ER

September 30, 2007

Revision 1.3

April 2005 Business Survey Report

Downtown Rhinelander

Rhinelander, WI 54501

Introduction


Following please find the analysis of our 2005 Business Owners survey that was done as the starting point of our market analysis.  We understand that things in our downtown have changed since this survey was taken to include the removal of all parking meters, the institution of free two-hour street parking, all day parking permits for the municipal lots and a long term parking agreement with the city of Rhinelander regarding it's municipally owned parking lots in the downtown area.  Other significant changes include the successful creation of a BID with a capped expense figure of $100,000 and the subsequent achievement of being named a designated Main Street community, implementing the Main Street system and having had a full-time executive director since August of 2006.  However, we feel the 2005 survey information is still valid for the purposes of completing our market analysis.  Also, please know that we will likely conduct a second survey as part of our follow-up process and to help in our forthcoming business recruitment and retention efforts.
Our initial survey was distributed by mail and via hand delivery, with follow-up done by phone and in person, to encourage widespread participation.  Surveys were distributed to all business owners (who own their own buildings or who were tenants) and to all building owners who were exclusively landlords. Of the 167 surveys distributed, 105 were returned.  This 63% participation is considered to be quite significant compared to other communities that have completed this same process (per discussions with state Main Street employees during our Main Street application process).
Following, please find the findings that we consider to be significant.  In this analysis, percentages are based on the total number or respondents (105) rather than the number of responses for a particular question.
About Survey respondents


Downtown Rhinelander has a rich mix of retail, service, and government businesses located within its central core.  A number of the professional service businesses are here because Rhinelander is also the county seat.  

This survey was distributed to 167 businesses located in downtown Rhinelander.  One hundred five (105) surveys were returned representing an excellent yield for this analysis.  The respondents are represented by the following business categories:

	Category
	Reported %
	Reported respondents

	Retail
	46.7%
	49

	Business, Professional Industry
	30.5%
	32

	Tourism and Convention
	12.4%
	13

	Government
	1.9%
	2

	Non-profit / Charitable
	7.6%
	8

	Citizen
	1.0%
	1


Of those responding 48.6% (51) own their own building while 41.9% (44) lease.  

Satisfaction


We would expect successful businesses to be focused on customer satisfaction and, if satisfied, the business owner would also be happy with their current location, possibly looking for opportunities to expand.  

Customer Satisfaction.  One measure of customer satisfaction is how well a business maps its hours to the shopping hours of its clients.  When the businesses were asked if they are open when their customers want to shop, 56.1% agreed or strongly agreed.  That’s over 40% who are either unsure, neutral, disagree or did not respond.  Looking closer we see 25.7% were neutral (neither agreeing nor disagreeing).  This seemed odd not to have an opinion on this question.  It may be that the information is not known for sure or that the respondent was not interested in commenting.  Of the respondents, 2.9% (3) felt that they did not match their hours with the hours when their customers want to shop!  
Possible Action Item: The opportunity here to improve the trade for existing businesses is to help each map its hours of operation to the shopping hours of its customers or clients.
We asked businesses to report when they opened and when they closed, expecting to see a wide range of times given the different business categories.  The most common opening time is 8am (30.5%), the next most common is 9am (15.2%) with 7am and 10am tied at 10.5%.  Closing times cover a wide range too given the broad mix of businesses (including bars).  The most common closing time is 5pm (32.4%) with 6pm the next most common closing hour (12.4%).  Three times tie for third most common closing time at 6.7%.  They are 4pm, 4:30pm, and 2am!  Undoubtedly the 2am closing represents the bars.  
Business satisfaction with Downtown location.  An important element of satisfaction is that of the business owners with their current location downtown.  When asked, 65.8% are satisfied or very satisfied with their current location.  Nine business owners (8.6%) are unsatisfied of which 2 (1.9% of the total respondents) are moving or planning to move.  
This question was posed again later in the survey.  The results indicate more dissatisfaction.  When asked how much they agree or disagree with the statement that Downtown Rhinelander is an excellent place to have a business, the numbers reveal that 22.9% disagreeing or strongly disagreeing with the statement, almost 3 times more than the previous number who are dissatisfied.  One interpretation is that the downtown is not an excellent place to do business but is okay.  Only 47.6% agree or strongly agree that downtown is an excellent place to do business.  

These sentiments are echoed in the likelihood of businesses expanding.  Nearly 64% have no plans to either expand or reduce.  19.1% (20) of the respondents expect to expand with 4.8% (5) expecting to expand outside of downtown.  Only 1 business (1%) of the respondents expected to reduce their business downtown.  
Conclusion: Business satisfaction with downtown may be low but not low enough to create an action (exodus) yet. 
Parking

Respondents overwhelmingly agree that convenient parking is essential for downtown’s future (96.2%, 101) and should be free (94.3%, 99).  Nine out of ten businesses agree that it is important for their customers (87.6%, 92) while 3 out of 4 (74.3%, 78) believe it is important for them and their employees.  

When asked to estimate the number of spaces their business requires, the first choice was over 10 (26.7%), the second was none (18.1%), and the third choice was 3 (8.6%).  When asked if they would pay $100 a year for a parking space, 2 out of 3 respondents (66.7%) said no.  
Conclusion: Parking is very important for customers, employees and employers but paying for it via permits is not. 
Update: The City, Downtown Rhinelander Inc, and a third party entered into a 5-year contract to manage the municipal parking lots.  The current fee for extended parking is $60/year or $10/month).
Traffic Flow

At the time of the survey, there was no left turn allowed from Brown Street onto Davenport Street, the crossroads of the historic downtown area.  When asked if the current traffic flow downtown was convenient, 2 out of 3 (64.8%) said yes while 18.1% said no.  The businesses were asked about modifying the traffic flow.  Specifically, would allowing a left turn at this intersection help or hurt the traffic flow downtown.  Half of the respondents (49.5%) thought it would help while 16.2% thought it would hurt.  This is an interesting pair of responses.  The current flow is convenient but a change would be helpful.  Assuming that the questions are answered in order, most feel that the current flow is okay but when given a new idea (a straw proposal if you will) they see an opportunity.  
Update: Left hand turns from Brown Street onto Davenport Street are now permitted.
Safety and Services

Personal safety is important for both businesses (owners and employees) as well as customers.  When asked if safety is a concern, 6 out of 10 (60%) said no while 14.3% said it was a concern.  When asked if they feel safe downtown, 74.2% agree while 6.7% disagree.
An element of feeling safe is the lighting on the street and in the parking lots.  Two out of 3 business respondents see the street lighting to be adequate (66.7%) while 18.1% believe it to be excessive.  A small fraction thinks it is inadequate (8.6%).  For parking lot lighting, 57.1% responded that it was adequate.  No respondent thought it was inadequate or excessive.
These views by the businesses are supported by their attitude towards public services:

· 55.3% of the respondents agree that we have an outstanding police protection (8.6% disagree), 

· 78.1% agree that local fire protection is outstanding (1% disagree), while 

· 59.1% agree that local waste management is outstanding (12.4% disagree).  
When asked if the services are a good tax value, the response changes with 34.3% agreeing and 27.7% disagreeing.  
Comment: Fire and police are city paid services.  Garbage pick up was previously included in city services for downtown.  The satisfaction drop may be explained by the fact that businesses now have to pay for this on their own..  
Support for Other Businesses 

Mutual support of a business for other businesses in the same area is an indicator of how strong the business community is with respect to cooperative measures needed for change.  When asked if the businesses buy locally, 92.8% agreed that they did (2.0% disagreed).  Redirecting of customers from their store to that of another business downtown is as important as their own purchases.  80.0% of the respondents agree that they always direct customers to other downtown businesses  (no one disagrees with that statement).  Another powerful input was that 74.4% of the businesses agree that they always seek to cooperate with complementary businesses (1.0% disagrees).  When asked if the existing business mix downtown helps their business, the response was 44.4% agreed that it did while 10.5% disagreed (33.3% neutral).  
Possible Action Item: Clustering businesses and finding a more powerful business mix downtown could be effective at increasing the commerce downtown.
Support for Change

Of course, if there is to be change to improve the downtown area, a good starting point is to solicit input on what it should be and how to fund it.  The tool is to ask questions recognizing that the question provides a straw proposal of an idea that is being judged, i.e. what we were thinking about when developing the survey, not what each business might suggest.  

Look and Feel of Downtown. We begin the analysis using the businesses’ attitudes towards downtown.  When asked if the look and feel of downtown helps their business, 21.0% agreed that it did while 26.7% felt it did not (40% were neutral).  This topic was probed by asking respondents about their façade, their window signage and their advertising.  Specifically, 36.2% agreed that their façade helped draw customers while 19.1% felt it did not.  Asked if window and store displays helped their business, 40.0% agreed that it did, 10.5% felt it did not (33.3% were neutral).  Asked if their advertising helped their business, 42.8% felt that it did while 10.5% felt it did not (33.3% were neutral).   
Conclusion: The responses indicate that we have a large number of businesses that could be helped using the tools of façade changes, window and store dress, and finally advertising; a powerful starting point for the Main street Program.

What renovations might these businesses support?  The data would suggest that there should be interest in façade, awning, or signage changes.  Surprisingly, only 30.5% would be interested, 56.2% were not interested.  Asked if low interest financing or grants would be helpful, 42.9% thought they would be while 39% felt they would not be. 
Green Space.  The businesses were quite supportive of downtown and River Park green space.  Eight out of 10 businesses (81.0%) thought green space is important for downtown (8.6% thought it not important).  Two out of 3 (68.6%) felt green space was important for a River Park (9.5% thought it not important).  
Conclusion: Downtown businesses desire to add green space to the community.  

Pedestrian traffic.  Green spaces can provide physical resting places and soften the image of the downtown both of which can lead to more pleasant pedestrian experiences downtown.  Six out of 10 businesses (59.0%) thought that increased pedestrian traffic downtown would benefit their business (31.4% felt it would not).  Three out of 4 businesses (76.2%) were in favor of street festivals (13.3% were not) and 61.0% were in favor of downtown-wide retail promotions (16.2% were not).  
Conclusion: Although increasing foot traffic would not necessarily benefit all businesses, the data suggests that businesses generally see the advantage of activities that bring people downtown (festivals and downtown-wide promotions).  These responses should encourage the heart of the volunteers on the Main Street Promotions committee.
BID.  Money is required to help façade and signage changes, develop green space, and bring people downtown.  One tool is to create a Business Improvement District (BID).  Half of the respondents would support a BID (50.5%) while 32.4% would not, nearly 3 to 2 in favor of the BID.  Approximately 17% did not offer a view.  For those who would support the BID, they would prefer to pay $120/year (13.3%) or $240/year (12.4%).  They were generally happy to have the work done for them with 55.2% declining to serve on a committee (30.5% would help).  They were more evenly split on being added to an email list.  46.7% were okay with that while 38.1% were not.  
Follow Up: The City and Downtown Rhinelander, Inc, representing the downtown businesses, leveraged this 3:2 in favor of a BBID to set BID boundaries that encompass the historic downtown area.  The funds to support the desired economic revitalization of this district were obtained using a levy on the assessed value capped at a ceiling of $100,000..
Free-Form Input: Five Most important Assets / Issues for Downtown

Five most important Assets 
· Family and locally owned stores; long standing ownership; diverse businesses (67)

· Restaurants; bars; coffee places (41)

· Rhinelander downtown is small and contained; ease of getting from one place to another (28)

· Parking (22)

· Being financial, legal, business and government center  (20)

Five Biggest Problems

· Old, dilapidated buildings; appearance and cleanliness (77)

· Parking Issues (73)

· Need more retail businesses; variety (39)

· No “draw” on main street (20)

· Disunity and absent cohesiveness among business owners; insufficient local government support (17)

Conclusion: We have assets to work with and problems to address.  It is interesting to see Parking on both the Assets and Issues.  Effectively managing our downtown parking will help develop this asset for the downtown businesses.  See “Update” under the survey topic: Parking. 
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