
In the depressed Flats District, 
a riverfront area long popular 
with young partiers, former hot 
spots like the House of Brews are 
being razed to make way for an 
offi ce tower and specialty retail 
shops. Accounting fi rm Ernst & 
Young has signed on as the offi ce
building’s main tenant.

On tightly packed East 4th 
Street at Euclid, venues includ-
ing the House of Blues, Pickwick 
& Frolic Comedy Club, and Won-
der Bar are helping draw crowds 
to the cozy entertainment zone. 

And at the Tower City Center, 
whose fate has been debated 
since 2002 when anchor store 
Dillard’s (formerly Higbee’s)
closed, local shops like Ideal 
have replaced some national 
chains including Abercrombie 
& Fitch. 

Today, the center, a former rail 
station along downtown’s Public 
Square, includes 80 specialty 
stores, an 11-screen theater, and 
six restaurants that draw brisk 
crowds on weekdays.

To address complaints about 
rowdy young people, the mall 
prohibits unaccompanied mi-
nors after 2:30 p.m. and stations 
security personnel at regular 
intervals. 

On a recent spring day, a guard 
saw  a youth wearing a sweatshirt 
with the hood up. 

“Excuse me!” she exclaimed, 
pointing to the apparent rule 
violation. The youth uncovered 
his head without complaint.

‘Turned the corner’
“We think we have turned the 

corner and are making good 
progress,” said chief downtown 
booster Joseph Marinucci, who 
is president of the nonprofi t 
Downtown Cleveland Alliance.

Bounded by highways, Lake 
Erie, and the Cuyahoga River, 
the sprawling downtown is the 
center of a 303,000-person mu-
nicipality long derided as the 
“mistake on the lake.” 

When Ohio’s second-largest 
city comes up in conversation, 
somebody invariably spouts off 
about the day an oil slick caught 
fi re on the river. Never mind that 
the event lasted  30 minutes and 
happened nearly 40 years ago.

But like Toledo, Cleveland has 
struggled with population losses 
and poverty. 

Since the beginning of the de-
cade, the metro area lost 51,000 
residents. With slightly fewer 
than 2.1 million people, it now 
ranks behind Cincinnati, which 
has become  Ohio’s largest metro 
area.

And, in the city of Cleveland, 
27 percent of people live below 
the poverty line, making the mu-
nicipality the fourth poorest in 
the nation, according to a report 
last year from the U.S. Census 

Bureau. 
But while many people in the 

city are struggling, downtown is 
seeing something of a revival, 
boosters say.

The population there grew by 
nearly a third to 9,599 between 
1990 and the 2000 Census. 

Offi cials predict that down-
town residents will more than 
double to 20,000 to 25,000 in the 
next few years.

Nearly 3,000 condos and 
apartments are under way or 
have been OK’d for historic-
preservation tax credits, which 
will reduce development costs, 
said Mr. Marinucci of the Down-
town Cleveland Alliance.

On the commercial side, there 
is demand for at least three new 
offi ce towers, he added. 

Just last month, a Cleveland 
developer announced he will 
spend $180 million to erect a 21-
story skyscraper at downtown’s 
Public Square.

“The offi ce market is seeing 
a resurgence,” agreed David 
Browning, a downtown expert at 
CB Richard Ellis in Cleveland.

The overall vacancy rate 
downtown slipped in late 2007 
to just below 18 percent,  the 
lowest in four years, CB Richard 
Ellis said in a report  this year. 
Vacancies for top-quality space, 
known as “Class A,” fell below 10 
percent.

The improved market helped 
lead to the construction plans 
in the Flats District, where de-
velopers have announced the 
fi rst privately fi nanced offi ce
tower downtown in nearly two 
decades, real estate agents said.

Proposals are being con-
sidered for  a new downtown 
convention center and a  mer-
chandise-mart-like facility for 
physicians and other medical 

professionals to purchase medi-
cal equipment.

Obstacles remain
Yet obstacles  to downtown 

revitalization remain.
From the beginning of the de-

cade to 2005, 353 businesses left 
the area around the downtown 
improvement district, a U.S. 
Census report last year shows.

The improvement district 
was established by downtown 
merchants under Ohio law. The 
area around the district had 
4,069 fi rms, 8 percent fewer than 
in 2000.

They employed 115,941 peo-
ple, or 5 percent fewer than the 
private-sector’s downtown work 
force at the start of the decade. 
The fi gure doesn’t include gov-
ernment workers.

It is unclear how many people 
government agencies employ 
downtown. But U.S. Labor De-
partment reports show that they 
account for about 155,000 of the 
1.1 million workers in metro 
Cleveland.

Downtown offi cials concede 
that the impact of lost busi-
nesses and jobs goes beyond 
those directly affected. For in-
stance, fewer businesses mean 
fewer janitors and other support 
personnel.

As many as 10,000 jobs have 
been lost downtown since 2000, 
acknowledged Mr. Marinucci, of 
the Downtown Alliance.

Still, downtown retains four 
Fortune 500 companies: banks 
KeyCorp and National City 
Corp.; paint manufacturer Sher-
win-Williams Co.;  and Eaton 
Corp., a parts supplier to the 
aerospace and auto industries. 

And neither job losses nor 
tougher times have stopped resi-
dential developments, said the 
Downtown Alliance president.

“The question is, ‘Can future 
deals for future projects get tied 
up by the national foreclosure 
crisis? ’ ” Mr. Marinucci asked.

So far, he claimed, there is no 
sign of that.

Avenue District plan
Projects include the Avenue 

District, a $300 million collec-
tion of townhouses, condos, 
and retail space planned by 
Cleveland’s Zaremba Group 
developers for three city blocks 
at 12th and St. Clair streets. The 
project was announced nearly 
three years ago, but just 10 units 
of a planned 600 are completed 
and  72 are under way.

Spokesman Mandy Barney 
denies the plan is behind sched-

ule. 
“A couple years ago, this prob-

ably would have been at a faster 
pace,” she said. “But this project 
is not affected like our suburban 
developments. There is still de-
mand for housing to purchase in 
downtown.” 

Future construction, she ex-
plained, will depend on “when 
the market picks up and at what 
pace.” Most units are priced at 
$240,000 to $373,000.

When the last Census was 
conducted in 2000, downtown 
Cleveland had 3,818 housing 
units, 3 percent of which were 
owned by their residents, ac-
cording to a Brookings Institu-
tion study.

Apartments and lofts — either
new construction or offi ce and 
retail conversions — have been 
added  downtown at the rate of 
about 500 a year, the Downtown 
Alliance president said.  

Despite growth in the hous-
ing market, there is skepticism 
about other downtown projects.

The Euclid Corridor transpor-
tation project will include street 
and sidewalk improvements, 
new lighting, and a new style of 
bus service offering faster trips. 
The project will cover 10 miles 
from downtown to suburban 
East Cleveland.

Backers hope the work will at-
tract developers and tenants for 
the  abandoned buildings along 
Euclid in the downtown area.

People cutting back
But Sam Narine isn’t so sure 

that will happen. 
As he looks out the window of 

Men’s Designer Outlet, which is 
one of the few remaining retail-
ers on its section of Euclid, the 
shop assistant points down the 
street toward a sleek, glass-cov-
ered parking garage fi nished a 
year ago.

For-lease signs hang in the 
window of ground-fl oor retail 
shops. 

“I don’t see anyone taking that 
space,” Mr. Narine said.

He fears that the area’s slug-
gish economy will hurt redevel-
opment of the area. 

“It’s mainly jobs,” he said. “It
was worse in the ’80s. But people 
are cutting back a lot.”

At Town City Center mall, 
General Manager Lisa Kreiger 
has struggled with loss of ten-
ants. About 20 percent of shops 
have left in recent years. 

Merchants depend heavily on 
downtown workers and tourists 
visiting the nearby Rock & Roll 
Hall of Fame and other attrac-
tions. 

Sales are strongest during the 
work week, especially over the 
lunch hour.

Ms. Kreiger is pleased that 
local entrepreneurs have taken 
space formerly occupied by 
chains that have been closing 
stores nationally and shifting to 
so-called lifestyle centers from 
indoor malls. Even so, sales aren’t 
as strong as they once were.

“We are noticing that people 
are being very conservative,” she 
said. “We are feeling economic 
pullback.”

Contact Gary Pakulski at:
gpakulski@theblade.com

or 419-724-6082.

“We aggressively try to clean 
spaces,” Mr. Lieberth explained. 
“Otherwise it looks like nobody 
gives a damn about this down-
town.”

And that strategy, he said, is 
a key component of efforts to 
revive the core of the northeast 
Ohio city that once billed itself 
as America’s rubber capital.

“We manage downtown,” Mr. 
Lieberth said. 

Initiatives included enactment 
of a tough anti-panhandling law 
with requirements, including 
one that forces people seeking 
handouts to register with police.

Mr. Lieberth’s boss, Don 
Plusquellic, Akron’s mayor for 
21 years, has made downtown 
restoration a top goal. Over the 
last 15 years, government and 
private investors have pumped 
$1 billion into projects rang-
ing from a new building for the 
art museum and main library 
to restoration of historic offi ce
buildings.

But along Main Street, the re-
views are decidedly mixed.

“Downtown’s coming back,” 
exclaimed Kristen Fullerton, a 
downtown worker for 18 years 
who lives in nearby Medina.

Countered Brenda Robinson, 
an administrative assistant in 
the Summit County prosecutor’s 
offi ce, “It’s almost like a ghost 
town.”

She is happy to see more res-
taurants, a minor-league ball-
park opened 11 years ago, and 
storefront face-lifts. But outside 
of special events, she said, life is 
slow in the city core.

“I remember when downtown 
was hustling and bustling,” Ms. 
Robinson said.  

Such characterizations ignore 
major improvements the last few 
years, boosters complain.

According to city fi gures, 
downtown employment has 
doubled since the early 1990s 
to 31,000 people, many of whom 
are employed at nonprofi t 
hospitals and the University of 
Akron.

The U.S. Census Bureau 
counted 492 fi rms with 12,871 
private-sector employees in
downtown’s main ZIP code as 

of 2005, according to a report re-
leased last year. The tally covers 
a smaller area than that included 
in the count by  downtown boost-
ers, which helps explain the wide 
discrepancy in the downtown 
employment fi gures.

Still, the Census report shows 
that Akron was the only major 
Ohio city whose main downtown 
work force grew in the fi rst half 
of the decade, with employment 
rising 2 percent. Adding two 
other ZIP Codes that straddle the 
downtown improvement district 
— established by merchants 
under Ohio law — boosts total 
employment there to 25,954, 
Census reports show.

Downtown jobs
Major downtown employ-

ers include FirstEnergy Corp. 
— parent of Toledo Edison 
— which employs 1,360 at its 
headquarters. 

Much of the downtown job 
growth has come from the pub-
lic sector, including the univer-
sity, which has its main campus 
on the downtown fringes but is 
usually counted as part of the 
city core. 

It is unclear how many people 
federal, state, and local govern-
ment employ downtown. But
the U.S. Labor Department 
says there are 52,000 govern-
ment workers in metro Akron’s 
339,000-person labor force.

The University of Akron has 
been buying up property down-

town. Its offi ces now occupy the 
former Polsky Department Store 
building.

Another center of downtown 
employment is the former head-
quarters of BF Goodrich. Spread 
over a dozen buildings on 27 
acres, Canal Place includes its 
own restaurants, deli, day-care 
center, and gym. Tenants of the 
offi ce complex, created in the 
late 1980s, employ a combined 
1,600 people.

Akron has a smaller percent-
age of empty offi ces downtown 
than any other major city in 
Ohio. At 11 percent, the vacancy 
rate is half that of downtown To-
ledo. But Toledo has 70 percent 
more offi ce space downtown. 

The metro areas of the two cit-
ies are similar, although Akron 
is slightly larger with 699,356 
people. Metro Toledo — includ-
ing Lucas, Wood, Fulton, and Ot-
tawa County — has a population 
of 650,955.

Counting only people who live 
in the city, Toledo is tops with 
292,000 residents compared 
with Akron’s 198,000, Census 
reports show.

Sectors struggling
And while downtown Akron 

boosters are proud of recent 
achievements, some sectors are 
struggling.

Few condos or lofts have been 
built downtown, acknowledged 
Kimberlee McKee, president of 
the nonprofi t Downtown Akron 

Partnership.
Northside Lofts, one of the 

fi rst big residential projects, 
has  89 condo units priced at 
$175,000 to $700,000. City of-
fi cials acknowledge that sales 
have not been as strong as de-
velopers had hoped since the 
two 10-story buildings were 
completed last year. 

“It opened just as the bottom 
fell out of the real-estate mar-
ket,” said Mr. Lieberth, deputy 
mayor. A couple dozen buyers 
had to back out of purchase con-
tracts when they were unable to 
sell existing homes, he said.

Still, he said, studies have 
shown that demand for down-
town housing remains strong.

And developers are moving 
ahead with plans for other proj-
ects, he added.

Meanwhile, the $38 million 
museum of the National Inven-
tors Hall of Fame, which opened 
to great fanfare in 1995, is reduc-
ing exhibit space and being par-

tially converted for use by a new 
science and technology school, 
after experiencing declining at-
tendance and fi nancial losses.

When the University of Akron 
last year purchased and partially 
converted to dormitories the 
Crowne Plaza Hotel at Quaker 
Square, that left just a single 
downtown hotel.

Hotel half empty
Still, the Radisson City Centre 

usually operates with less than 
half its 275 rooms occupied. The 
company that owns the hotel 
claims it is insolvent and is seek-
ing partial forgiveness of a loan 
made by the city of Akron.

Nearby, the Peanut Shoppe, 
203 South Main St., is a throw-
back to another era.

Started in the 1930s as part 
of a chain of company stores 
operated by Planters Peanuts, 
the business still weighs nuts 
and candies on scales fi rst used 
during the Great Depression and 

cooks peanuts in converted cof-
fee roasters purchased by Plant-
ers many years ago. 

Stored nearby is a Mr. Peanut 
costume created for promo-
tional purposes in the shop’s 
early years. 

Despite brisk business on a 
sunny spring day and the shop’s 
uniqueness, owner Marge Klein 
said she operates “day to day.”

“It’s tough,” she complained.
Business took a dive a few 

years ago when a drugstore next 
door closed.

“In the cold months people 
don’t come out of their offi ces,”
a clerk said. “They drive in in 
the morning and home at night 
and don’t stop anywhere down-
town.”

Foot traffi c cited
“We depend on foot traffi c,” 

interjected the owner. A hopeful 
note, she said, was the opening 
in early May of a large Damon’s 
restaurant across Main Street.

“We’ve considered closing 
or relocating,” Ms. Klein said. 
“But we’re going to wait until 
developers and the city fi nish all 
the projects they have planned 
to see if that will bring people 
down here.”

Developer Tom Weisse, of 
Akron’s Schipper Group, is more 
upbeat.

His fi rm is renovating a three-
story offi ce building next to the 
Peanut Shoppe. Tenants have 
not yet been found for the struc-
ture built in 1901.

But the developers aren’t too 
worried because they operate 
a profi table four-story offi ce 
building next door and have 
announced plans for a seven-
story offi ce building nearby, 
across from Canal Park baseball 
stadium.

An offi cial of a struggling 
downtown business that de-
pends on travelers said the new 
offi ces and related businesses 
don’t help his fi rm.

“Akron is a typical Ohio 
downtown,” he said. “The city 
has made a lot of investments. 
But it’s not necessarily the kind 
of thing that brings travelers. 
And travelers who do come to 
Akron aren’t necessarily staying 
downtown.”

Contact Gary Pakulski at:
gpakulski@theblade.com

or 419-724-6082.
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Revamping stores and adding housing are key 
efforts to boost the core city.
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It is the only large Ohio city whose downtown 
work force grew from 2000 to 2005.
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Terminal Tower marks downtown Cleveland’s Public Square. The skyscraper is part of the Tower 
City Center mall, which has 80 specialty shops and restaurants. 
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A.J. Ballard, who oversees 
clothing boutiques in the 
Tower City Center mall, said a 
good concept will succeed.
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Marge Klein, owner of the Peanut Shoppe in Akron, operates 
‘day to day’ but plans to stay put until developers fi nish all of 
the projects to see if they attract more customers downtown.
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