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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 

Randall Gross / Development Economics (RGDE) completed a Retail 
Market Analysis for the Old Takoma Business Association (OTBA). Based on the 
findings from this market analysis, RGDE and his associates also provide 
strategic recommendations to strengthen and enhance the unique Old Takoma 
commercial district, maximize Takomaôs market capture, retain and grow existing 
businesses, and recruit new business to the area.  The overall process for this 
study included a retail market analysis, stakeholder input, strategic planning, and 
outreach to potential tenants and investors.  
 
Retail Market Findings 
 
 The Retail Market Analysis found that there will be gross demand for 
about 160,000 square feet of retail business use in the Old Takoma study area 
over the next five to seven years. Given that there is about 100,000 square feet 
in existing retail use, the study determined that there will be ñnetò warranted retail 
demand for about 60,000 square feet of additional retail space in the near future. 
About 53% of this demand is for ñshopperôs goodsò stores, mainly in the general 
merchandise category and in certain specialty goods. About 19% of the demand 
will be for convenience goods, including expansion of grocery store food 
opportunities. There is also significant demand for entertainment, plus some 
additional eating & drinking and personal service use.  
 

Based on the findings of the market analysis and input from the consumer 
intercept surveys, the following new business mix has been recommended to 
compliment and build on the existing OTBA business base: 
 

 Expand Takoma Park-Silver Spring Co-Op and include outdoor café 

 Gardening Center; with supplies, garden/cooking classes, and programming 
associated with the Farmerôs Market 

 Local-source restaurant, and a ñstreetcarò diner offering breakfast 

 Health spa / fitness & medicinal; child & senior health specialties 

 Sporting goods store (e.g., bicycling center, with linkages to trail systems) 

 General merchandise anchor store 

 Destination art supply store  

 Pub or bar (or move Olive Bar to street front) 

 Information ñHub,ò with book/music store & coffee, Internet caf®, IT Center 
(classes/offices), and non-profit offices & information center 

 More live performance & film, including an expanded regional music/dance 
festival and summer movie nights 

 Rehabilitation of the Takoma Theatre as a community arts & cultural center; also 
environmental meeting & conference space in heart of district 

 Tourist attraction (streetcar museum or alternative energy Innovation Center) 
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The Three Unique Districts 
 

A focus of this recommended mix is on strengthening the overall 
destination draw of the OTBA area, since many specialty businesses can benefit 
from maximizing regional inflow. The study recommended integration of these 
new or expanded uses within the three existing unique business districts, rather 
than expansion of the business districts to create one long corridor.  The 4th & 
Metro area should remain focused on dining, culture, civic/community uses & 
entertainment, anchored in part by the rehabilitated Takoma Theatre.  Old 
Takoma would remain focused on specialty shopping, but with infill development 
including an anchor (general merchandise store) to strengthen the links from the 
Metro along Carroll. Takoma Junction would remain a distinct and separate 
convenience commercial district anchored by an expanded food Co-op. 
Pedestrian activity (such as outdoor café) and pedestrian linkages would be 
strengthened between the co-op and other retailers across Carroll at Takoma 
Junction.  
 
Marketing Strategies 
 
 Key strategies for marketing, business recruitment, physical development, 
and management were recommended to help guide OTBA in strengthening the 
business districts. An emphasis on more pro-active programming and marketing 
was encouraged. Programming should include an extensive public art campaign 
(some of which is already underway), celebration of gateways and improved 
streetscape, façade improvements, and business signage were emphasized. 
Marketing themes should be focused on the communityôs unique brand of 
progressivism, with a particular focus on health of mind, body, and spirit.  
 
 Key marketing strategies include development of a comprehensive 
marketing plan, to help guide overall efforts. Branding and imaging should be 
developed for all marketing outreach materials.  Again, the communityôs unique 
characteristics, such as its political progressivism, might be emphasized in 
marketing and branding efforts. The marketing strategy made some mention of 
the importance of ñcurb appeal,ò to include maintenance and improvement of the 
physical space (addressed further through development strategies).  Printing of 
collateral materials, such as brochures, was deemed to be important, along with 
website and online marketing. Beyond regular online sites, the strategic role of e-
marketing and social media like Facebook is explored as it is particularly relevant 
to the marketing efforts of a specialty, destination-oriented business district like 
OTBAôs. Advertising strategies are discussed, along with special events as 
fundraisers and opportunities to increase exposure. Finally, a public relations 
outreach campaign is encouraged.  
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Business Recruitment 
 

Business recruitment efforts began with consultant outreach to target 
tenants and developers based on the findings from the market analysis. 
However, such outreach should continue into the future, led by OTBA. A 
recruitment plan should be developed to target the types of businesses identified 
in the recommended mix based on the market analysis. The OTBA should work 
directly with the City of Takoma Park, D.C. Mayorôs Office for Planning & 
Economic Development, and Montgomery County on a local entrepreneurship 
program to encourage local, independent businesses. These types of businesses 
are most likely to lend the OTBA area its unique qualities for attracting 
destination shoppers. Montgomery County-Maryland National Capital Park & 
Planning Commission and the D.C. Office of Planning should also contribute to 
the development of an Urban Design Plan for the OTBA area, as a basis for 
future development and business recruitment.   
 
Development & Management 
 
 Development and management strategies were recommended that focus 
on enhancing the business district as an operating space. First, there is the 
recommendation for infill development to ñactivateò dead spaces, especially 
between the Metro and the heart of the Old Takoma business district on Carroll 
Avenue. Infill development would help address one of the serious deficiencies 
identified as part of the site assessment of physical conditions in the study area. 
The lack of active commercial activity on certain blocks between the Takoma 
Metro station and the main part of the Old Takoma district creates a serious gap 
that reduces the overall draw of the commercial district as a destination. Interim 
use of the Ecco Park site was recommended, although this may be mooted if the 
project does move forwards as planned within the next few months. Creating 
commercial frontage for the Takoma Business Center is also recommended, but 
the physical and legal viability of such activity would have to be tested further. 
Redevelopment of several parking lots and integration of ñpadò sites (CVS 
Drugstore, 7-11, etc) with new development is also recommended.  
 

Permanent programmed use for the Metro ñParkò is also recommended. 
One concept for programming is an alternative energy ñInnovation Centerò which 
could showcase cutting edge green building technologies and house meetings 
and conferences on the subject. The building could also offer ground-floor retail 
along with technology space and upper-floor residential use. Having a high-
density use near the Metro is also in keeping with green, sustainable, transit-
oriented development.  Such activity could also showcase Takomaôs progressive 
ideals, become a symbol for the community and a civic node in the heart of the 
district.  
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 Urban design improvements, as noted above (public art, gateways, 
streetscaping, etc), are also an integral part of enhancing the physical 
environment and help to leverage private sector re-investment. Overall, an Urban 
Design Plan is recommended to help bring many of these concepts into a more 
comprehensive discussion and to place the ideas on paper for future 
development. When there is a physical plan with buy-in from community 
stakeholders and property owners, it is much easier to move physical projects 
forward and for key stakeholders to see how they can personally benefit from 
implementation.  Planning efforts can also be used to strengthen management 
efforts, including consensus on later store hours and an overall parking 
management program. As a start, this strategy recommends longer time limits for 
the existing meters in the district to allow time for shopping.  Specific actions and 
timetables for implementation of such strategies are contained in the 
Implementation Action Plan included at the back of this report. 
 
 Overall, the market analysis and strategic plans recommend strengthening 
OTBA as a destination commercial area with three distinct nodes. Because of the 
specialty nature of many of the existing businesses and the general lack of traffic 
and highway exposure, OTBA is more dependent on destination marketing 
strategies that take aim at specific target markets. Focusing on the communityôs 
unique history of progressivism and emphasizing its strengths as a hub for health 
of mind, body, and spirit can help to define specific marketing efforts. There is a 
need to create more synergies between existing uses through better physical 
planning, especially between the Takoma Metro station and Old Takoma. An 
Urban Design Plan can help address key issues including streetscape, infill 
development, traffic flow, parking management, and public art.  The Market 
Analysis helps inform this future planning effort as the OTBA moves forward to 
strengthen its unique and exciting business environment.  
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INTRODUCTION 
 
 This report provides a summary of findings from a retail market analysis 
for the Old Takoma Business Association (OTBA). Based on these findings, the 
report also provides strategic recommendations to strengthen and enhance the 
commercial district, maximize Takomaôs market capture, retain and grow existing 
businesses, and recruit new business to the area.  The overall process for this 
study included a retail market analysis, stakeholder input, strategic planning, and 
outreach to potential tenants and investors (underway).  
 
 Inputs to the process included extensive field reconnaissance and site 
analysis to assess the overall marketability of the OTBA Study Area for retail 
businesses. OTBA and its economic restructuring committee provided input, 
along with business visits and interviews with 25 business owners or operators in 
the area. Interviews were also conducted with brokers and property owners. A 
consumer intercept survey was conducted with almost 140 shoppers in the 
OTBA area.  Employees of Gryphon Scientific volunteered their time, 
uncompensated, to implement the survey.  Takoma Park residents including 
Susan Lindauer also participated. Surveyors were trained by Sagesse, Inc., a 
member of the consulting team.  
 
 The market analysis involved the definition of trade areas and niche 
markets for OTBA businesses and potential products and services. Demographic 
analysis was conducted and retail demand forecasted for the trade area. An 
assessment of competitive commercial nodes was conducted in order to forecast 
the potential market capture for the OTBA study area, in terms of the types of 
establishments by specific retail category expressed in both sales and warranted 
square feet of retail space. An appropriate business mix (including specific types 
of stores) was recommended based on the findings for this market analysis.   
 
 Marketing and development themes and concepts were introduced and a 
stakeholder meeting was held to gather additional input. Finally, strategic 
marketing, development, and management plans were drafted along with an 
Action Plan detailing key steps for OTBA towards implementation over the next 
three years. Sagesse, Inc. provided invaluable input to the Marketing Strategy as 
a part of this consulting team. Outreach is now being conducted by the 
consultant to potential tenants, developers, local government, and investors to 
introduce the market findings and discuss key opportunities and constraints to 
site locations and development. Input from these outreach interviews will be 
incorporated into a brief summary Addendum report to be provided at a later 
date.  
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 The report is structured to discuss the findings from the site 
reconnaissance, business interviews, and site analysis as part of an Existing 
Conditions summary in Section 1. Section 2 includes the findings from the 
Consumer Intercept Survey.  Section 3 summarizes findings from a market 
demand assessment and Section 4 provides the retail market potentials and a 
recommended business mix for the OTBA Study Area. A marketing and business 
recruitment strategy is provided in Section 5, with development and management 
recommendations provided in Section 6. Finally, a draft Implementation Action 
Plan is provided in Section 7 as a guide for the way forward for OTBA over the 
next three years. Appendices at the back of the report include detailed tables.  
 

As noted previously, a brief outreach report will be provided at a later date 
with information gathered through meetings with potential tenants, developers, 
municipal government, and investors. The report will include some more detailed 
recommendations with respect to business recruitment and development based 
on input gathered through the outreach.  Collectively, the market report and 
follow-up outreach provide recommendations for OTBA to strengthen its 
businesses, attract and recruit new businesses, and capture a larger share of the 
potential market base. These reports stand only as a guide, and it is up to OTBA 
to define its own path in light of these recommendations.  
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Section 1.  EXISTING CONDITIONS 
 
 This section describes existing conditions within the Old Takoma Business 
Association (OTBA) area and how these conditions impact on the general 
marketability of the area for retail businesses.  Key factors affecting marketability 
include location and access, exposure, retail building space, parking, urban 
design, and general physical conditions. The existing business mix has been 
inventoried and is described in this section. In addition, existing business 
conditions are summarized based on information collected through interviews 
with almost 25 OTBA businesses. Finally, the overall image of Takoma Park is 
discussed as it relates to retail marketing. 
 

Location & Access 
 
 The OTBA study area is located partly in Washington, D.C. and partly in 
Takoma Park, Maryland. It comprises a linear commercial district that stretches 
along portions of MD Route 195 (Carroll Avenue), MD Route 410 (East-West 
Highway), Laurel Avenue, and 4th Street, N.W.  Carroll Avenue is the primary 
corridor through the study area and it is crossed by Eastern Avenue, the 
boundary between the District and Maryland. The business district is physically 
comprised of three distinct nodes:  
 

 Takoma Junction (located at the intersection of Route 410 and Carroll), 

 Downtown Old Takoma (located in the area surrounding the intersection 
of Carroll and Laurel), and  

 Old Takoma 4th & Metro (located along Carroll, Cedar, and 4th Streets, 
N.W.).   

 
Takoma Junction is located in Maryland, Old Takoma 4th & Metro is 

located in D.C., and Downtown Old Takoma straddles the D.C.-Maryland border. 
 
Local Access 
 
 Automobile access to the study area is generally provided by Carroll 
Avenue, from East-West Highway in Maryland and Blair Road or Piney Branch 
Road in the District.  A number of neighborhood streets also link the commercial 
area to residents of surrounding communities in Takoma Park for pedestrian, 
bicycle, or automobile access. However, access can be confusing for visitors 
unfamiliar with the road network in the area. Several roads change names or 
merge with other roads. For example, Route 410 is also known variously as 
Philadelphia Avenue, Ethan Allen Avenue, and East-West Highway. Route 410 

mailto:Rangross@aol.com
mailto:Randall@ADEC1.com


Randall Gross / Development Economics 

USA: 2311 Connecticut Ave Ste 206 Washington DC 20008. Tel 202-332-7430. Fax 332-1853. Rangross@aol.com 
AFRICA: African Development Economic Consultants (ADEC). 27-11-728-1965. Fax 728-8371. Randall@ADEC1.com 

9 

also merges with Carroll Avenue for one block, between Philadelphia Avenue 
and Ethan Allen. Access from the south on the District side can be especially 
confusing. Traffic from downtown D.C. traveling north on Georgia Avenue or 
Piney Branch Road would have no indication of where to turn in this largely 
residential neighborhood in order to access the OTBA businesses.   For those 
familiar with the road network, however, the study area is relatively accessible.    
 

  
Map Showing the Three Commercial Nodes of OTBA  

 
Regional Commutation & Vehicular Traffic 
 
 The study area is situated within the Washington Metropolitan Area, near 
several important Washington-area commuter routes. These routes include New 
Hampshire Avenue (MD Route 650), Piney Branch Road (MD Route 320), and 
Georgia Avenue (U.S. Route 29). These regional roads carry significant volumes 
of commuter traffic, mainly oriented north-south into downtown D.C.  For 
example, Georgia Avenue carries 35,000 vehicles per day as it enters the District 
and New Hampshire Avenue carries 38,000. These roads link to the Capital 
Beltway (I-495) which in turn provides east-west access to communities 
throughout the Washington Metropolitan Area.  However, these routes bypass 
the study area.1 
 

East-West Highway (Route 410), a less-traveled east-west route across 
southern Montgomery and Prince Georgeôs counties, does enter the study area 
for one block at the intersection with Carroll Avenue.  Route 410 connects 
Takoma Park directly with downtown Silver Spring and nearby communities. 
Average Daily Traffic (ADT) on Route 410 (Philadelphia Avenue) near Carroll is 
9,560, significantly lower than the traffic along the other commuter routes in the 
area. In fact, Route 410 traffic counts fall from a height of 22,240 in downtown 
                                                 
1
 Average Daily (vehicular) Traffic (ADT) counts generated by Maryland Department of Transportation, 

State Highway Administration, Highway Information Services Division, 2008. 

  

 

 

 
Takoma Junction 

Downtown Old Takoma 

Old Takoma- 

4th & Metro 
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Silver Spring to 13,410 near Colesville Road and 11,040 near Piney Branch, 
before reaching the study area. Therefore most of the traffic on this road is 
concentrated near Silver Spring.2 
 
 Carroll Avenue is the primary route through the study area, linking all three 
commercial nodes together. Carroll has an ADT of 9,892, according to Maryland 
Department of Transportation data from 2008. Therefore, Carroll carries 
significantly less traffic than nearby commuter routes. This is important because 
businesses located along or near Carroll Avenue do not benefit from the traffic 
volumes and therefore, exposure, generated along other nearby roads.  
 
 Pedestrian traffic is also modest on Carroll Avenue. In general, pedestrian 
volumes are high in the AM and PM rush hours, when local residents are walking 
to or from Metro.  However, these volumes appear to fall off significantly during 
the working hours of the day. Some businesses have adjusted by opening later in 
the day and focusing their operating hours to the PM rush. There is some lunch 
hour pedestrian traffic generated by area offices, local government, retailers, and 
schools.  According to data collected in 2005 by Wells & Associates, there is an 
average 785 pedestrians during the AM peak hour and 432 pedestrians during 
the PM peak hour at the Metro station (Carroll).  At the intersection of Blair Road, 
Cedar Street, Carroll, and 4th, there is an average 376 pedestrians at AM peak 
hour and 379 at PM peak hour.3 
 
 While overall traffic volumes are relatively low compared with the regional 
arterials that bypass the area, there is some rush-hour congestion, particularly at 
Ethan Allen Avenue (East-West Highway) in Takoma Junction. The level of 
service (LOS) at the Junction is likely to be ranked fairly low, although traffic 
engineers would need to take a closer look at the signal performance to 
determine the severity of the problem at that location.  
 
Mass Transit 
 
 The Takoma community developed in large measure as a result of the 
extension of streetcar lines from Washington into the area. Known as one of the 
first ñstreetcar suburbs,ò Takoma has always had a strong relationship to rail 
transit. Metrorail carries many of Takomaôs current residents into D.C. or other 
areas for work and other activities. Metroôs Takoma station, which opened in 
1978, is located on Carroll Avenue, between Cedar Avenue and Blair Road.  The 
station has 146 parking spaces and 38 bicycle racks.  
 

The Red Line provides access from Takoma to Union Station, Metro 
Center, Silver Spring, and other major transfer points. The station is also served 
by seven Metrobus and seven Montgomery Transit Ride-On lines. About 830 bus 

                                                 
2
 Ibid. 

3
 Wells & Associates, LLC. Takoma Metro Joint Development Transportation Impact Study, Dec. 21, 

2005, p.14 
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trips are scheduled on a typical weekday, and 450 per day on weekends, 
according to bus schedules.  
 

Washington Metropolitan Area Transit Authority (WMATA) data suggest 
that about 6,500 passengers boarded at Takoma Station in 2007. This compares 
with about 14,800 passengers boarding that same year at Silver Spring station. 
In 2009, boarding passengers are estimated at 6,800 based on annualized May 
figures. Takoma passenger counts appear to have increased at the rate of about 
1.9% per year since 2002.  

 
The most recent passenger surveys at Takoma Station were conducted in 

2002. Those surveys indicated that 12,194 passengers boarded and alighted 
from Metro trains at Takoma Station. (Importantly, the number of Metro 
passengers traveling via Takoma Station is higher than the number of vehicles 
passing through the area on a daily basis).  Information from the passenger 
surveys is discussed in more detail below as it relates to key factors impacting on 
the retail market.   
 

Travel Mode. The 2002 passenger surveys also indicate that more than 
41% of passengers walk to and from the station, while about 33% take the bus 
to/from the station. Just one-quarter of Takomaôs Metro passengers arrive or 
depart by road transportation, with 14% park & ride, 8% ñkissò & ride, 1% bike, 
and less than 1% taking a taxi.   

 
Purpose of Trip. More than 74% of all boarding passengers at Takoma 

Metro in 2002 were traveling to work and 69% of alighting passengers are 
traveling from work.  Wells & Associates also notes that the Metro parking lot is 
essentially filled to capacity during working hours. The WMATA surveys indicate 
that 12% of alighting passengers at Takoma Station are traveling on a ñpersonalò 
trip, such as to visit family or friends, 5% for job-related business, 4% for school, 
and less than 4% expressly for shopping or dining. Only 3% are alighting at 
Takoma for sightseeing. Thus, the share of Metro passengers arriving in Takoma 
for shopping, dining, or sightseeing is relatively low. Based on the survey data, it 
is estimated that about 500 Metro passengers arrive in Takoma each day on 
average expressly for shopping or dining. 
 

Exposure 
 
 Locations within the study area offer businesses a limited degree of 
exposure. Those businesses located near Takoma Metro Station and the 
WMATA parking lot gain relatively good exposure to pedestrian and vehicular 
traffic due to their proximity to the station.  In general, however, the study area 
overall suffers from a lack of exposure because of its location off of the main 
commuter roadways and surrounded by low-density residential neighborhoods.  
This would not be a problem were it not for competitive retail activity stretching 
along other commercial corridors and concentrated in major commercial nodes 
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throughout the region. In this context, the OTBA commercial district acts not as a 
ñdowntownò for small city, but rather as a hidden gem competing in the complex 
retail market of a major metropolitan area.   
 
Signage & Naming 
 
 Compounding this problem is the lack of signage indicating directions to 
the OTBA area from roads such as New Hampshire Avenue, Georgia Avenue, 
and Piney Branch Road. In particular, there is a need to direct traffic towards the 
study area from Georgia Avenue via Piney Branch as well as from New 
Hampshire Avenue.  Within the OTBA area itself, there are several signs and 
small gateways but the boundaries of the area or its three distinct nodes are not 
clearly defined through gateway signage.   Nor is there a distinct and consistent 
brand or message portrayed texturally or pictorially in signage, posters, 
consistent urban design treatments, or other aspects of the urban environment.  
Apparently Takoma business district directional signs did exist on D.C. streets at 
one time, but these were removed for road construction and never replaced.  
 

There does not appear to be a consistent name used in business signs, 
directions, or street signs that links the disparate nodes together. If ñOTBAò and 
ñMain Street Takomaò are the two distinct organizations covering most 
businesses in the area, then these names only appear sporadically and not 
consistently throughout the area. Nor do names for each individual node register 
to the visitor. Either those names appear too infrequently, are coupled with other 
names for the area (e.g., Takoma Park), or do not appear at all. The name 
Downtown Old Takoma seems to be used infrequently on business signage and 
business owners themselves switch in conversation between Downtown Takoma 
Park and Old Takoma. Finally, the consultant was not able to identify any 
directional sign, map, street sign, business sign, gateway structure, public art 
work, or other visible marketing device that uses the name ñOld Takoma 4th & 
Metroò within or near that particular node. Nor was it clear that all businesses 
know or use that name. Ultimately, there is a need for consistency in naming, 
whether for three individual nodes or for the area as one distinct district.  
 

Parking 
 

 Most of the OTBA area has access to on-street parking, 
and there are also off-street parking lots available to shoppers in 
certain areas. Meters along Laurel Avenue allow on-street 
parking for up to 30 minutes. While it is important to ensure the 
availability of parking through turnover, 30 minutes is sufficient 
mainly for a convenience stop but does not allow sufficient time 
for shopping in a mile-long corridor of small specialty stores.  
Short-term parking should be limited to areas where 
convenience stores are concentrated, while longer-periods would 

normally be allowed in districts that are trying to encourage destination shopping.    
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Parking lots located behind the Laurel Avenue shops have been set aside 

for consumers. However, there is insufficient directional signage for these lots 
and visitors who are unfamiliar with Takoma may not be aware of these lots. 
Finally, there are lots such as the one between Willow and Carroll that offer high 
visibility and availability at a prime parking location, but yet restrict parking to 
building patrons.  The scope of this study did not include an assessment of 
parking demand & supply or management in detail. Rather, this study only 
provides general context from the marketing perspective. 
 

Buildings & Physical Conditions 
 
 The OTBA area generally presents a positive, clean and attractive 
physical environment for shoppers. The areasô historic character is an important 
asset, along with the diversity of building types and styles. Key observations with 
respect the areaôs physical layout and conditions are summarized below. 
 
Massing of Nodes 
 
 The OTBA area includes a total of about 100,000 square feet of existing 
retail commercial space (discussed in more detail later in this section), plus 
housing, office, apartments, funeral home, churches, and other building uses. 
The largest share (about 45%) of the ground-floor building space is concentrated 
in Downtown Old Takoma (along Carroll between Willow and Tulip, and along 
Laurel from Carroll to Eastern).  Downtown Old Takoma is most recognizable as 
a traditional downtown or main street commercial district, because of its tightly-
woven collection of small street-front retail shops and other businesses. The 
highest concentration or ñ100% Cornerò is located at the Clock Tower 
(intersection of Carroll and Laurel), where there are ground-floor retail 
businesses on three street fronts. Laurel Avenue has its own distinct character, 
with a string of long-running specialty stores.  
 

There is one newer two-story mixed-use building in this area that has 
ground-floor retail and upper-floor office space, located closer to Tulip. This 
building is somewhat out of character with the small-scale, art-déco or early 20th 
century commercial structures in the area but does add some diversity to the 
architectural mix.   Victory Towers, a 12-story high-rise senior apartment building 
is located nearby at the eastern end of the node. At the western end, the 10-story 
Takoma Business Center office building provides another high-rise ñbookendò to 
the Downtown Old Takoma node. Here, the tight storefront densities have 
already dissolved into suburban set-backs.  
 

The Takoma Junction node (with about 20% of the OTBA retail space) is 
generally confined to small attached street-front buildings in strips along Carroll 
Avenue, one block west and north from Route 410.  Aside from the Takoma 
Park-Silver Spring Co-Op (TPSS), most of the retail space in this area is located 
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on only one side of Carroll Avenue. Because of the location of businesses and 
the smaller scale of retail use, Takoma Junction has less concentration and 
massing of commercial activity than the Downtown Old Takoma node.  

 
Old Takoma 4th & Metro (roughly 30% of OTBA retail space) is confined to 

commercial buildings along 4th Street, N.W. and around the Metro, spread along 
Carroll Avenue up to Eastern/Willow. The 4th Street area at Carroll is, in some 
ways, a mirror image of the Takoma Junction area, with businesses located 
mainly on one street edge and around a corner (plus one large and distinct 
business across the street (The Culture Shop)). However there are is also a 
restaurant (Grand China) visible across Blair Road from the 4th Street shops. The 
Takoma Theatre building anchors the end of the strip, at Butternut Street. Other 
commercial buildings are located further up Blair Road.  

 
Across from Takoma Metro is a mixed collection of relatively high-density 

commercial, religious, and residential buildings that continues along the south 
side of Carroll to Willow. One of the larger ñstorefrontò buildings in this area 
houses a large funeral home. A CVS drugstore is located on the next block 
towards Eastern. A small 7-11 store and the Big Bad Woof are the only retailers 
located on the north side of Carroll east of the Metro, although the Bank of 
America and Community Printing are also located in this area. The undeveloped 
site of Ecco Park is located between these two retail businesses. In general, this 
area has the feeling of being a ñno manôs landò because of the lack of street-front 
activity. This issue is discussed in greater detail later in this section.  Other 
buildings in the area include the Douglas Building and the Washington 
Theological Seminary. 
 

One-Sided Shopping. Even at the Clock Tower, the ñ100% cornerò for 
retail activity, only three corners are actually retailed. One of the ñcornersò is 
occupied by lawns adjacent to Takoma Park 7th Day Adventist Church. 
Essentially, there is only one block in the entire mile-long stretch of the OTBA 
business corridor that has retail businesses on both sides of the street: Carroll 
Avenue between Laurel and Westmoreland.  Practically all other blocks are ñone-
sided,ò including: 
 

 Carroll, between Westmoreland and Tulip (Savory is on the next block) 

 Carroll, between Route 410 and Lee Avenue (except for the Co-Op) 

 Carroll, between Grant and Philadelphia 

 Laurel, between Carroll and Eastern 

 Carroll, between Maple and the Metro (except for 7-11) 

 Carroll, between Willow and Maple (one retailer on each side) 

 4th Street, between Carroll and Butternut  
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Historic Character 
 
 The OTBA study area offers a nostalgic character that shoppers 
appreciate. Many of the buildings are small in scale, built in the early 20th 

century. Several offer art deco or other 
architectural flourishes that provide the area 
with a sense of style. The small, streetfront 
buildings and tight walkways also provide a 
small town ñmain streetò environment that 
shoppers also appreciate.   While the district 
does not offer the early-American urban 
streetscape of an Alexandria or Georgetown, 
Old Takoma has its own place in the 
historical context of the Capital City.  

 
Urban Design 
 
 Minor streetscape improvements have been made to the Downtown Old 
Takoma node, along Laurel Avenue (including a median strip and clock tower) 
and portions of Carroll Avenue in Montgomery County. This node is 
characterized by brick sidewalks, small-scale buildings, tree plantings, gaslite era 
lamps, and on-street parking.  By comparison, the area between Downtown Old 
Takoma and the Metro station is characterized more by its lack of urban design, 
off-street parking, large parcels, and underdeveloped land.  Overhead utility lines 
cross over most of the study area, but seem to be more visible and in higher 
concentrations along the stretch from Downtown to the Metro.  Much of the urban 
design context has contributed to a physical disconnect and gaps along the 
corridor, as described below.   
 

Surprisingly, the OTBA area lacks a strong public art program. Given that 
the area has a reputation for both the 
visual and performance arts, it seems a 
serious gap in marketing that there is 
not a vibrant public art display 
throughout the district. There are, 
however, open studio art tours, events, 
festivals, and other programmed 
activities celebrating Takomaôs strong 
arts scene. Also, there are public art 
projects planned or under way, 
including a mural at the Takoma Metro 
station.  
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Physical Disconnect & Gaps 
 
 The OTBA study area is long and linear in shape, stretching more than 
one mile along Carroll Avenue and adjoining streets. The sheer length of the 
district presents a challenge to some consumers, who would not chose to park at 
one end or the other and walk the entire length of the corridor and return. As a 
result of the districtôs physical configuration, it is more likely that shoppers will 
make trips to specific stores or destinations and visit nearby businesses, rather 
than consider the entire OTBA area as a single shopping experience. This effect 
is compounded by the presence of low-density ñgapsò and a physical 
ñdisconnectò between the three commercial nodes. The lack of commercial uses, 
the presence of lower-density residential neighborhoods, a drastic change in 
business mix, and other factors serve to prevent shoppers from crossing from 
one node to another.  
 

Downtown-Junction Gap. A large share of the OTBA businesses is 
concentrated within Downtown Old Takoma. Commercial activity within this node 
basically ends at Park Avenue, and there is a gap in commercial use between 
Park and the Takoma Junction node that starts at Philadelphia Avenue.  The 
scale of the Takoma Junction node is relatively small, and the gap between these 
two nodes means that it is more difficult for Takoma Junction to benefit from 
proximity to the main commercial core of the district.  Further, there are 
connectivity issues within Takoma Junction (discussed later in this section). 
 
 Downtown-Metro Disconnect. There is also a disconnect between 
Downtown Old Takoma and the Old Takoma 4th & Metro node.  Some of this 
disconnect relates to the jurisdictional boundary between Washington, D.C. and 
the City of Takoma Park.  For example, Montgomery County has invested in 
some streetscape improvements (see above) from their border through 
Downtown Old Takoma while D.C. has not made such improvements on their 
side. Thus, there is a visible difference between the two jurisdictions along 
Carroll Avenue.  
 

More importantly, the overall urban environment changes dramatically 
between Willow and Cedar. Downtown Old Takoma and Old Takoma 4th & Metro 

are both comprised of small-scale, 1 and 2-story 
vintage street-front commercial buildings. In the 
ñno-manôs landò between Willow and Cedar, 
however, there are large lots, more underutilized 
land, and larger building footprints. There is a 
high-rise office building with set-back (Takoma 
Business Center) and lower-density retail 
buildings like the CVS pharmacy with suburban-
style parking in front. There is also vacant and 

under-utilized land in this area including the site of the proposed Ecco Park as 
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well as the open space behind Takoma Park 7th Day Adventist Church. Buildings 
located in Downtown Old Takoma seem to have their ñbacksò turned to this area 
(see photo to left), further isolating this node from the 4th & Metro node and the 
Metro station.  
 
 The Metro Overpass. Finally, the Metro overpass itself presents a 
physical barrier and disconnects businesses west of the Metro from the rest of 
the commercial district. If commuters are heading to or from Metro from Takoma 
Park, there is little incentive for them to visit businesses further west along 4th 
Street.  Similarly, visiting shoppers would be less likely to walk west to 4th Street 
(except to visit a specific destination) than to 
travel up Carroll Avenue into Downtown Old 
Takoma, where the majority of shops are located. 
As noted above, there is a mural project 
underway to help soften the impact of this barrier. 
 
Public Spaces 
 
 The OTBA area has several small public 
spaces that are available for community use and 
add amenity value to the commercial area. One of 
these is Gazebo Park, located at Carroll and Westmoreland Avenue in 
Downtown, where there is a Gazebo Stage available for concerts and other 
activities. There is also the small community triangle park created at the site of a 
former filling station in Takoma Junction. It is not clear that this space is used on 
a regular basis, but it does make a pleasant gateway out of the commercial area. 
Finally, the Metro Park provides a public green space adjacent to the Takoma 
Metro station.  
 

Existing Retail Inventory & Business Mix 
 
 Existing businesses were inventoried and summarized by retail category 
in order to assess the existing retail mix. The OTBA area has a total of about 
103,000 square feet of retail space, which is equivalent to the size of a 
community shopping center. There space is disaggregated into about 68 
individual storefronts. There is a relatively equal distribution of space between 
convenience and shopperôs goods, both at about 27 to 28% of the overall mix. 
Convenience Goods stores sell merchandise such as necessities for which the 
consumer spends minimum time and effort to purchase. Generally, consumers 
do not travel far from home or work to purchase convenience goods. Shopperôs 
Goods stores sell ñdestinationò merchandise for which the consumer spends 
more time and travels far greater distances to comparison shop. Eating & 
drinking establishments account for another 21% of the retail space. Personal 
services businesses (such as barber shops, spa treatments, and nail salons) 
occupy 12% of the space, and entertainment uses occupy 4% of existing retail 
space. However, it should be noted that entertainment space only includes 
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venues designated for that use as their primary purpose. There are also 
restaurants in the area that occasionally offer live music performances and other 
forms of entertainment.    
 

Table 1. COMMERCIAL SPACE BY RETAIL 

 
CATEGORY, OTBA AREA, 2008 

    Category Number Sq. Feet Percent 

    Convenience Goods               10           29,435  28% 

Shoppers Goods               23           27,800  27% 

Eating & Drinking               13           21,650  21% 

Entertainment                 1            4,000  4% 

Personal Services               13           12,250  12% 

Vacant                 8            8,200  8% 

      TOTAL               68         103,335  100% 

    Sources:  State of Maryland, businesses, &  

 
 Randall Gross / Development Economics.  

 
 A more detailed inventory of existing retail uses is summarized in 
Appendix Table A1. Within the more detailed categories, personal services 
represent the largest number of businesses (13), followed by full-service 
restaurants (7) and fast-food restaurants (6). There are also a large number of 
apparel & accessory (5) and gift (5) stores, followed by home furnishings, food 
stores, and miscellaneous shopperôs goods stores.  The largest share of retail 
space is occupied by full-service restaurants and personal service 
establishments, followed by health & personal care stores (such as CVS). Fast-
food restaurants, grocery, convenience food stores, apparel, and gift shops also 
occupy their fair share of the space.  
 
 Experience suggests that commercial nodes 
weighted equally between shopperôs goods and 

convenience goods serve 
as destination shopping 
districts but are also 
heavily oriented to a local 
market base. This is the case with the OTBA area, 
which has a number of convenience businesses 
but is also oriented to destination shopping in the 
form of specialty merchandise. For the purposes 
of this report, ñdestinationò businesses are those 

that draw their market in large measure because of their appeal as a destination 
for shoppers. Destination businesses can be large or small, chain or 
independent. ñSpecialtyò businesses are destination stores that specialize in a 
unique category, style, or business model.  
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Progressivism & Other Niches 
 

Takoma has developed a reputation over recent decades as a progressive 
community. The City of Takoma Park, in particular has been declared a nuclear-
free zone, restricts the removal of mature trees, encourages green building 
practices, and votes for progressive legislation. Many of Takomaôs retail 
businesses specialize in progressive merchandise or services that are oriented to 
fair trade, eco-sustainability, and healthy living (e.g., The Culture Shop, Still 
Point, and a large number of dance and yoga centers). Other businesses serve 
as destinations because their product is unique in the broader market (e.g., 
House of Musical Traditions, Big Bad Woof, Takoma Station Tavern). Many of 
Takomaôs businesses offer something unique that creates destination appeal to 
the consumer.   
 
Independents versus Chains 
 
 The OTBA study area is oriented towards independent and locally-owned 
businesses. In fact, it is estimated that at least 85% of the retail, dining, and 
personal service businesses in this area are independently owned and are not 
part of a chain. This emphasis on independence and the lack of national chains 
can be good for marketing specialty retail districts that cater to specific markets. 
Cities like Alexandria, Virginia have tried to minimize the impact of chains in their 
specialty Old Town shopping district. On the other hand, they have also realized 
that chains have sustainable marketing power and bring well-known brands that 
can help generate retail traffic which in turn benefits the local stores.  
 

Chains are nothing new, with Kresgeôs, A&P, Krogerôs, United Cigar, J.C. 
Penneyôs, F.W. Woolworths, and various chain drugstores already entrenched in 
many towns when Takoma Park and suburban Washington retailers were coming 
unto their own in the early 20th century. The key is to attract the ñrightò chain 
businesses that can help strengthen the overall marketing image and spin-off 
sales to other independent stores without competing directly against them for the 
same market niche in the heart of the commercial district. It is also important to 
differentiate store format from ownership. Often, chain stores elicit a negative 
reaction because of their physical building scale and design format within a 
particular context. This is different than a reaction to the brand itself.   
 
 The OTBA area has several well-known national or regional brands 
including CVS Drugstore, Citgo, Subway, and 7-11. These convenience-oriented 
businesses are easily integrated with the fabric of the overall business district but 
design controls are important. For example, CVS operates a well-built, 
maintained, and landscaped store at a highly-visible location near the heart of the 
OTBA area.  However, this store was developed according to typical suburban 
store formats that allow for at-grade parking lots and setbacks that severely 
increase the storeôs visual impact on perceptions of the overall district. Yet, CVS 
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operates ñurbanò store formats in numerous locations throughout the country and 
the Washington area that incorporate the business more sensitively into the 
urban environment.  
 
Anchors 
 
 Many shopping centers are developed with ñanchorò tenants, or larger 
destination stores that draw from a broader geographic trade area because of 
their scale, capacity, and branding. Anchor tenants are important to a shopping 
center because they generate spin-off sales to ñline shopsò or the smaller tenants 
that occupy the center. Shopping centers are merely developer purpose-built 
versions of central business districts, most of which had anchor stores as well. 
Because of competition from suburban shopping centers and the consolidation of 
the department store industry, even big city downtowns like Washington, D.C. 
struggle to attract and retain anchor retailers.    
 
 Smaller specialty shopping districts like OTBAôs also need anchors, 
although the relative size of such stores is less important than their destination 
draw. If a store is ñone-of-a-kindò for the region, then it does not necessarily have 
to be a ñbig boxò chain to generate spin-off to other businesses in the district. The 
existing OTBA area does not have any anchors in the traditional sense. Several 
unique businesses (i.e., Takoma Station, Takoma Park-Silver Spring Co-op, Big 
Bad Woof, House of Musical Traditions, and others) do help to draw destination 
shoppers from a broader (sometimes regional) market base. But given the OTBA 
areaôs lack of visibility and its overall dependence on specialty consumer niches, 
there is a significant need to increase destination anchor business development.  
 
 Anchor Locations. Part of the issue with anchors relates again to the 
physical disconnect between individual nodes within the OTBA area. The primary 
convenience ñanchorò for the area is the Takoma Park-Silver Spring (TPSS) Co-
op. While this store is small in size (in comparison with typical supermarkets and 
even neighborhood grocery stores), TPSS attracts consumer inflow because its 
membership base extends beyond the immediate convenience market. In this 
respect, it is unlike other grocery stores than depend on convenience trade. Yet, 
TPSS is located at the extreme end of the one-mile long OTBA retail area.  As 
such, itôs spin-off potential would be concentrated only at one end (Takoma 
Junction). But, even that is not entirely possible because it is located across a 
busy street from the rest of the Takoma Junction shopping area. The 
configuration and interaction of retail buildings in this area does not encourage 
significant cross-fertilization between TPSS and the other retail businesses in 
that node.   
 

Similar issues of anchor connectivity constrain opportunities in the 4th & Metro 
area and in Downtown Old Takoma.  A specialty music instrument supply 
business like House of Musical Traditions, which attracts customers from other 
states throughout the eastern U.S., is now somewhat isolated in its new (and 
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attractive) location on Westmoreland. While this new location has not hurt the 
retailerôs business, it provides fewer opportunities to use a visible presence for 
this unique use in branding the district.   Takoma Station Tavern is another 
important anchor use that does create spin-off to several adjacent businesses, 
but again this spin off is limited partly by the physical disconnect with the other 
OTBA businesses and partly by Metro underpass ñbarrier.ò    Finally, the once-
vibrant Takoma Theatre, located at 4th and Butternut streets, also anchors the 
district.  
 
Vacant Retail Space 
 
 About 8% or 8,200 square of ground-floor retail space was vacant by early 
2009, accounting for businesses that were renovating spaces or expected to 
move into unoccupied spaces within months. This vacancy rate is not particularly 
excessive for such a disparate retail corridor, especially given the lack of 
exposure. A shopping center operator would normally anticipate vacancies in the 
5% range to allow for normal turnover and sufficient ñchurnò in the market. But 
downtown areas and urban commercial districts are not centrally managed, so 
vacancies in these areas tend to be higher on average. OTBA-area 
retail/commercial real estate appears to be performing well given existing 
conditions. 
 

Other Key Uses and Economic Drivers 
 
 The OTBA area includes not only retail, restaurant, personal service, and 
entertainment establishments but also other types of business, civic, and 
residential uses.   These uses help to generate and/or enhance the market for 
retail in the area.  In fact, many cities are increasingly encouraging the 
development of housing and office space in their downtowns and business 
districts in order to strengthen the ñcapturedò market. By increasing the numbers 
of people living and working within walking (or biking) distance of these districts, 
cities are creating more environmentally, economically, and fiscally sustainable 
commercial districts.        

 
 Civic uses and meeting places also help bring 
patrons to the commercial area. The study area is 
home to a number of active dance and recreation 
facilities, schools, churches, organizations, and club 
facilities such as the Masonic Lodge.  Disappointingly, 
however, neither the City of Takoma Park nor the 
District Government has a civic or meeting facility 
located within the commercial area. Takoma Park is upgrading and rebuilding a 
fire station in the Takoma Junction area, however.  The Takoma Park 1st 
Adventist Church brings people to events in the community and is located at a 
prime site on the ñ100%ò commercial corner. However, the beautiful stone church 
appears somewhat physically isolated from the surrounding commercial uses. 
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Victory Towers. Within the OTBA area (mainly along Carroll Avenue), 

there are several residential areas. Almost all of the residential use in the study 
area is confined to the length of the corridor between Westmoreland and Ethan 
Allen.  Some low-density housing is located between Tulip and Philadelphia. 
Victory Towers, located at 7051 Carroll (near the Gazebo), is a 12-story 
affordable senior housing facility with 187 units (including 99 efficiencies and 88 
one-bedrooms).  
 

The presence of the OTBA business district in this area provides an 
important lifestyle amenity to the residents of Victory Towers. However, while this 

is a large facility, senior residents on fixed 
incomes will not generate substantial impact 
on the overall business sales in the area. This 
is even more so where convenience and other 
businesses are not located within a short 
walking distance from the facility. Further, 
Victory Towers has its own in-house 
amenities including beauty and barber salons, 
billiards, dining room (with many residents on 

meal plans), arts & crafts activities, etc. Finally, the residents have access to a 
24-hour courtesy bus to take them beyond Takoma Park. Thus, the reason for 
residents to leave the facility on a regular basis is minimized. Nevertheless, some 
residents obviously do visit and occasionally shop in OTBA businesses.   
 
 Takoma Business Center.   The office building at 6930 Carroll once 
housed the Adventist World Headquarters and is now known as the Takoma 
Business Center.   The building houses a number of progressive social 
organizations and diverse professionals offering a variety of services, such as 
VegDC.com, Center for Health and Gender Equity, TruVoteMD, Compassion 
Over Killing, FairVote.org, Willow Street Yoga, Center for a New American 
Dream, Studio 405, MacLab, Sligo Computer Services, and others. As noted 
previously, this high-rise building was developed with a significant set-back that 
places it away from the street edge and reduces the interface with the shopper. 
While the green space in front of the building adds respite from commercial 
activity, it also reduces the linkages between the 4th and Metro and Downtown 
Old Takoma areas. More importantly, the overall amount of undeveloped and 
unfilled space in this area contributes to the perception that the area is longer 
and less interesting or less safe to walk. Nevertheless, the building is an 
important economic generator because employees in Takoma Business Center 
represent a captured market for lunchtime dining and shopping in the OTBA 
area. 
 
 Liz Lerman Dance Exchange.   Liz Lerman Dance Exchange administers 
Liz Lerman dance company programs and offers training, exchanges, and other 
programs associated with the company.  Liz Lerman has established itself as one 

mailto:Rangross@aol.com
mailto:Randall@ADEC1.com


Randall Gross / Development Economics 

USA: 2311 Connecticut Ave Ste 206 Washington DC 20008. Tel 202-332-7430. Fax 332-1853. Rangross@aol.com 
AFRICA: African Development Economic Consultants (ADEC). 27-11-728-1965. Fax 728-8371. Randall@ADEC1.com 

23 

of the premier modern dance companies and the Takoma Park-based company 
performs internationally.   Facilities are located on Maple Avenue behind the 
Takoma Business Center. Unfortunately, these facilities do not include an 
extensive performance venue since the company does not routinely perform in 
Takoma Park itself. The company has nevertheless contributed to Takomaôs 
image as a center for dance and movement, with other uses such as 
Contradiction Dance @ Echo Park and the various yoga studios building on this 
reputation. 
 
 Strayer University.  Located at 6830 Laurel Street, Strayer University is 
an adult commuter college with enrollment of 505, offering a full range of 
undergraduate and graduate degrees, with a focus on business, accounting, 
education, health services administration, information systems, criminal justice, 
and public administration. Classes are held throughout the day, Monday through 
Saturday, at the campus.  
 
 Washington Adventist Hospital.  This major health care facility is 
located at 7610 Carroll Avenue north of the OTBA area. Plans have been 
approved to relocate the poorly-accessible hospital to White Oak in 2013.  The 
294-bed Takoma Park facility would be tentatively replaced by a ñVillage of 
Health and Well-Being,ò according to concepts being developed by Adventist 
HealthCare System. Potential uses could include health, education, research, 
and community services but exact plans have not been proposed. There is also a 
concept for a fitness center to be developed in partnership with Columbia 
College, with a gym, pool, primary care, wellness classes, and rehabilitation 
services.  An estimated 1,300 hospital staff and medical professionals would 
relocate to White Oak. Until re-use plans are developed, it is not clear when and 
how many of these jobs would be replaced at Takoma Park. Thus, the loss of the 
hospital could have at least a temporary negative impact on those retail 
businesses in the OTBA area that generate sales from hospital-related workers.   
 
 Columbia Union College. Adjacent to Washington Adventist Hospital, 
Columbia Union College is a co-educational liberal arts college now known as 
Washington Adventist University. The university has approximately 1,100 
students and 150 staff. The university offers an on-campus housing and meal 
program, but university students and staff do shop and dine in the OTBA area.  
 

Takoma Theatre. The Takoma Theatre, 
located at 4th and Butternut streets in DC, opened as 
a movie theatre in 1923.  The theatre was, for many 
years, a focal point for the community.  The Takoma 
Theatre was eventually closed, suffering the fate of 
many historic, single-screen movie houses which 
were not perceived as profitable enterprises by the 
large cinema chains. Today, the Takoma Theatre Conservancy (TTC), a 
community-based non-profit organization, is seeing to acquire the theatre 
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property and rehabilitate it as a ñcommunity cultural arts and education center.ò 
Activities envisioned for the facility include various programming, support for local 
arts groups, classes, and vocational training.  The TTC commissioned a Needs 
Assessment which indicated ñpositiveò demand for the facility and a focus on its 
use as a community arts facility.  
 
Planned Projects 
 
 There are several development projects planned or under development in 
the OTBA study area including Ecco Park and a residential project by Douglas 
Development Corporation. Ecco Park is planned by SGA Architects as a four-
story, mixed-use project to be located at 235 Carroll Avenue (the former Penske 
site) between Maple and Cedar in D.C.  The building is to integrate green 
building features such as a green roof and use of recycled products in the 
construction. A total of 85 residential condominiums were planned, along with 
6,000 square feet of ground-floor retail / commercial space. The project was 
supposed to be underway by 2007. Real estate financing conditions forced the 
developers to change the residential tenure to rentals and later place the project 
on hold. However, SGA now plans to break ground on the project by fall 2009 in 
partnership with DC-based Red Brick Development Company. Leasing of the 
studio, 1-bedroom, and 2-bedroom apartments (as well as the retail) would not 
commence until about three months before end of construction (or in 2011). 
 
 The Douglas Development project approved in 2007 includes construction 
of twin residential apartment buildings to be located on a 2.3-acre site behind 
CVS, between Willow and Maple. The site currently comprises a parking lot and 
several single-family houses. The two buildings will house a total of 75 rental 
units.  WMATA has also presented proposals for redevelopment of parking and 
open space areas near the Metro station. These plans have included 
development of 90 townhouse units, but the concept is under revision.  Other 
projects under development include John Urcioloôs infill redevelopment of 
commercial storefront space on Laurel Avenue.   
 
Surrounding Area Uses 
 
 Most of the area immediately adjacent to or surrounding the OTBA study 
area is developed for modest-density residential uses. Takoma was a planned 
community developed starting in the 1880s. As a result, much of the housing 
adjacent to the commercial district dates from the late 19th and early 20th 
centuries. The housing was built by fine craftspeople and is extremely 
marketable and well-maintained today.  
 
 As noted earlier, the New Hampshire Avenue corridor is located just to the 
east of the OTBA study area, via Ethan Allen. This commercial corridor offers a 
significant level of mass commercial strip development, much of which is 
concentrated at the International Gateway at University Boulevard. The City of 
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Takoma Park developed a concept plan for design and redevelopment in the 
section of the corridor roughly between Ethan Allen and the District line, parallel 
to the OTBA study area. That plan calls for significant improvements in the 
streetscape and design framework for the area that would ultimately improve its 
functionality as an urban commercial district.  The City of Takoma Park municipal 
offices and library are also located not far away from the study area   
 
Festivals & Events 
 
 The area is host to a number of festivals and regular events which help to 
keep the commercial district busy year-round. The Takoma Park Street Festival 
has been a regular activity since 1981 and is focused in the Downtown Old 
Takoma area. The festival attracts attendance from throughout the Washington 
Metropolitan Area and beyond for a day of live performances on three stages as 
well as craft, food, merchandise, organization booths, and activities for families 
and children.  Takoma Park also sponsors a popular Farmerôs Market on 
weekends in Downtown Old Takoma.  
 

Existing Business Performance 
 
 Interviews were conducted with nearly 25 businesses within the OTBA 
study area to collect information about business operations and performance, 
merchandising, markets, key issues and needs. The interviews were also held to 
gather input on possible opportunities and strategies. Key business performance 
indicators are discussed below.  
 
Retail Sales 
 
 Retail and personal service businesses reported sales ranging 
significantly from $60 to $800 and more per-square foot. Sales averaged $313 
per square foot, excluding outliers. This is a relatively high sales volume for a 
Main Street business district. On the other hand, the OTBA area lacks large 
format stores and anchors which tend to have lower per-foot sales figures. The 
area also lacks discount merchandise stores (such as ñdollar storesò), although 
there are vintage clothing shops that sell at reduced prices. Overall, the business 
districtôs sales data are driven by small specialty stores with merchandise priced 
for middle- and upper-middle-income consumers.  
 
 Sales have trended down by nine to ten percent during the past year 
among OTBA businesses, no doubt because of the national recession. However, 
there was again a significant variation in sales trends among businesses, with 
some reporting a decrease as high as 20% from the prior year while others saw 
an increase of up to 8%. In general, specialty category sales were down not only 
among OTBA businesses but nationally due initially to cautious spending but 
later to a decrease in discretionary income.   
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Tenure & Rents 
 
 Most of the businesses rent their stores, with only a few acting as owner-
operators. It should be highlighted however that many of the renters noted that 
they have excellent relationships with their landlords and that the building owners 
have taken pro-active steps to help their business. This good will between 
renters and landlords is unusual, based on the experience of the consultant, 
since renter complaints more often outweigh compliments to landlords.  
 
 Based on information from the businesses as well as from landlords and 
brokers, rents are generally ranging from $20 to $30 per square foot in the OTBA 
area.4  This is consistent with several suburban strip centers in the area (ranging 
from $19 to $28 per foot). OTBA rents compare extremely favorably with 
competitive shopping nodes like Downtown Silver Spring ($63 per square foot). 
Rents on M Street in Georgetown average $140 per square foot, according to 
Co*Star. Downtown Washingtonôs retail rents average $100 per square foot 
overall. OTBA area rents appear to be stable. At least one retail property has 
been listed for sale recently in the OTBA area (7005 Carroll), for a price of $280 
per square foot.  
 
Marketing & Merchandising 
 
 A fair number of OTBA area businesses either advertize or participate in 
joint (OTBA) advertizing activities. However, few reported significant benefits 
from paid advertising. Marketing and merchandizing tend to be ñindividualisticò 
with a focus on progressivism (fair trade, organics, multi-culturalism, 
vegetarianism).  Many have unusually strong and powerful identity and concept 
branding, especially for independent businesses.  There is a focus on customer 
service, which is one of the key factors that strengthen the competitiveness of 
independent stores over chains and ñbig boxesò in the marketplace.  Joint 
advertising, if used properly, can be a powerful tool for branding and can also 
reduce the marketing overhead costs to individual merchants.  
 

Summary 
 
 The OTBA Study Area includes three distinct nodes with over 100,000 
square feet of retail uses. Downtown Old Takoma dominates the retail image of 
the area. There are unique strengths but there are also deficiencies in marketing.  
The existing mix is dominated by specialty businesses, which need a strong, 
coherent joint identity and message to encourage destination traffic. At the same 
time, the area lacks exposure because of its location off of main road corridors. 
Metro transit provides some exposure, but ridership at Takoma station is heavily 
oriented to local residents commuting to and from work. Shopping accounts for 

                                                 
4
 Area landlords: Streetfront Downtown Old Takoma $20-$30 NN or NNN; Takoma Junction & 4

th
 Street 

$18 to $25 FS; Below Grade Commercial $15 FS. 
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only 4% of Metro trips through Takoma. There is a need to ensure that the district 
meets the consumerôs ñeveryday needsò for convenience including visible parking 
(for those that drive), ease of access, and operating hours that accommodate 
commuters.  
 
 Businesses in the Study Area have a high degree of independent 
merchandising and offer strong customer service. But, the physical discontinuity 
of the district reduces opportunities for cross-merchandising and high-volume 
shopping. Takoma is a progressive place and a hub for the ñcreative class,ò but 
there are no indications of these vital aspects of local culture provided in public 
art, gateways, signage, or other design elements. There are opportunities to use 
more humor to build on Takomaôs strong reputation as a uniquely progressive 
community.  
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Section 2. INTERCEPT SURVEY 
 
 In order to better inform the market analysis, an intercept survey was 
conducted with consumers in the OTBA area. A survey instrument was designed 
and administered by volunteers from Gryphon Scientific plus an area resident. 
The five volunteers were trained by the consultant team to conduct the survey. 
Surveys were administered in each of the three nodes (Takoma Junction, 
Downtown Old Takoma, and Takoma 4th & Metro) at various times of day and 
days of the week. Surveys were also conducted during the Farmerôs Market held 
on weekends.  Overall, a total of almost 140 consumers were interviewed for the 
survey throughout the OTBA area. Findings from this survey are summarized 
below. 
 

Source of Business 
 
 The survey collected information on the source of business, including data 
on where consumers live and work by zip code.  The information from the 
consumer survey (shown below in a maroon color) was then compared with the 
information collected from interviews with businesses (shown below in blue).  
 

 
 

mailto:Rangross@aol.com
mailto:Randall@ADEC1.com


Randall Gross / Development Economics 

USA: 2311 Connecticut Ave Ste 206 Washington DC 20008. Tel 202-332-7430. Fax 332-1853. Rangross@aol.com 
AFRICA: African Development Economic Consultants (ADEC). 27-11-728-1965. Fax 728-8371. Randall@ADEC1.com 

29 

 In general, both data sets show that the vast majority of OTBA consumers 
originate in Takoma Park or Takoma DC, accounting for more than 60% of those 
reached through the consumer survey and more than 50% using business 
estimates. The fact that local residents dominate area retail trade is not 
surprising given the relative lack of exposure and destination marketing for the 
district. In fact, many of the consumers live within walking distance or a short 
drive of the business district.  
 
 Residents of nearby Silver Spring and Wheaton generate the next largest 
share of OTBA retail trade, but this amount is considerably less (11-15% of the 
total) than that generated by Takoma residents. Residents from other parts of the 
District (besides Takoma DC) account for the third highest share, at about 5-6%. 
Other markets account for a relatively small share of the existing OTBA retail 
trade.   None of the consumers in the intercept survey were identified as tourists, 
although businesses estimate that tourists may account for about 4% of their 
trade. Either way, given the huge volume of tourists in the Washington DC area, 
OTBA has not captured a significant share of the tourist market.  
 
 An effort has also been made to determine recommended targets for 
OTBA to achieve for each of these markets (shown in yellow on the previous 
chart). In general, it is recommended that OTBA aim to decrease its dependence 
on the local resident market (but maintain its orientation to local and independent 
stores), and increase its share of target markets in D.C., Silver Spring, ñOtherò 
Maryland & Virginia, and among tourists. The reasoning behind these targets and 
strategies for reaching them is described in more detail later in this report. 
 

Consumer Behavior 
 
 Various data were collected on consumer behavior within the study area. 
For example, the survey found that most consumers were in the area because 
they live there or were passing through (both included in the ñotherò category). 
Residents were also there for work or were running an errand. Overall, a total of 
just 13.2% were there mainly for shopping. Still, this is higher than the 4% of 
surveyed Metro commuters who came to Takoma mainly for shopping. 
 

About 81% of surveyed consumers shop regularly in the OTBA area, with 
about 43% shopping on their regular commute and 20% attracted by a specific 
store. The consumers tend to most often purchase groceries and dine at 
restaurants. 70% shop in the area at least once per week and only 2.6% have 
never shopping there before. This suggests that the current retail consumer is a 
regular customer and that there are few tourists or other destination visitors that 
are unfamiliar with the area. More of the consumers drive (49%), but nearly as 
many take Metro (44%). The remaining shoppers walk or bicycle to the area.  

 
About two-thirds of these consumers purchase between $10 and $50 

worth of merchandise in the area.  Within selected categories, purchases 
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averaged $42.50 (clothing), $53.10 (restaurants), $23.90 (hardware), and $24.60 
(personal services), and $111.80 (groceries). 
 

 
 
 OTBA area consumers are clearly making their shopping choices against 
those in Silver Spring, by far the main competitor for retail dollars spent in the 
Takoma area. Other key competitive nodes include Downtown D.C., Bethesda, 
Wheaton, and various other commercial nodes in the region.  
 

 
 
 Other than the nodes listed on the survey questionnaire, consumers also 
noted College Park, Columbia/Howard County, Langley Park, Old Town 
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Alexandria, and U Street / Columbia Heights, grouped under ñOther.ò Finally 
some consumers noted that they shop online for some of their retail purchases. 
 

Consumer Preferences & Perceptions 
 
 Consumers were also asked about their preferences for businesses within 
the area. The largest share of surveyed consumers would like to see restaurants. 
This is logical given that a fair share of those surveyed were visiting the area 
during work. About 16% stated that they would like to see a hardware store and 
another 12% would like to see a grocery store.  
 
 Other preferences include clothing and shoes (9% together), followed by 
general merchandise stores (e.g., department stores, 5%), furniture and home 
furnishings (3%) and personal services (3%). The ñotherò category captured 18% 
of consumersô preferences. Specific types of ñotherò preferred businesses 
included bookstores and wine shops.  
 

 
 
 Consumers were also asked about the areaôs strengths and weaknesses. 
In terms of weaknesses, 20% of consumers noted the need for more ñdiverseò 
stores. Almost as many noted issues with parking, such as availability and 
visibility of parking areas. A large share also noted a lack of eating places and 
ñthings to doò in the OTBA area. Very few consumers noted any issues with the 
quality of the merchandise. The perception that quality is high provides a strong 
positive marketing theme for OTBA businesses.  
 
 Consumers were also asked about their preferences using open-ended 
questions, to elicit their specific recommendations on what would attract people 
to the OTBA area. Restaurants were once again an important recommendation 
from about 20% of responses. Consumers provided specific restaurant 
recommendations including ñethnic,ò Greek, Italian, Asian, gourmet, bagels, 
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Macaroni Grill/pasta, and sushi. However, an even higher share of the responses 
related to the need for more ñnightlifeò or entertainment, activities, and ñthings to 
doò at night and on weekends.    
 

 
 
 Nightlife accounted for 30% of responses and recommendations included 
arts & music, cinemas, video games, political lectures, bookclubs, and other 
activities. Often inter-related with the recommendation for more nightlife was an 
interest in more drinking places. Bars, such as sports bars, Irish pubs, and other 
drinking establishments were also listed alongside nightlife as key components to 
attract consumers to the area. Cumulatively, nightlife and bars together 
accounted for nearly 40% of all responses.   
 
 Also related to the desire for more activities was the recommendation in 
20% of responses for more or larger festivals and events. Among the specific 
recommendations in this regard were ñstreetò events; art & craft shows and 
festivals; concerts, acoustic, and other music festivals; movie nights; sidewalk 
sales; and other festivals. In terms of businesses, respondents listed grocery, 
books, and other stores including hardware, pets, antiques, crafts, nail salons, 
and ñkidsò stores. A few responses related to improved safety, design (Metro 
underpass), transportation access (commuter bus), and more parking.  
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 Like consumers in Old Town Alexandria and other historic downtowns, 
ñwalkabilityò has been ranked as a key strength for the OTBA business area. 
About one in five consumers ranked walkability as an important strength for the 
area. The fact that the area has a large number of independent (non-chain) and 
locally-owned stores is also considered a key strength by consumers. Related to 
this are the unique and ñfunkyò characteristics of the areaôs businesses, which 
consumers found to be a strength.  Other key strengths include the areaôs nice 
people and ñquaintò historic ambiance. On a positive note, no one said that 
Takoma had no strengths.  
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Consumer Demographics 
 
 Various demographic data were also collected on the surveyed 
consumers to help determine characteristics and profile of the current OTBA 
shopper. For example, the survey found that the highest number of consumers 
had household incomes in the range of $50,000 to $75,000 per year. This was 
followed by the number of consumers with household incomes between $35,000 
and $50,000 per year and those with incomes in the range of $75,000 to 
$100,000 per year.  OTBA consumers tend to be affluent, with relatively few 
having incomes below $35,000 per year.  
 

 
 
 About 55% of shoppers were female and 45% male. A higher number of 
female shoppers is normal in the retail market.  The highest share (43%) of 
consumers was aged 20 to 40, which is lower than the local and regional 
population base as a whole. The preponderance of relatively young shoppers 
suggests lower disposable income for goods and services than among the ñbaby 
boomò generation (ages 45 to 63). About 38% of the consumers fell roughly into 
the baby boom category. Nearly 16% of consumers were aged 61 to 80, and 
there were very few under age 20 (and none over age 80).    
 
 Based on the surveyorsô admittedly subjective observations of ethnicity, it 
can be inferred that roughly 64% of respondents were Caucasian, 26% African-
American, 6% Hispanic, and 4% Asian (mainly south Asians). While each group 
was fairly distributed throughout the study area, African-American consumers 
tended to be interviewed closer to the 4th and Metro area.  
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