Greyfield malls: The TODs of Tomorrow

What are greyfields?

There are many types of development sites. One way to distinguish among them is by their development history.  Another is by the presence or absence of pollutants that make development challenging or costly.  Greenfields are agricultural or wilderness lands in previously undeveloped areas. Brownfields are contaminated post-industrial sites. Until recently, there was no term to describe large, developable sites that have been previously developed, but are uncontaminated. Will Fleissig and Mark Falcone of Continuum LLC in Denver have used the word “greyfield” to describe these sites, describing properties typified bythe large paved areas at failed shopping malls .
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If you live at The Crossings, in Mountain View, California, you’re not a typical Silicon Valley resident. While your co-workers are dreading the rush hour commute, you can relax. That’s because The Crossings is within an easy walk of Whisman Station, a stop for both commuter trains and light rail. CalTrain connects to the employment centers of San Francisco and downtown San Jose, while the Valley Transportation Authority’s Tasman West line serves job locations in the cities of Santa Clara, San Jose and Milpitas. 

The Crossings hasn’t always been a transit-oriented development of homes and a small retail center. Ten years ago, the site was home to an enclosed shopping mall surrounded by parking. The San-Francisco-bound commuter train passed by a dozen times each day, but it didn’t stop. Light rail had yet to be built.

The transformation of the Crossings could be a harbinger of what happens at many other failing malls, or greyfields. All across the United States, shopping malls — the great icons of the car-dependent suburban lifestyle — are being turned into neighborhoods. Many share features that include:

· A mix of uses including housing, retail and office space, often supplemented by public uses such as parks or city offices.

· A redesign that “turns the mall inside out,” creating traditional street-oriented buildings with individual addresses and a public outlook.

· Integration of the site into the surrounding community. In many cases the redevelopments revive through-streets that were eliminated decades before to create the superblocks required for the standard mall product.

· Creation of appealing public spaces that serve a broader population than mall shoppers alone.

· Comfortable accommodation of multiple transportation modes, with a particular emphasis on creating an attractive pedestrian environment and easy access to public transportation.

Less obvious than the design features of greyfield revitalization projects are the benefits they offer in terms of strengthening established communities and curtailing urban sprawl, by providing close-in development sites that satisfy demands for housing and commercial space while avoiding conversion of non-urbanized land.

All of these features are hallmarks of the New Urbanism. New Urbanism is a planning and development movement that has grown quickly since 1993. The Congress for the New Urbanism (CNU) is a non-profit membership organization based in San Francisco that exists to promote New Urbanism. For over two years, CNU has been studying obsolete shopping malls and their reuse.

We have found that many greyfield projects carefully incorporate transit access. They provide great examples of the integration of transportation and land use at the scale of mid-size development projects in established urban areas. They demonstrate the viability of a contemporary development model that includes transit serving a variety of trip purposes. 

Transit-Oriented Development

The Congress for the New Urbanism (CNU) has been researching greyfield mall revitalization since 1999. Our research has focused on enclosed regional and super-regional malls, those of 350,000 square feet of leasable space and at least 35 store spaces. We initially focused on these large malls because their size offers great possibilities for new investment — or the potential to greatly damage their surroundings. In many cases, obsolete retail properties are the largest development sites in their communities. Our initial work focused on the economics of greyfield revitalization. A studio at the Harvard Graduate School of Design answered design questions while conducting economic analyses. The investigators found that greyfield revitalization in almost all cases requires public subsidy, but that the payoff for the local government (in property and/or sales taxes) would, over time, more than cover the investment.

For the next phase of research, we contracted with PricewaterhouseCoopers Global Strategic Real Estate Group. Based on their experience and interviews within the industry, they determined that malls could safely be considered greyfields if their sales per square foot fell below $150 per year. (Healthy malls typically have sales about twice that level, and a few malls have sales of $450 per square foot per year.) They also determined that sales of less than $175 per square foot meant that a mall was “threatened,” meaning that the mall was likely to become a greyfield, barring significant investment. 

PwC used national databases compiled by the shopping center industry, as well as proprietary information from their archives, to determine how many such malls there were in the United States. Their researchers determined that about 7 percent of all enclosed regional malls are currently greyfields, and another 12 percent are threatened.

Following up on these findings, for the past six months, CNU has been working with Lee Sobel of CB Richard Ellis’ Miami office. Sobel has investigated over a dozen greyfields that have been or are being redeveloped as new urbanist neighborhoods. He has found that almost all of these successful revitalizations have incorporated mass transportation, showing that greyfields may continue to be a source of transit-oriented development opportunities.
In the coming year, we will continue our investigation of greyfield redevelopment in a project funded in part by the US EPA as part of their Smart Growth program. One aspect of the study will be a geographic analysis of greyfield sites that will assess the availability of transit to a large sample of obsolete retail properties. The results will help us determine the readiness of greyfield sites for transit-oriented development. 

Greyfields & Transit: Recipe for Success

In our recent research, we identified 11 successful conversions of greyfields into neighborhoods. They all either have mass transit now or are planning for it, as shown in the table, “Greyfield Mall Revitalizations: A Model for Transit and Land Use Integration.”

In some cases, such as Paseo Colorado in Pasadena, California, the old mall was served by transit. These transit hubs tend to remain active even as the mall fails. In other cases, such as Phalen Village Center, in St. Paul, Minnesota, the redevelopment planning included plans for enhanced mass transit.
In the course of this research, we found that many of the malls in our study were not well connected to the regional freeway system. The most successful malls today often have direct freeway access.  By contrast, the typical greyfield site is smaller, and is located on a suburban arterial, far from the freeways. These locations are generally ill-suited for contemporary regional malls, as such malls by definition need to gather customers from throughout the region. On the other hand, they are well positioned to become successful TODs. Transit-oriented retail relies less on being the biggest and having the most free parking. Instead, it sells itself through convenience to people on foot.

Almost all of the greyfield redevelopment success stories we have documented have included housing, and many also include offices. Residents and workers provide a constant base of support for retail, especially for those that provide daily needs, like supermarkets and restaurants. 

Similar synergies exist between the developments and mass transit. The greyfield redevelopments are designed to be walkable neighborhoods, where many of a person’s needs are met within the project. Transit riders who visit the projects will appreciate the convenience of finding workplaces, shopping, and civic space all within walking distance. Residents of the projects will be able to survive with fewer cars, as they can walk to local businesses and take transit to some regional destinations.

As we continue our research, we will look closely at these synergies, to help transit agencies and developers alike identify the best locations for transit-oriented developments.
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