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Downtown Charlottesville Pedestrian Mall: 
Business Impact Survey 
January 15, 2008 
 
Introduction 
 
 In recent years, the City of Charlottesville has recognized the need 
to make physical improvements to its historic Downtown Pedestrian Mall. 
The mall was built in 1976 by closing a portion of Main Street to vehicular 
traffic. As in many other cities across the United States, the goals of 
creating the Downtown Pedestrian Mall were to redevelop 
Charlottesville’s downtown and to attract residents and businesses back 
to the area. Today, among its beautiful trees and historic architecture, 
there are signs of the mall’s age: buckling walkways, aging infrastructure 
and dated fixtures. The City is proposing upgrades that will correct safety 
and drainage concerns, maintain the signature mature tree canopy and 
update key features such as lighting and fountains. 
 
 As part of the process of updating and renovating the Downtown 
Pedestrian Mall, the City is seeking input from an array of stakeholders 
including residents, visitors and business owners. The latter group is of vital 
importance to the City as the restaurants, retail stores and entertainment 
venues are the driving force behind the mall’s success. Most agree that 
the update is necessary and everyone is aware that the process of 
construction may be disruptive and possibly devastating to businesses if 
not managed properly. With that in mind, the City has contracted with 
MMM Design Group to lead the effort in using this input to plan and 
implement the update. 
 
 In an effort of inclusion and transparency as well as working to 
minimize the impact of the renovation process, MMM Design Group has 
initiated a three part communication approach. First, they will convene 
regular public meetings jointly with the City before and during 
construction. Second, they have conducted the Business Impact Survey. 
The survey was created to gather information from businesses on 
foreseeable, specific issues that are expected to arise during the 
proposed renovation. Third, MMM Design Group will conduct a public 
relations campaign to provide a continuous message that the mall will 
remain open for business during the renovations. 
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 This report focuses on the second element of MMM Design Group’s 
communication effort previously mentioned: the Business Impact Survey.  
The following aspects of the survey will be discussed: 
 

• Rationale 
• Design 
• Promotion, Delivery and Data Gathering 
• Profile of Respondents 
• Trends/Common Themes 
• Key Points 
• Conclusions and Recommendations 

 
A summary document, the Business Impact Survey Quick Facts! is 

also available as part of this undertaking.  
 
Rationale 
 
 In any construction project, the possibility of disruptions, delays and 
dirt are always present. Projects initiated by public entities sometimes risk 
the perception as being conducted in an atmosphere of secrecy and 
exclusion. The overall goal of the City and MMM Design Group in 
communicating with downtown businesses is to dispel this perception 
before the project begins. By integrating input from businesses during the 
planning stages, the intent is to minimize the impacts of the construction 
process on business operations. 
 
Design of Survey 
 
 In designing the survey, the Project Team chose to focus on how 
businesses operate now and how adjacent construction may effect those 
operations. Recognizing that each business has unique methods of 
interfacing with customers, employees and suppliers, the survey was 
designed to encourage participants to explain their particular situations. 
Many of the questions were written in an open-ended format in order to 
accommodate participant comments.  

 
The Project Team chose to collect feedback from businesses in 

private interviews. The quality and the detail of the information gathered 
in a one on one setting is typically greater than any other method. In the 
interest of time and in order to meet with as many businesses as possible, 
the interviews were limited to 30 minutes each and the questions were 
focused on access to the businesses. In addition, an on-line version of the 
survey with the same questions was offered to businesses that could not 
attend an interview. 
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Promotion, Delivery and Data Gathering 
 

 On December 20, 2007 a letter inviting businesses to participate in 
the interviews was sent out by Jim Tolbert, Director of Charlottesville’s 
Department of Neighborhood Development Services. 150 of the letters 
were hand-delivered to businesses with locations on the main mall and 
those on each side street. Scheduling of the interviews was coordinated 
by the City’s Department of Neighborhood Services.  

 
Initially, there were few requests by businesses to be interviewed. 

The Project Team then made a series of phone calls, personal visits and 
sent e-mails urging businesses to participate, and the response rate 
subsequently increased. 
 
Profile of Respondents 
 
 Of the 150 invitees, information was gathered on 46 business or non-
profit entities. 39 individuals were interviewed, some representing more 
than one organization. As was hoped by the Project Team, the majority of 
the data was collected in interviews with an additional three responses 
being submitted through the on-line survey. 
 
Types of Businesses Polled 
 

The 46 entities represented in the response group included Retail 
Stores (38.3 percent), Restaurants (19.1 percent), Non-profits (14.9 
percent), *Other: Art Gallery (3), Salon (1), Parking (1), Media (1) and 
Property Management (1) (14.9 percent), Entertainment Venues (6.4 
percent) and Professional Services (6.4 percent). There were no interviews 
conducted with healthcare, financial/banking or hospitality businesses. 
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Types of Businesses Polled

Prof. Services
6.4%

Entertainment
6.4%

*Other
14.9%

Non-Profit
14.9%

Restaurant
19.1%

Healthcare
0%

Banking
0%

Retail
38.3%

 
 
While an inventory of businesses by type currently is not available, it 

is estimated that there are 120 retail stores and 30 restaurants on or 
adjacent to the Downtown Mall. There are also many nonprofit 
organizations and professional service firms in the area as well, but the 
exact number of these is also not known at this time. Although an exact 
measurement of the respondent group as a representative sample is not 
possible to attain, the overall response rate of 30.7 percent and the 
participation of Retail Stores at 15 percent of the estimated total and 
Restaurants at 27 percent of the estimated total provides considerable 
confidence.  
 
Number of Employees 
 
 Based on the number of employees, all respondents fell well below 
the U.S. Small Business Administration’s definition of small, that being less 

*”Other” category included Art Galleries (3), Salon (1), Parking (1), Media (1) and 
Property Management (1) 
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than 250 full time (or fulltime equivalent) employees. The majority (51.1 
percent) of the participants had five or fewer employees placing them in 
the category of “Microenterprise” as defined by the Association for 
Enterprise Opportunity. Only one respondent, a restaurant had more than 
25 employees. In the case of restaurants, the exact number of employees 
was difficult to attain due to their reliance on seasonal and part time 
labor. 

Number of Employees

16-25
21.3%

26-35
2.1%

36 or more
0%

0-5
51.1%

6-15
25.5%

 
  

Years in Business 
 

  The participants were asked for the number of years in business in 
total and the number of years in business in a Downtown Mall location. All 
respondents had operated their businesses at their current location or in 
the case of a few, somewhere else on the Mall. The number of years in 
operation ranged from less than a year to over fifty years. The majority of 
respondents have been in business for more than 10 years (34.0 percent). 
Those in business from five to ten years was 21.3 percent, two to five years 
was 25.5 percent and two years or less years was 19.1 percent.   

 
 

*Full time or full time equivalent employees 
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Years in Business

More than 10
34.0%

Less than 2
19.1%

2 to 5
25.5%

5 to 10
21.3%

 
Trends/Common Themes  
 
Knowledge of Project 
 
 Participants were asked for their knowledge of the proposed 
Downtown Mall updates in order to gauge the effectiveness of 
communication to date and to better craft discussions for subsequent 
public meetings. All of the respondents knew that the replacement of 
paving bricks would be a part of the update however, there was very little 
known about the scope of the project or the timing. There were questions 
from a majority of the participants regarding the extent of the utility work, 
tree replacement or changes to water features. There was a general 
awareness that the project construction would begin no sooner than 
January of 2009, but there was no definitive knowledge of the timing and 
staging of the project. 
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Representative Comments:  
 

“To upgrade a high-heel trapping, gutter and grate dodging 
walkway to a pedestrian friendly path among restaurants, 
businesses, and park-like space while maintaining the fire lane and 
upgrading utility, water, sewer, and public services to the businesses 
and residents on the mall.” 

 
“Replace bricks, underground utilities, improve lighting, improve 
trash receptacles, new trees. It will be done a block at a time.” 

 
 “Brick replacement without mortar. Better pedestrian flow. Adding 

public seating. Upgrade utilities. Add electrical and replace trees.” 
 
Employee Access 
 
 Most respondents explained that parking availability and 
affordability are the main difficulty in regards to employee access. Their 
perception is that construction would make parking more difficult for 
employees who park on the streets. Participants with employees using one 
of the parking decks did not see many additional problems with access. 
 
Representative Comments: 
 

“Access isn't the problem, it's parking for employees.” 
 
 “If it is frustrating to get in, it will cause problems with morale; maybe 

offer free parking for a while - keep it smooth for people who have 
to be here.” 

 
“Parking rates are already too high (they [employees] have to 
move their cars every two hours). Not sure what construction will 
mean for them.” 

 
Threats to Business During Construction 
 
 As expected, many of the participants noted possible threats to 
their business during the construction updates. The severity of the threats 
ranged from being inconvenienced to being put out of business. 
Businesses that had been in operation for less than five years tended to 
believe that the renovations would pose a greater threat to them than 
their peers who had been in operation for longer periods of time. Also, 
businesses located on side streets felt that pedestrian traffic to their 
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locations was less than the main mall during favorable conditions. Most in 
those locations anticipated that any construction near them would 
severely decrease their sales.  
 

Questions were also posed to determine if there were any particular 
times of day or year that would be less disruptive for businesses during 
construction. Due to the differing types of customers and visitors, the only 
time of day that appeared to suit most respondents was from 10 p.m. to 
10 a.m. on weekdays and 2 a.m. to 10 a.m. on weekends. While they 
were not a targeted audience in this survey, it is unlikely that downtown 
residents would share this sentiment.  Seasonally, the only “favorable” time 
of year for construction that was mentioned consistently was January 
through March.  

 
The following divides the responses by business type in order to show 

common concerns.  
 
 Restaurants:  

 
• Loss of patio space if currently part of operation 
• Fewer access options for customers and deliveries 
• Disruption of utilities 

 
Representative Comments: 
 

“Everything and everyone comes through the front door: people, 
deliveries and trash. If the mall is disrupted in front of us, we will 
close.” 

  
 “Any disruption or closure of the patios will hurt us. Also, any loss of 

electric or gas for any amount of time.” 
 
 “The loss of the patio in the spring or summer will kill our business.” 
 
 Retail Stores: 

  
• Reduced visitors; people avoiding the Downtown Mall all 

together 
• Restaurant trash not being picked up; construction 

dumpsters, debris, supplies and dirt 
• Difficulty receiving deliveries from Fed Ex, UPS and others 
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Representative Comments: 
 

“Deliveries are coming in on dollies, so that may be an issue when 
work is being done between the place where drivers park and my 
front door. Since 5th Street has been closed, we no longer receive 
deliveries from freight trucks. When we did, we could buy larger 
quantities and at a better price.” 

 
“The delivery drivers tell me that they don't want to be more than a 
block away from the shop and they must always have access to my 
front door.” 

 
 “UPS and Fed Ex drivers have very little parking. The City police are 

not very understanding. Furniture delivery is already difficult. 
Construction will make it worse.” 

  
 Entertainment Venues: 
 

• Access for large trucks loading and unloading equipment 
• Bus parking 
• Queuing and releasing of attendees 

 
Representative Comment: 
 

“Unloading of equipment and parking of tour buses is already very 
difficult and some acts will not play here. Construction will make it 
worse.” 

 
 Professional Services: 
 

• Loss of street parking for clients and business partners 
• Access for office supply deliveries (UPS, FedEx, etc.) 
• Reduced access to offices for clients 

 
Representative Comments: 
 

“We are a destination for our clients. Most of our business can be 
handled elsewhere (client's office, coffee house, home, etc.) if 
necessary. The greatest threat is inconvenience in walking to our 
office on the mall. I do not see that as disruptive of our business as 
we can work around it for a reasonable period (12 months or less).” 
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“Employee access to the office and to businesses (especially 
restaurants) during the day.” 

 
Art Galleries: 
 

• Public perception that events will not continue 
• Pedestrian flow between parking decks and galleries 
• Loss of tourist traffic 

 
Representative Comments: 
 
 "If they disrupt 5th Street, we are screwed." 
 

“We need to have a strong public relations campaign to combat 
negative media attention.” 
 
Non-profits: 
 

• Parking for tour buses and vans 
• Decreased volunteer support 
• Transportation alternatives (bicycle, bus, other) 

 
Representative Comments: 

 
“We rely on volunteers and many are elderly. Anything that will 
cause them to have to walk further or cross impediments will impact 
them getting here.” 
 
“Transit system to the mall needs to be improved.” 
 
“…nature of work could affect interns or board members getting 
in.” 
 
“People should be encouraged to bike or walk -good example is 
Pearl St. Mall in Boulder, Colorado.” 
 

Key Points 
 
The survey closed by seeking input on design aspects that the 

respondents would consider enhancements to the Downtown Mall. The 
responses fell into two categories: Physical Design and City Policies. There 
was equal concern among the respondents regarding what the updated 
mall would look like and how it should be operated. This section will 
provide highlights of those two areas. 
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Physical Design Implications 

 
A majority noted that two public amenities were absent in the mall 

currently. First, many suggested that public seating be added throughout 
the mall. Second, it was recommended that public restrooms be added 
at the west end of the mall as the east end of the mall has public 
restrooms in the Visitor’s Center.  

 
Lighting was discussed in several contexts: safety, visibility, 

aesthetics and decoration. Street lighting was seen as lacking on some 
parts of the main mall and was viewed as particularly absent on the side 
streets. Not only was this seen as a safety issue, many businesses located 
on side streets noted that after dark, they had a marked decrease in 
customers. Others commented that the lamp posts were dated and were 
not in keeping with the era of the Downtown Mall buildings. Finally, 
decorative lighting for the trees and buildings was discussed. Regardless 
of business type, it was the consensus of the participants that decorative 
lighting should be consistent along the mall and its side streets.  

 
Signage on the main mall directing visitors to side street businesses 

was considered to be attractive, yet ineffective. In several interviews, it 
was suggested that the City incorporate signage in the mall updates that 
would better highlight businesses off of the main mall. A few noted that 
the City had completed a signage plan, but had not yet funded it. 

 
The transformation of the mall to more of a restaurant and 

entertainment destination from a predominately retail center raised some 
concerns about pedestrian flow due to increased café spaces. Some 
(even in the restaurant business) suggested moving the patios closer to 
the center of the mall as part of the mall updates. 

 
Representative Comments: 
 
 “Create and maintain truly public spaces. Bring back Central Place 

and the fountain; they have been encroached by cafe space and 
kiosks. Use Pike's Place in Seattle as an example of good mix of use 
and easy pedestrian flow.” 

  
“Color signs on the main mall and streets to advertise what is here. 
Put ‘foot prints’ on mall to ‘walk’ shoppers to side street businesses.” 
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"…’semi-permanent’ shelter for outdoor cafes (kiosks that tie into 
the canopy of the trees).” 

 
“…[keep the mall] accessible for kids and strollers.” 
 
“Create more pocket parks, soft sculpture and water elements.” 
 
“Sustainable (green) design elements; Mall wide WiFi; more kid and 
family friendly features, more water features.” 
 
“Add electricity and water in patios.” 
 
“Put in computerized fountains (Ex. Stony Point in Richmond).” 
 
“The posts that hold the chains around our patios are not fixed into 
the ground. We have had patrons and passers-by fall into the 
chains and be hit by the falling posts.” 
 
“Fiber optic for businesses and/or free wi-fi.” 

 
Policy Implications 
   

Note: Businesses across all categories agreed that how the City 
operated the mall is more important to their success than any physical 
attributes. The issues noted in this section would be present even in the 
absence of any construction or renovations. Commonly sited issues 
included vehicle access (both pro and con), City-sponsored promotions, 
a single point of contact with for mall businesses with the City and limiting 
the practice of panhandling. 

 
Many businesses thought that the restrictions on vehicle access on 

the main mall and cross streets hindered their success. Businesses on both 
locations agreed that they had difficulties receiving deliveries due to the 
lack of parking and/or drive through capability for trucks. It was 
recommended that the City should consider permanently opening more 
side streets to vehicular traffic or to allow deliveries to be made on 
pedestrian-only areas during certain times of day. For example, trucks 
would be allowed to drive across the mall and on the main mall from 7:00 
a.m. to 9:00 a.m. on weekdays. 
   
 Marketing was also an issue for many retail stores. With the possibility 
that consumers will not visit the mall due to construction, it was suggested 
that the City sponsor a marketing and public relations effort to increase 
mall visitors.  It was also recommended that the City appoint one person 
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or entity to be the point of contact for communication with Downtown 
Mall businesses. 
     
 Finally, the issue of homeless people on the mall was discussed as a 
reality and with sympathy by businesses. While noting that the City Police 
limited the practice of panhandling, it was considered by many 
businesses to be a deterrent to repeat visitors. Even those advocating 
adding public seating and restrooms tempered their recommendations 
with how it may attract more soliciting. The City will need to further 
address this delicate issue in the future. 
 
Representative Comments: 
 

“Look at Duke of Gloucester Street in Williamsburg as an example. It 
has car, truck, bus, carriage, bike and pedestrian traffic all 
coexisting quite well.” 
 
“The City should be interviewing the delivery companies…” 
 
“Cross mall (car) traffic helps access to mall.” 
 
“Change garbage pick up so that we no longer have bags sitting 
out in front of shops.” 
 
“Use European model of having delivery/support trucks on mall 
during slow times (early a.m. for example) and then shut it down to 
only pedestrian traffic.” 
 
“Stop mall crossings, provide more places to walk.” 
 
“Trash is an issue. This situation could be improved by having side 
streets cleaned by the street sweeper.” 
 
“Signage is confusing; it needs to be improved.” 
 
“Place vendors in the center of the mall, not in from of stores; that 
draw traffic away from store.” 
 
“Peddlers take business away from stores and do not pay much to 
set up on the mall.” 
 
“Provide free parking on Main Street to catch the Trolleys here. “ 
 
“Offer cab vouchers.” 
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“Have trash picked up in containers that you pay an annual fee for 
instead of putting out bags with stickers.” 
 
“Keep lines of communication open; no surprises!” 
 

 
Conclusions and Recommendations 
 

Based on conversations with the Project Team prior to launching this 
survey, there were no real surprises that surfaced. However, the process 
will enable better planning and communication now that business 
concerns have been catalogued. As in any intervention of this type, the 
City has now raised an expectation that it should respond to the 
information that it has gathered. 

 
An immediate use would be for the Project Team to present the 

findings of the survey at its next public meeting and to post the results on 
the Downtown Mall website (www.mydowntownmall.com). Concerns 
such as garbage pick up, mall signage and street lighting should be 
acknowledged soon and publicly. 
 

In conclusion, the leading business issue is managing the realities 
and perceptions of access for customers and suppliers to the Downtown 
Mall with or without construction. 
 
 


