). Cini Park provides some opportunity for commercial fishing docks, recreational boating, and Transit docks at the adjoining old bridge approach, consistent with the Town Master Plan. 

The Town’s Waterfront Development Subcommittee has explored further opportunities for expansion, and has identified the Niantic Transmission Site as a potential “Community Boating Facility.”  The Subcommittee’s ideas include upwards of 200 boat slips; sailboat, kayak and/or Jet Ski rental; transient boat tie-up; dockage for dinner cruises and environmental tours; and a fish restaurant. Town maintenance headaches could be dealt with by contracting with the adjoining or one of the other local marinas.  The cost has been estimated at $5 million for acquisition, plus $5 million for improvements.  These public costs could be offset through State and/or federal dollars e for the needed environmental (“brownfield”) remediation.  The income-producing uses suggested are likely to pay for maintenance as well as some cross-subsidy with which to reduce the cost of the facilities to Town residents.  This terrific idea deserves full consideration.  Analogies exist throughout the Northeast.

Usually a protected harbor, full panoply of marinas and boating amenities, a location proximate to both Long Island Sound and the eastern seaboard, and a nearby downtown would support a significant amount of transient boating.  There are only 40 or so transitory slips, however.  (Refer to Table 5.)  This is reportedly simply a matter of there not being enough room for more!

The Waterfront Development Subcommittee has recommended transient boat mooring in Niantic Bay.  The current use of the Bay for shellfishing is seemingly at conflict with this idea, due to concerns about contamination from boats that do not properly contain their sewage.  However, the Subcommittee points out that shellfishing is mainly in winter, and thus theoretically can be compatible with summer mooring.  The Mohegan Indians Aquaculture project expires in 2006, creating new opportunities to renegotiate shared use of the Bay. Some Subcommittee members have also suggested wave attenuators, which are huge floating concrete things that protect moored boats from wave action.  This would require significant approvals and investment, however.  Certainly, the Niantic Bay mooring ideas bear further exploration, with the potential for mooring revenue to be dedicated to the maintenance of the Crescent Beach boardwalk.

The Niantic Transmission and/or Niantic Bay mooring would increase the number of boats and boaters by half or much more.  The existing and potentially augmented marinas bring, albeit on a seasonal basis, a quantity of relatively affluent people intent on spending money on particular conveniences and on eating out.  They do already, of course; but not as much as might be expected.  

Much of this has to do with retail mix, and the knowledge of that mix with boaters.  NMS tenant recruitment could target marine-related stores to help draw customers to downtown.  A West Marine Store is not likely, as they have new sites in Old Saybrook and New London.  But smaller operations are possible.  One further idea is a boat concierge service, such as that adopted at some railroad stations.  Under this strategy, a single point of contact (a person hired by NMS) would be available to arrange for dry cleaning, oil servicing, food delivery, etc., in addition to dinner reservations and the like.   Ideally, information on the available services would be both via both a website, and a loose-leaf folder listing all of the businesses and services, distributed by the marinas.

Niantic as a Waterfront Event









· Use “Niantic Bay” place names to foster the waterfront image. 

· Arrive at a full calendar of nautical and waterfront themed events. 

· Build an amphitheater in McCook Point Park.

The re-branding of Niantic as a waterfront downtown starts with marketing what is unique:  the ability to get to the water’s edge thanks to the new Crescent Beach boardwalk; and the proximity of the marinas at the Niantic River.

This can start immediately using place names.  Examples include Niantic Bay Cinemas, Constantine’s at the Bay, Bay Market (instead of the Colonial Market), Pilot’s House Café, etc.  This is of course up to each of these businesses.

The Town can pave the way by renaming Pennsylvania Avenue as Niantic Bay Boulevard, and Niantic as Niantic Bay.  Note that north of I-95, Route 161 is named Flanders Road – leading to the Flanders “Four Corners”, and south of I-95, Route 161 would be named for Niantic Bay, leading to the all-important intersection at Main Street overlooking the bay.  Such re-naming would make it easier to direct tourists to downtown. Wayfinding signs “to Niantic Bay” could be provided on Interstate 95, at the two exits serving Niantic, and on Route 158 in Waterford.  Directional signs at Exit 74 (Route 158) are a “no brainer.”  But Exit 72 and Route 158 are surprisingly important, since 90 percent of the region’s tourists come from the westerly direction (according to the Convention and Visitors Bureau), and the closest attractions of any dimension are Rocky Neck State Park (with 400,000 visitors a year) at Exit 71, and Harkness Memorial Park (with 200,000 visitors a year) in Waterford.

The waterfront re-branding of Niantic can also start immediately by creating a full schedule of waterfront theme or sited special events – e.g., a “Ni-Antics” Calendar.  This calendar could be publicized, and featured with banners across Main Street – making it visible to the ten thousand people who drive through downtown each day.  

Downtown Niantic already has a plethora of well-attended and well-established events.  Part of the strategy is simply giving these a waterfront spin.

· The Niantic Light Parade reportedly brings in 50,000 to 70,000 visitors.  Merchants, in NMS surveys, ranked it second as a downtown draw for their business. This event has been going on for well over a decade.  It features 30 to 40 lighted floats, with a contest.  It is held on a November Sunday at 5 PM, begging the question of whether a Saturday might be better for business.  Merchants could encourage sponsors to adopt nautical themes for their floats.

· Like the Light Parade, merchants sponsor Art in the Park, which was initiated seven years ago. With only about 1,000 participants, it ranked only sixth as a downtown draw for their business. It was started seven years ago.  Perhaps it would be of more image-making importance if it took place along the boardwalk or in McCook Point or Cini Parks.

· In addition to Art in the Park, a number of other events that are now held in the Town Hall Park or Town Green might be as well relocated to one of the waterfront parks and/or boardwalk.  These include the Memorial Day Candlelight Vigil and the highly successful Lions Club Lobster Festival. 

· The St. John’s Carnival on the Green is a 30-year old event that goes on for five to ten days in July.  There is then a flea market in summer.  Perhaps waterfront sports events at McCook Point Park could be timed to coincide with the Carnival and flea market, with shared parking for both.  This would allow both sets of events to reach a wider audience, to the profit of both.

· The Book Barn holds an average of one event every two weeks, with as many as 50 people in attendance, of all ages.  Perhaps one or several of these could involve hayrides, picnics or other activities that bring people to nearby McCook Point Park.
The additional use of McCook Point Park and Cini Park requires the upgrade of those parks.
 Parking and access improvements are in the works. An attractive restroom facility (not just jiffy-johns) should be built.  The proposed amphitheater at McCook Park is especially valuable.  

Outdoor sales (green markets, flea markets, etc.) help to bring people to downtown, and contribute to Niantic’s recreational shopping identity.  People watching and socializing are two of the reasons that people go to downtowns. These uses also make market sense, in that they help to absorb some of the peak demand that coincides with the warmer months of the year

In summer, the obvious choice is a farmers market. Reportedly, a local organic farm has successful waiting list, and runs a successful farmers market on old Black Point; this local farm could help anchor the farmers market.  Also reportedly, grocery stores had objected to bringing farmers market downtown; our experience is that their fears are misguided:  what they lose in terms of the sale of fresh produce they regain in terms of more clientele for dry goods and packaged foods.  The ideal site for the farmers market is on the south side of Main Street, within sight of Niantic Bay.  The ideal time for the market is Friday night or Saturday morning, to take advantage of newly arrived weekenders.

Winter is more problematic for a weekly event.  One idea might involve ice-skating.  While once expensive, new technologies are making it more affordable than ever to provide temporary ice-skating rinks in parking lots and on other flat surfaces.  Whatever site selected for the farmers market makes the most sense.  The Town’s Christmas tree lighting event should be tied to this site.

All year, a regular flea market also makes sense.  Local gift stores, etc. are often concerned about being undercut by outdoor markets.  This need not be the case if the proper precautions are taken.  First, existing merchants should be invited to participate in the markets at discounted rates.  Second, the revenue from the markets can be used to help pay for beautification projects that merchants would like to see but prefer not to pay for.  Third, they tend to draw tourists and regional residents much more than local residents.  As regional/tourist draws, they bring more spending to Niantic than would otherwise be the case.  (This can be easily demonstrated through shopper surveys on days with and without the outdoor markets.)

In arriving at the full “Ni-Antics” calendar, several principles should be kept in mind.  First, summer is the best time of year for events that need to make back their money through on-site sales, e.g., flea markets, carnivals, etc.  The shoulder seasons are the best time for events that bring in a large number of people who would otherwise simply add to the crush of summer visitation.  Winter is the best time of year for events geared to local residents, and which would draw shoppers to downtown’s comparison goods stores.  Most gift stores, for instance, make half of their sales in the two months leading up to Christmas; mid-winter sales are an important aspect of clearing out inventory for clothing and other stores that must be au courant.  


The table below presents the current roster of events, and indicates how these might be augmented.  Note that the all-important Crescent Beach boardwalk functions sometimes as a promenade, sometimes as a bleacher, and sometimes simply as a backdrop.

Table 6.  Downtown and Local Events

Rank* According To:          

Month

Event



Merchants  Shoppers

Location


Fall:

Roughly 5 in number

September
St. John’s Carnival on the Green 
--
--
St. John’s Church

October
Niantic Bay Festival 


8/9
8
McCook Point Park

Halloween Parade 


6
5
Downtown



Haunted Garden 


--
--
Children’s Museum

November
Tree Lighting and Niantic Stroll
5
7
Town Green

Possible fall additions:



Back-to-school fireworks 



Canoe, raft, kayak, sailing, Jet Ski races** 



Fishing tournament**



Regatta in Niantic River 






Weekly farmers market

Winter:
Roughly 4 in number

December
Light Parade 



2
1
Downtown

January
--




--
--
--

February
Children’s Museum Beach Party 
--
--
McCook Point Park



Bald Eagle Cruises, Captain John’s 
--
--
Waterford

March 

Harbor Seal Cruises, Captain John’s 
--
--
Waterford

Possible winter additions:



Boat theme for light parade** 



Floating bonfires and polar bear plunge** 



Temporary ice skating rink in public parking lot 
Spring:

Roughly 5 in number

April

--




--
--
--




May

Lighthouse Cruises, Captain John’s
--
--
Waterford

Memorial Day Candlelight Vigil
--
--
Town Green



Memorial Day Parade


4
2
Downtown

June

WipeOut Walkathon 3

--
--
Boardwalk



Niantic Bay 10K


8/9
9
McCook Point Park

Possible spring additions:



Easter hat promenade on the boardwalk 

End of school and fireworks 

Mermaid parade



Fishing tournament**



Regatta in Niantic River



Weekly farmers market  


 

Summer:
Roughly 15 in number

July

Fourth of July
fireworks

--
--
--



Lobster Festival (Lions Club)

1
3
Town Hall



Outdoor Arts and Crafts Show
1
3
Town Hall



St. John’s Carnival on the Green
--
--
St. John’s



Celebrate East Lyme 


3
4
Downtown



Beach parties and dances

--
--
McCook Point Park

August

Children’s Art in the Park

6
6
Town Hall 



Niantic Bay Triathlon


7
--
McCook Point Park



Beach parties and dances

--
--
McCook Point Park

Possible summer additions:


Concerts



Maritime Arts sale***



Fish food festivals



Flea market(s)

Weekly library book sales 



Weekly farmers market 







* Ranking in terms of added foot traffic/sales volume (for merchants) or attendance (for shoppers); sources:  NMS surveys of merchants and shoppers.

** Waterfront Sub-Committee suggestions

*** Connecticut Main Street Center Resource Team suggestions

Multiple sources

6.  DESIGN AND DEVELOPMENT


Mixed-Use Development










· Revise zoning to promote “infill” development and allow upstairs living.

· Promote multifamily housing reuse of the Hermitage and other industrial sites.

· Extend sewer lines up Pennsylvania Avenue and to potential development.

At 250,000 square feet (sf), downtown Niantic offers quite a bit of retail space already.  But it is segmented, geographically and categorically, with most comparison retail in small buildings on Main Street, and most convenience retail in freestanding shopping centers on Pennsylvania Avenue.  Two types of “in fill” development are needed:  

·  “Gap” infill:  While free-standing retail buildings add to the eclectic design quality of downtown, they also creates a number of “missing teeth” in the retail frontage along sidewalks on Main Street and to some extent Pennsylvania Avenue.  Relaxed bulk, setback and other requirements could promote the filling in of these gaps with stores or at least landscaped outdoor display and dining areas. 

· Shopping center infill:  The seas of parking in the two Pennsylvania Avenue shopping centers are particularly unfriendly to pedestrians.  The anchor stores might be redeveloped and moved up to the street, some day; or, more practically,  additional free-standing retail can be provided in the front.  Meanwhile and elsewhere, landscaped buffers (hedges, etc.) could be required at the sidewalk.

At ground floor rents of only $8 to $10 per square foot per year (psf/yr), retail rents not enough for new construction.  It is necessary to add value with housing development upstairs. Again distinguishing between the shopping center and sidewalk formats:  Main Street could be strengthened as row of stores oriented to the sidewalk and with ancillary upstairs living; while Pennsylvania Avenue could emerge as more of a residential street with more significant housing development.

Residential development would not only support additional development, it would add additional customers in downtown.  While numerically limited, these residents would add to the “24/7” (24-hour, 7-days-a-week) quality of downtown. These developments might also augment or create public benefits.  As examples:

· The Hermitage:  This seven-acre, three-story industrial complex could be redeveloped for as many as 150 housing units.  This redevelopment could be tied to added public access along the rail right-of-way to a public park overlooking Dodge Pond.  Its redevelopment would be consistent with the Town’s Plan of Conservation and Development (Master Plan), which calls for industrial development proximate to highway interchanges, in part to reduce truck traffic and other nuisances in the residential parts of town.

· Morton House:  This historic, former hotel is pivotally located at the northeast corner of Main Street and Pennsylvania Avenue.  It has a new owner, but is very expensive to renovate.  Anything that the Town might do to help is welcome, e.g., waiving parking requirements, and/or nominating the building to the National Register of Historic Places and thus making its restoration eligible for federal tax benefits.


Obviously, such redevelopment is contingent on market support, which in fact now appears to be emerging.  The demand for multifamily housing has increased, in large measure due to the growth in casino and tourism employment, combined with  the outstanding reputation of East Lyme’s public schools.  The demand for senior housing has also increased, in connection with the area’s growing appeal for retired people, most of whom already live in or vacation in the area.  Several developments – notably Chapman Farms – are age-restricted to older adults.  From 1997 to 2000, the Town approved 364 multi-family housing units.  These recent housing developments include:


Chapman Woods
108 units


Athena


70 units


Crescent Point

63 units


Chapman Farms
63 units


Windward Village
60 units


Nathan Hale 

33 units

The Town’s Master Plan reports that senior housing is selling in the $180,000 to $200,000 range.  Townhouses are reportedly selling in same range.  Rents are in the $1,000 per month range.  At Chapman Farms, the two- to three-bedroom units reportedly sold out at  $250,000 to $450,000.  At Windward Village, the two-bedroom units reportedly rent for $900 per month. Windward Village has elevators; most upstairs living would not.  Yet realtors report that above-store apartments are renting for $900/month as well; and they project that a “new product” could be expected to rent for $1,000/month.  A local precedent is the 170 units built above Midway Mall in Flanders.

Upstairs living would be consistent with Town policy.  The Zoning Board has allowed multi-family to support village business in the past.  The Town Master Plan calls for directing multifamily housing to sites just like those found in downtown Niantic:

· Without environmental features like wetlands and slopes

· In water and sewer service areas (more on this later)

· Close to fire protection and schools (there is a firehouse in downtown)

· Removed from large lot, residential areas

· Location in mixed-use business districts (otherwise, the requirement is that each unit be associated with 20,000 sf of land area)

Some tweaking of public policy would be needed, nonetheless:

· Master Plan indicates a preference for tying multi-family housing to “transfer of development rights” (TDR).  This should be waived in downtown Niantic, as it would add expense where we suggest achieving other public purposes (as discussed elsewhere).

· The Master Plan calls for screened and enclosed parking.  We would substitute shared parking in downtown Niantic.

· The Master Plan calls for recreation amenities.  We would suggest that a contribution to streetscape or offsite park/plaza improvements should count towards this requirement.  

· Most important, the Zoning Code indicates that residences can occupy only 40 percent of second story. This “deal breaker” needs immediate reform.

The need to provide sewer and water service is another prerequisite to residential development in downtown Niantic.  The Water and Sewer Department operates as financially independent utility.  It does not receive Town revenues; its actions do not affect the Town tax rate.  As of the writing of the Master Plan, the Town’s usage was determined to be at half of the sewer capacity of the existing system. 

The sewer and water hook-up charge is $11,000 per multi-family unit (compared to $8,000 per single-family house).  Main Street is in the sewer district; but Pennsylvania Avenue and Hope Street are not.  The Town Master Plan supports extending the sewer service up Pennsylvania Avenue, as well as to the commercial marine area along the Niantic River, and up Smith Street to the military camp.  The extension would cost somewhere in the vicinity of $800,000 per mile – which translates into a low total cost for the several blocks involved.  However, together with the hook-up charges, the sewer costs are daunting for the first development – especially if that development is only tens of units in size.  

Some sort of intervention is needed, if residential development on Pennsylvania Avenue and Hope Street are not held prisoner to the development of the first large project.  One option is for the Water and Sewer Department issue a bond to pay for the capital investment upfront, employing “Tax Increment Financing” (TIF).  TIFs involve floating a bond that guaranteed by the municipality, with dedicated repayment from the added real estate tax revenue from the increased property values that result from the bond expenditure.  It is a roundabout way of having the project pay for itself, with minimum risk to the municipality.

Niantic Cinemas and Restaurant Row








· Promote more restaurant and outdoor dining.

· Jointly market the cinema and restaurants. 

· Promote restaurants for key sites on the south side of Main Street.

One of the oddities of American shoppers is that while they are quite regimented in where they shop for gas, food, clothes, etc., they are quite eclectic in where they go out to dine.  People will drive in every which direction in order to get a good Italian meal, steak or fish dinner.  Given this pattern, a single major restaurant (such as Constantine’s) can be a major draw for a downtown.  So can a general reputation as a restaurant row.  The two can even work in tandem.  Thus, restaurants should be actively encouraged in downtown Niantic, not only for their own sake, but also as a means also to promote the visitation and visibility of other stores, and to contribute to the sociability of downtown.

Promoting restaurants would be relatively easy in East Lyme.  Regulations impeding their opening can be simply removed or amended.  Outdoor dining could be allowed on wide scale basis – this further allows expansion of dining in the summer months when the demand is at its greatest.  Safeguards could be employed to assure that neighboring residents are not imposed upon, such that the area does not become the “bar row” it reportedly once was.  Such safeguards could take the form of performance standards relating to hours of operation, hours during which drinks may be served, and ambient noise.  

Niantic Cinemas is key to the restaurant row approach.  This four-plex offers a total of 1,000 seats.  Tickets are affordably priced at $5 for seniors and kids and before 6 PM, and then only $7 later.  The closest competition is a twelve-plex in Westbrook and an eight-plex in Waterford.  

Niantic Cinemas is locally owned, and offers all sorts of opportunities for joint marketing.  One obvious choice is joint marketing with restaurants – e.g., dinner with reserved seats (the preferred inducement given that ticket prices are already quite low).  Other ideas include daytime showings and fundraisers tied to waterfront events – e.g., “The Little Mermaid” with a Main Street Mermaid parade; “Master and Commander” with a Niantic Bay Regatta; the “The Perfect Storm” with January boardwalk/beach bonfires. 

Tenant recruitment of restaurants can also be part of the restaurant row approach.  Niantic Main Street (NMS) could focus on dining categories now missing from Niantic and the area.  In NMS surveys, shoppers not only consistently named restaurants as top choice for new business in downtown, they indicated the priority order for tenant recruitment (the numbers refer to the number of people who volunteered the type of eatery that they preferred):


Mexican restaurant
67 

Italian restaurant
40

Ice cream shop
34


Fine dining

27


Coffee shop

26


Family restaurant
26


Seafood

20


Thai


20


Coffee house

18


Diner 


14



French restaurant
14

Café


13


Burger shack

13


Restaurants 

12


Starbucks

12


Taco Bell

12


Steakhouse

11


Chile’s


11


Arby’s 

11


Irish pub

10

No pizza

14

Restaurants are entrepreneur-driven businesses.  Conventional financing is not generally available.  The best strategy for securing restaurateurs is to approach the owners of other restaurants at about a distance of about one hour from Niantic, i.e., just beyond the downtown’s trade area represented by one-half hour in travel time.  Existing restaurant owners and Niantic can be expected to be concerned about the additional competition.  By way of reassurance, NMS should not recruit any types of cuisine now represented in the downtown.  The idea is to create the type of variety and range associated with a restaurant destination.

Restaurants are incredibly eclectic in the types of spaces and locales that they prefer; that is part of their appeal.  All spaces in downtown should be presented.  But if there is any emphasis placed on one locale over the other, it should be on the south side of Main Street between Methodist Street and Pennsylvania Avenue.  This area would offer the opportunity for both indoor and outdoor dining overlooking Niantic Bay and the Crescent Beach boardwalk.  It is proximate to Niantic Cinemas, with which it could share parking.  It is within a short walk of the marinas, and on the “return loop” for the boardwalk circuit.  Two key sites are the Pilot House (former train depot and Mobil Station) and the building proposed for a “temporary” police station.

Design Guidelines and Improvements








· Enact Village District guidelines and provide technical assistance to foster a “beach and boat” theme. 

· Invest in the physical realm.

Downtown Niantic is distinguished from its competition by its pedestrian scale, its historic qualities, and waterfront potential.  This requires attention to design detail; and that requires design oversight.  

Based on our experience, somehow the oversight must (paradoxically) be strict enough that they work; flexible enough that they can respond to the idiosyncrasies of sites and developments; and predictable enough that developers know what to expect in cost, time and consultation.  This last point bears emphasis:  Developers are usually more dismayed by the unpredictability of design review than the actual costs, since they will adjust their bids for property accordingly.   

A design theme is often a good idea, but only if it helps to distinguish rather than homogenize a downtown.  It therefore should be mindful of what the competition – in this case nearby quaint downtowns – looks like.


Downtown New London

Lofts, brick and stone, urban


Old Lyme Main Street

New England quaint


Old Saybrook Main Street

New England quaint


Mystic Seaport


Nautical New England


Salem Four Corners


New England quant

Obviously, a maritime theme is called for downtown Niantic.  In that case, Mystic Seaport is greatest competition.  However, it is quite small by comparison; it aims to be quaintly historical; and boating is its sole orientation.  Therefore, Niantic should pursue “beach and boat” rather than a traditional New England image.  

The Town and community have already identified a number of design considerations in its Master Plan, and have received considerable design advice from the Yale Design Workshop.  These should be codified.  They include the following:

· Use of nautical bollards and other design details

· Emphasis on natural, beach vegetation

· Preference for “fun and playful” signage and facades 

· Pitched roofs, porches, balconies

· Preservation of existing buildings along Main Street

· Conversion of houses to retail 

· Buildings close to sidewalk, parking behind

· Prohibition on Main Street of drive throughs, gas stations, wholesale commercial, and auto sales

· Bike racks in connection with new development

· Places for outdoor markets

To promote such design features, both “carrots and sticks” (incentives and regulatory oversight) should be employed.

Capital façade improvement subsidies are a common incentive.  We find that technical assistance can work just as well, if not better. 

In downtown Niantic, the most significant impediment to securing merchant interest in façade improvements is likely not whether or not they need to upgrade their property, but whether they think a priority needs to be placed on appearance, at all.  In NMS surveys, only half of the merchants indicated that they felt that their window and store displays help their business.  This likely has to do with low foot traffic, with only half of the merchants saying that they see more than 100 customers a week, on average.  Only one-out-of-three merchants own their building.  

On the opportunity side, one-out-of-three merchants said that they are considering building improvements; one-out-of-five merchants said that they are planning business changes; and a further one-out-of-fifteen can be expected to close and be replaced within the next year (based on turnover statistics).  

In this context, technical assistance saves the reinvesting and prospective merchants/property owners some expense and trouble; allows them to peg the designs to their budgets, as well as their merchandising and advertising needs; and gives them greater assurance of getting speedily through the review process.  (Given the likelihood of low dollar investments, assistance with reviews is likely to be viewed as the best feature of the technical assistance; and the need for added paperwork is likely to be viewed as the greatest impediment to using more generous façade improvement funding.)  From the Town and NMS’s perspective, more property can be improved at less cost.

On the “stick” side of the balance ledger:  A number of the building and site elements discussed above can and should be integrated into the Town’s zoning code.  Some sort of waiver process must be provided, to respond to the peculiarities of each property and project.  The Town should create a Village District overlay for downtown Niantic.  Under State law, binding discretionary design review is only allowed (for sure) in connection with Village Districts or Historic Districts.  While Grand Street and parts of Main Street may lend themselves to Historic District designation, Pennsylvania Avenue and most of the rest of downtown do not.  Yet design is important throughout the area – inexorably leading to our preference for Village District designation.

The Town could then create a special oversight board (e.g., an Architectural Review Commission).  As an alternative, the Town could rely upon the Planning Board or Zoning Board to conduct the review, with advisory input from a committee formed by Niantic Main Street.  In New Jersey, for instance, discretionary design input is provided by Business Improvement Districts, under State law.

The Town should also set the example, by investing heavily in the public realm.  This need not be all at Town expenditure, though it always involves Town leadership.  Examples include:

· Relocation of overhead wires behind buildings, in connection with new development and as they age and need to be replaced.

· Street tree planting, through fundraising.

· Landscape improvements, in connection with new development.

· Pedestrian scaled lighting, paid by Connecticut Light and Power (CL&P).

7.  STRATEGIES:  PEDESTRIANS, PARKING AND TRANSIT

Pedestrian Safety and Amenities









· Provide pedestrian-scaled lighting, street trees and other pedestrian amenities – working outward from the Main/Pennsylvania intersection.  

· Promote outdoor dining and sales, ground floor retail, and evening store hours. 

· “Traffic calm” Main Street and Pennsylvania Avenue. 

When compared to sprawl retail development, downtown Niantic’s key advantage has to do with its historic orientation to pedestrians, not cars.  It is all-important that the downtown make the most of this asset, as malls and shopping centers are now trying to imitate the increasingly popular pedestrian qualities of traditional downtowns.

The Niantic streetscape and scale evolved over time.  Its upgrade must be equally evolutionary and eclectic if it is to stay authentic – emphasizing problem-solving more than homogenization.  The needed improvements have as often to do with pedestrian safety (including “traffic calming”) as with pedestrian pleasure (including aesthetics).

· Night lighting:  Pedestrian-scaled lighting should be employed to make the sidewalks and retail frontage more appealing.  A significant part of downtown’s business will take place after dark, thanks to Niantic Cinemas and the proposed restaurant row.  Connecticut Light and Power (CL&P) is reportedly working on a decorative lighting scheme for Niantic.  They should be encouraged to adopt the Main Street block between Methodist Street and Pennsylvania Avenue as their “test block.”

· Pedestrian amenities:  As a summer destination, this especially includes shade trees, benches, and an outdoor restroom, ideally sited close to the centrally located intersection of Main Street and Pennsylvania Avenue.  (The Yale Design Workshop called for flowering trees along Pennsylvania Avenue, which would have the added benefit of creating a handsome gateway as drivers approach downtown and come within sight of Niantic Bay.)

· Require ground-floor retail/restaurant uses on critical blocks: These presently are limited to Main Street between Methodist Street and Pennsylvania Avenue, and Pennsylvania Avenue between Hope Street and Main Street.  In a resort area like Niantic, realtor offices should be viewed as a retail activity.

· Promote evening hours on Fridays and Saturdays throughout the year, and on most days of the week during the summer:  This cannot be mandated; it thus relies on persuasion.  The priority should be placed on the Main Street block between Methodist Street and Pennsylvania Avenue, where many restaurants and Niantic Cinemas are located.     

· Promote outdoor dining and display:  Such activity animates the streetscape, and adds to the social atmosphere.  As it is dependent on warm weather, it also coincides with and helps to address the summertime spikes in shopping and dining.

· Curb cuts:  The Town’s Plan of Conservation and Development (Master Plan) calls for restrictions on curb cuts, which present safety hazards for passing pedestrians, and which tend to be redundant, especially where there are opportunities for side street entries, inter-lot connections, and/or shared access/egress.


· Focus on street crossings:  Crosswalks should be highlighted with decorative paving, which also functions to alert vehicle drivers that they should pay more mind to pedestrians.  The key intersections are: (1) Grand Street and Pennsylvania Avenue -- proximate to both the Colonial Market and Post Office, which are two major generators of activity; (2) Hope Street and Pennsylvania Avenue – consistent with the key turn off for municipal parking as well as Ring’s End Lumber; (3) the railroad right-of-way and Main Street – coinciding with a greenway trail now under construction; and especially Main Street and Pennsylvania Avenue.

· Make these crosswalks a community cause:  Raised pavers were suggested for the Main Street/Pennsylvania Avenue intersection – and were vetoed by the Connecticut Department of Transportation (DOT), which has jurisdiction over both Main Street (State Route 158) and Pennsylvania Avenue (State Route 161).  Paint will wear off.  Our experience is that DOT is being unreasonable; and they should be pressed to the limit.

Obviously, these improvements are manifold and cumulatively expensive.  They need not be done all at once.  The guiding principle should be to work out from the intersection of Main Street and Pennsylvania Avenue.  This is the “100 percent” corner – i.e., the place most visible to and most frequented by people going to and through downtown Niantic.  Every dollar invested in the safety and appearance of Niantic as a pedestrian place will have its greatest real and imagined impact here.  

Parking Convenience








 

· Employ “parking management” to promote long-term parking in the lots and turnover of on-street parking.

· Stripe on-street parking.  Provide diagonal parking wherever possible.

· Allow off-site parking.  Promote shared parking.  Enact “Payment in Lieu of Parking” zoning.

· Create a large and well-signed public parking lot to the northwest of Main Street and Pennsylvania Avenue.

Parking is not a significant handicap, yet.  Nearly half (43 percent) of the businesses that participated in NMS’s survey said that there is plenty of convenient parking downtown.  The Niantic Parking Survey prepared by the Southeast Connecticut Council of Governments (SCCOG) corroborates this impression.  

Parking problems have, at present, more to do with parking management than aggregate supply.  According to NMS merchant surveys, three-out-of-four businesses provide private parking for customers and employees; such parking inventory is more effective if shared.  One-out-of-four customers park on the street; there is a need to assure turnover of these prime parking spaces.  Business doubles in summer, when the staff for stores grows as well by 50 percent to accommodate the added activity; parking demand is most acute on summer Saturdays.  Niantic Cinemas alone generates a spike in demand for 300 to 400 parking spaces on summer weekends (based on an average of two people per car, applied to their peak audience of 700 to 800 people, based on interviews with the owners).  Merchants report that only one-in-twenty customers and one-in-ten employees use off-street public parking. 

The solutions therefore also lie with parking management.

· On-street parking supply.  It should be possible to increase the amount of on-street parking in downtown by about 25 percent, and at minimal cost – especially in comparison to the cost of acquiring land for public parking lots.  This increase can be achieved by (1) striping parking spaces on Main Street and Pennsylvania Avenue, thereby cutting down on inefficiencies as cars park catch-as-can-can; and (2) adding diagonal parking on Grand Street, Hope Street, and wherever else road widths permit.  Re-striping usually adds something like 15 percent to the inventory; and diagonal parking adds something like 30 percent.  The success of added diagonal parking on Methodist Street points out the ease, low expense and immediate benefits of re-striping.

· On-street parking regulations:  Customers simply prefer to park on-street, closer than 400 feet, and within sight of the front entrance to the shop they are headed to.  In truth, they usually do not park here; but they have to think that they might.  (This behavior is not very different from that of customers who drive up to the entry to the mall and then look for a parking space as they drive away.)  On-street parking turnover should be enforced through meters or other time regulations. 

· Off-street parking supply:  There are, as noted, significant amounts of off-street parking, nearly all of it in private lots.  The ideal would be to consolidate these lots, especially in the highly convenient area to the northwest of Main Street and Pennsylvania Avenue (to the southeast of Hope Street and the railroad right of way parallel to Methodist Street).  Short of consolidation, cross-access agreements here and elsewhere increases the convenience of searching for parking in downtown.

· Off-street parking lot access:  Not only must there be parking, there must be known to be parking.  The Town should provide signage directing customers from Pennsylvania Avenue and Main Street to the municipal parking lot off of Hope Street.  Alleyway connections to Pennsylvania Avenue and Main Street are also desirable.  These alleyways should be landscaped, improved with pedestrian-scaled lighting, and lined wherever possible with store windows and outdoor dining.

· Parking requirements:  The Town of East Lyme was way ahead of most municipalities when, in 1989/1990, it provide an “exemption overlay” that moderated the requirements for off-street parking for downtown uses, mindful that downtowns offer unique opportunities for shared and public parking.  That law allows more intense uses within the same building footprints.  It can now be strengthened by employing:  (1) Payments in Lieu of Parking (PILOPs) that allow developers to pay something like $3,000 per parking space into a municipal parking fund in lieu of providing the spaces themselves, (2) off-site parking options anywhere within downtown, provided that the off-site parking is open to the public, and (3) broader shared parking incentives (e.g., 25 percent reduction in parking requirements in connection with shared parking).

Part of the reason why there is no parking shortage (as yet) is that downtown is under-performing.  With 450,000 square feet (sf) of retail space, downtown would normally need something like 1,000 to 1,500 parking spaces (both on- and off-street, private and public).  This would seem to be more than that now provided.  It is therefore useful to plan ahead for a time when downtown will fulfill its potential as a destination, and need more parking as a result.

The Town Plan of Conservation and Development (Master Plan) calls for additional purchase of land for municipal parking.  Two areas are suggested.

This first involves consolidated parking at the Hole in the Wall.  This potential parking lot can intercept drivers coming from the west, where most of Niantic’s residents and most area tourists can be expected to drive from.  It can be shared with people headed to the Presbyterian Church and McCook Point Park/Crescent Beach boardwalk.  Eventually, it might serve commuters traveling by rail.

The second area involves consolidated parking between Hope Street and Main Street (on the north and south), and the rail right-of-way and Pennsylvania Avenue (on the west and east). This is the most convenient spot both for both vehicles (since people can turn in there from any number of directions) and peak use (since nearly all of downtown is within 1,000 feet of this location).  The greater part of the downtown’s public and private off-street parking is already located here. Therefore, much of the cost can be avoided through prudent easements, re-grading, and cross-access agreements.  The only relocation that may be needed would involve New London Tape Distributors, which, it bears noting, employs only nine people.  The owners of the Colonial Market shopping center, Niantic Cinemas and Ring’s End Lumber, hold a significant amount of the privately owned land.  These are in fact the principle beneficiaries of parking improvements in this area.

However much and wherever parking is provided, it should achieve a high design quality.  The Master Plan calls for higher design standard, including permeable lot paving materials and ample landscaping, as a matter of principal.  It also makes business sense:  after all, the goal is to appeal to tourists and affluent shoppers. 

Rail Service












· Lobby for a commuter rail station in Niantic.

Perennial proposals for greater use of the rail line will increase over time.  Interstate 95 (I-95) is growing more congested, with extraordinary costs anticipated for its widening.  There is the threat of “Peak Oil” and a return to 1970s style gasoline prices.  There is greater interest on the part of elected officials in transit.  The Shoreline East Service eastward from New Haven ends only to the west of Niantic, while a short distance to the east is New London – with its ferries to Long Island and Block Island, as well as its Amtrak rail station.  New London is a logical terminus for Shoreline East, bringing commuter train service right past Niantic. 

The Town and community are rightly planning ahead for this possibility.  The East Lyme Master Plan calls for a rail stop, presumably where it once existed at the foot of Pennsylvania Avenue.  In fact, the former Mobil Station building is the former train depot.  

We instead suggest a location at the Hole in the Wall.  This site has more room for “kiss and ride” drop off, with fewer traffic complications than at the foot of Pennsylvania Avenue.  There is the prospect of shared parking with McCook Point Park and the Presbyterian Church, both of which experience quite different peaks than commuter parking. There is an existing underpass to bring pedestrians to either side of the rail line.

There are manifold benefits of a commuter rail station to downtown Niantic.  First, it would bring a regular clientele to downtown.  Transit use in cities with transit resources rarely exceeds 5 to 10 percent of all commuters.  East Lyme’s 10,000 working residents would therefore generate (at most) something like 500 to 1,000 rail commuters.  But these would constitute a steady clientele for downtown Niantic, helping to restore its centrality in the daily life of many more East Lyme residents.  

Second, the romance of rail would augment the romance of Main Street.  This may, in the end, be the more important impact.

The community and Town should step up their advocacy for a rail station. The Shoreline East Service only started in 1996, and is operated by the State Department of Transportation (DOT).  Every ride has to be subsidized, with little prospect that this will change.  (Know, in fairness, that every car ride is also subsidized:  highway/road construction and maintenance is a major public element of federal, State and especially municipal budgets.)  DOT, with its traditional emphasis highways and disdain for transit, is likely to resist expansion of the Shoreline East Service.  Extending rail service to Niantic would involve lobbying State Representatives, the State’s Congressional Delegation, Amtrak, and the Governor, as a prerequisite to obtaining approval from DOT.

8.  SOURCES

Publications












Niantic Main Street compiled the following documents:

· Connecticut Main Street Center, Action Plan for the Revitalization of Niantic Village:  Resource Team Report for the Niantic Main Street Program, January 2003. (“Resource Team”)

· Southeastern Connecticut Council of Governments (SCCG), Housing a Region in Transition:  An Analysis of Housing Needs in Southeastern Connecticut, 2000-2005.

· SCCG, Regional Transportation Plan for Southeastern Connecticut:  FY 2004-2005, 2004.

· Southeastern Connecticut Enterprise Region and Southeastern Connecticut Council of Governments, Comprehensive Economic Development Strategy for Southeastern Connecticut, 2004.

· Town of East Lyme, Plan of Conservation and Development, 1999.  (“Master Plan”)

· Town of East Lyme, A Vision Statement and Report for the Future of East Lime’s Waterfront, prepared by the Waterfront Development Sub-Committee for the Board of Selectmen, December 2004.  (“Waterfront Vision Statement”)

· Town of East Lyme, Zoning Regulations, as amended through October 2004.

· Yale Urban Design Workshop, The East Lyme Charrette Report, April 1997.

Briefing Book












Niantic Main Street prepared a “Briefing Book” for the technical assistance, including the following items.

· A Brief History of Niantic, prepared by Jeff Benedict and Mark Princevalle.

· Average Daily Traffic Report, prepared by the Connecticut Department of Transportation, 2003.

· Business Survey Results, October 2004.

· Consumer Survey Results, December 2004.

· Customer Survey Results, prepared for Gracie Gracie, spring 2004.

· Demographic data for 1, 3, 10 mile radii from Niantic, Town of East Lyme and New London County, prepared by CERC, 2004.

· East Lyme Demographic Characteristics, prepared by the U.S. Census Bureau, 2000.

· MLS Listing Report, prepared by Mary Poola, February 2005.

· Mystic & More:  Advertising Conversion Study Summary, prepared by the Center for Research and Public Policy, for the Connecticut Convention and Visitors Bureau, 2002.

· Niantic downtown events, major generators, comparable / competitive local shopping districts, and major employers, based on 2004 data.

· Niantic Main Street Business Inventory, January 2005.

Participants












A great many and broad range of people attended focus groups and workshops in the course of the technical assistance.  These include the following people (with apologies for the many more who attended but did not “sign in” on the occasion, and the few who were invited but in fact were unable to attend):

Josephine Beebe

Coin Shop property

Jane Bredeson

Niantic Main Street

Paul Breglio

Morton House

Kevin Broulliard

Tri Town

Carol Cave
Bayberries

Mathew Cini
Waterfront Subcom,

Mike Collins
State Trooper

Robert Cope

Hall Communications

Rev. Michael Crane
Niantic Baptist Ch.

Paul Cushing

Pro Tek

John D’Amato

D’Amato Brothers

Mike Dunn
Dunn Enterprise

Gary Farrugia

The Day

Linda Fecteau
Youth Services

Paul Formica

Flanders Fish Market

Ralph Fortuna
Atlantic Pizza prop.

Rose Fortuna
Atlantic Pizza prop.

Michelle Frascarelli
Citizens Bank

Donna Gada
Bayberries

Richard Gada

Guy’s Oil

Jeff Gaito

Niantic Main Street

Mike Gianttassio
Public Works Dept.

Colleen Gresh

Niantic Main Street

Sharon Hansen
Dept. of Finance 

Ilene Harris

Niantic Main Street

Sonya Hoisington

Hoisington Realty

Catherine Irwin

Resident

Arthur Ives

Niantic Main Street

John Jensen
Economic Dev. Com.

Hon. Ed Jutila
State Assembly

Paul Kramm

Resident

Dave LaBrie

Inn at Harbor Hill

Cathy Landers

Shore Publishing

Don Landers
Harbor/Shellfish Com

Jack Lewis

Silver Skate

Pat Lewis

Silver Skate

Alex Masse

Chelsea Groton Bank

Don McKenzie

Boats Inc.

Andrew McKirdy

Niantic Main Street

Jeff McNamara

Niantic Main Street

John McTurk

Colonial Market

David Miko
Haynes Elem. School

George Michell

Mitchell Trust

Terry Mitchell

Mitchell Trust

Tony Mollica

Children’s Museum

Richard Morris

Fire Marshal

Bill Mujlholland
Zoning Dept.

Mark Nickerson
Zoning Commission

Dimi Orphanides

Windward LLC

Ben Orvedal
Chapman Woods

Andy Pappas

Constantine’s

Meg Parulis
Planning Dept.

Norm Peck

Pequot Properties

Mary Poola
Rachel Thomas Prop.

Dave Putman
Parks and Recreation

Rev. Page Rogers
St. John’s Episcopal

Michelle Royce

Niantic Main Street

Mike Romano

Adams Plaza

Lucyh Schuman

Niantic Center School

Marvin Schutt

Resident

Francine Schwartz
Planning Commission

Kevin Seery
Education Board

Candy Shapiro

Gracie Gracie

Martin Smith
CT Real Estate Serv.

Teri Smith

Smith’s Acres

Charles Staub

Niantic Main Street

Ron Stevens
Waterfront Subcom.

Kel Tyler

Niantic Lumber

Randy White

Book Barn

Cathy Wilson
Senior Services Dept.

David Zoller

Niantic Main Street
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