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ST. MARYS, Pa. — For years, it 
was the way breweries did busi-
ness: sell bottles, then take back 
the empties. It just made sense, 
especially to folks weaned in the 
lean days of the Great Depression 
and World War II, that bottles 
should be scrubbed and refi lled, 
not thrown away.

These days, in a culture where 
nearly everything is disposable, 
recycling is a rite and energy 
costs are high, the decision of 
whether to toss tradition into the 
trash heap lies with one brewery 
about 100 miles northeast of 
Pittsburgh.

The 138-year-old, fam-
ily-owned Straub Brewery is 
begging customers — mostly in 
Pennsylvania, but also some in 
Ohio, New York, and Virginia — to 
return thousands of empty cases. 
If enough customers do, Straub 
will keep selling cases of 12 and 
16-ounce returnable bottles past 
year’s end.

“It’s not that we’re totally into 

‘green,’ but we think it’s the right 
thing to do,” said Dan Straub, 
great-grandson of company 
founder Peter Straub and the 
brewery’s semiretired vice presi-
dent. “Our philosophy is, ‘Why 
recycle when you can reuse?’ ”

One other brewer — the 
nation’s oldest, D.G. Yuengling & 
Son of Pottsville, Pa. — still sells 
and gathers returnables. But it 
expects to phase them out by 
summer’s end, leaving Straub as 
what experts believe is the last 
holdout in the United States.

Returnable bottles need to be 
cleaned, requiring extra energy. 
They are heavier so they won’t 
break and must be shipped both 
ways, meaning fuel use and costs 

are signifi cant for all but the 
smallest regional breweries. The 
larger breweries — Anheuser-
Busch, Miller, and Coors — gave 
up on returnables years ago be-
cause their costs multiplied with 
national distribution.

Straub customers pay a $1.50 
deposit per 24-bottle case and 
can get it back or just buy an-
other case when they return the 
bottles to the store, distributor, 
or brewery.

The brewery spent more than 
$900,000 about fi ve years ago 
to buy 150,000 cases of return-
able bottles, and most of them 
are gone — some broken, some 
thrown away, but, brewery of-
fi cials suspect, most kept by 

customers unaccustomed to re-
turning them or fi lled with home 
brews.

The brewery has so few bottles 
left, it’s affecting production. 
Straub can produce 1,500 24-bot-
tle cases of 16-ounce returnables 
and 2,100 cases of 12-ounce re-
turnables in a day. But one recent 
batch of 16-ounce returnables 
was just 753 cases — because 
there were no more empties.

“When the system of return-
ables works, everybody wins,” 
said Bill Brock, Straub’s chief ex-
ecutive and great-great-grandson 
of the founder. “We’re just not get-
ting that glass back.” 
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Commercial real estate agent 
 Joe Belinske never thought retail 
life could be like it is today on 
Monroe Street near Westfi eld 
Franklin Park mall.

“Monroe Street used to rent 
itself. People never put out ‘For 
Lease’ signs. You didn’t have to 
market it,” said Mr. Belinske of CB 
Richard Ellis/Reichle Klein, a To-
ledo commercial real estate fi rm.

But these days all along the 
Monroe Street-Talmadge Av-
enue corridor — the Toledo area’s 
crown jewel of commercial real 
estate — times are tough.   

“For Lease” signs have prolifer-
ated on Monroe from Sylvania Av-
enue past Talmadge to the Target 
shopping plaza. Some of the signs 
feature a shocking indicator of 
hard times: “Free rent.”

Area rents  have fallen  signifi -
cantly, and what was the price for 
hidden space in strip malls that 
looked away from the road, is  the 
going price for better sites  that 
look straight out onto Monroe.

Several large signature proper-
ties — the closed Circuit City store 
and former Lone Star Steakhouse 
on Monroe, and the Smokey 
Bones Barbeque and Grill on Tal-
madge — have remained closed 
for more than 18 months.

Also worrisome, commercial 
real estate experts say, is it seems 
like more small retailers have left 
the retail corridor than have ar-
rived in the last few years.

As Steve Speranza, local real 
estate assets manager, sees it, the 
sluggish economy has exposed 
 development mistakes on Mon-
roe-Talmadge. 

“You’re seeing sins of the past 
coming home to roost — over-
building, things being built in 
places they shouldn’t have been 
built,” said Mr. Speranza, of Tol-
son Enterprises, a fi rm owned 
by local commercial real estate 
investor Harvey Tolson.

“Retail centers are being 
stressed, obviously, by the lack of 
growth of jobs and income,” Mr. 
Speranza said. “So what’s transpir-
ing is survival of the fi ttest.”

 The Monroe-Talmadge  area 
“is still the strongest in Toledo,” 
real estate agent  Sam Zyndorf of 
the Toledo offi ce of Signature As-
sociates, a commercial real estate 
fi rm, said. “But the problem is 
retailing itself is going through 
a dramatic change. Tenants are 
closing and retailers are contract-
ing,” he said.

In 1998 Mr. Zyndorf dubbed the 
Monroe Street corridor Toledo’s 
version of Hollywood’s Rodeo 
Drive. Rents had risen to $16 a 
square foot per year, or 33 percent 
higher than fi ve years earlier.

In 2007, area property  was even 
pricier because of the   mall expan-
sion in 2005. Land near the mall 
was selling for $1 million an acre 
and prices were rising 10 percent 

annually.
Space in the Talmadge Town 

Center, a strip mall on Talmadge 
near Sylvania Avenue developed 
by the former Timberstone De-
velopment, was rented at $28 a 
square foot per year, while a new-
er strip center nearby was leasing 
space for $33 per square foot, Mr. 
Zyndorf said.

“There were some outrageous 
rent prices …” agreed Nick Tokles, 
who has seen the Monroe Street 
corridor rise and fall in the 31 

years he’s owned Nick & Jimmy’s 
Bar and Grill on Monroe Street.

“People were asking $25 and 
$30 a square foot in rent. Then 
there were your insurance and 
taxes on top of that,” he said.

Then the bottom fell out of the 
Toledo and U.S. economies.

 Proximity to  Westfi eld Franklin 
Park  “is no longer a guarantee 
you’ll make big money,” Mr. 
Tokles said. “It’s not a guarantee 
you’ll make enough to even pay 
the rent.”  

 Mr. Zyndorf estimates rents to-
day in the Monroe Street corridor 
have fallen from an average of $16 
to $18 just a few years ago to $14 
or $15 a square foot for desirable 
space and $11 to $12 for less desir-
able space.

 Rents climbed in the early to 
mid-’90s into the high teens, and 
then the low $20s  by 2005. But 
since 2008, rates have fl attened or 
decreased with tenants taking ad-
vantage of rising vacancies to seek 
decreases when leases expire.

Bill Tadsen, owner of William 
Tadsen Fine Jewelers at 4956 Mon-
roe, is among those who’ll likely 
seek a rent decrease in February 
when his lease is up. “I told them 
the last time I couldn’t pay any 
more rent because my business is 
down,” he said. 

Bolstering his case: The suite 
next door has been vacant two 
years. “I don’t think they need 
another vacancy,” he said.
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Notable sites with vacancies
  1. Lone Star Steakhouse, 5060 Monroe St.
  2. Pizza Hut, 5044 Monroe St.
  3. Circuit City, 4948 Monroe St.
  4. England Custom Furniture, 4906 Monroe St.
  5. Marketplace West Shoppes, 4750 Monroe St.
  6. Rite Aid, 3456 Sylvania Ave.
  7. Vacant lot, 4260 Sylvania Ave.
  8. Vacant lot, 4023 Talmadge Rd.
  9. Smokey Bones, 4155 Talmadge Rd.
10. Monroe Street Plaza, 5200 Monroe St.
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PRIME TOLEDO RETAIL CORRIDOR
Once a store magnet, this West Toledo 
area has had several store-and-site 
vacancies.

‘Free rent’ signs of trouble
Franklin Park area no longer Toledo’s ‘Rodeo Drive’ 

RETAIL OUTLOOK ALONG MONROE & TALMADGE 

Cell-phone
use in air stirs
up turbulence
REUTERS

CHICAGO — A battle is brew-
ing in the court of public opinion 
and in Congress over whether U.S. 
airplane passengers should be al-
lowed to use cell phones in fl ight, 
a practice  many foreign airlines 
 permit but which critics say is 
unsafe and annoying.

Supporters of  in-fl ight cell 
phones hope to overturn bans 
that they say are outdated, un-
fair, and do nothing to promote 
air safety . Opponents, however, 
say that radio signals from cell 
phones could disrupt key airplane 
functions and note that  the inces-
sant yapping of   cell-phone users 
would make fl ights unbearable for 
those  who prefer quiet.

Some lawmakers want to ban 
cell-phone use in U.S. air space 
permanently. But at least one trav-
elers’ rights group sees a day when 
the United States and U.S. airlines 
will follow examples set in Europe 
and other places where cell phone 
calls are permitted on fl ights.

“The point is it works in the in-
ternational market,” Carl Biersack 
 of Infl ight Passenger Communica-
tions Coalition said. “It doesn’t 
need a legislative ban.  It’s a market 

See FRANKLIN, Page 4

Beer firm
hangs on
to return
policies 

Returned empty 
beer bottles are 
loaded onto the 
washing ma-
chine conveyor 
belt at Straub 
Brewery in St. 
Marys, Pa., one of 
two beer brewer-
ies that still ac-
cept and encour-
age customers 
to return the 
empties. The oth-
er brewer, also in 
Pennsylvania, is 
going to phase 
out the practice 
by the end of the 
summer because 
of higher costs.
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