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NOTE:  Use of this document is permitted ONLY with the following assurances: 
1) Authorization has been gained from Downtown Delaware (302-577-8477). 

2) Crediting of Downtown Delaware will be prominently placed in the document. 
 

DESCRIPTION OF DELIVERABLE(S): 

 

Recommended Vacancy Standard for 

__name of town or program___ 

 

Introduction 

Downtown Delaware recommends that towns develop and adopt a “Vacancy Treatment Standard”.  The goal 

of the Vacancy Treatment Standard is to establish a written protocol for the treatment of vacancy so as to 

acknowledge vacant buildings in a unified manner and thereby mitigate the effect that vacancy has on the 

overall appearance of the downtown and the area as a whole. The logic here is that commercial districts 

should reflect commercial activity whenever possible, and leaving the premises in an obviously vacant 

condition should be thought of as the least desirable option when a business closes. This recommended 

vacancy standard outlines and prioritizes alternatives to obvious vacancy:     

 Activation of vacant space with a long term goods and/or service provider is, of course, the most 

desirable alternative to an empty space, thus a top priority. The process of long-term prospecting, 

however, takes time. Locating appropriate businesses, negotiating the terms of an agreement, 

construction and “grand opening” can take 12 to 24 months or even under good conditions, and longer 

in a tough economy.   

 In the meantime there are alternative initiatives that can be undertaken in the short term that will reflect 

a more positive overall commercial message provided that downtown property owners are engaged 

and agreeable to these initiatives.  

Engaging Property Owners 

A fundamental goal of any standard is to have the participation and enrollment of all intended participants. The 

first step to adopting a vacancy standard is to in engage property owners by enrolling them to participate. 

Enrolling the property owners starts with an explanation of the standard i.e., What is the standard? and What it 

will do for them and the commercial district?  

This standard is written as an enrollment aid so that property owners will see the potential increase in value to 

their individual real estate holdings as well as to the increase to the collective value to the district as a whole. 

The bottom line is: the more “buy-in” there is the more value created. 

That said, if an owner does not want your assistance or does not see the value of achieving a common 

standard - move on - and work with those who will partner with you. Perhaps it will make a difference upon “re-
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approach” when those who do not participate initially see the physical improvements that adopting this 

standard can bring to the area. 

Once adopted by the downtown or revitalization organization, copies of the standard should be available for 

property owners and an “abstract” of the standard should be sent. 

Note: Think of Priorities One and Two below as the standard approach for vacancy solutions that you would 

like to see all property owners adhere to and adopt. The first two priorities establish a common goal and path 

for “reactivating” the property owner’s space with appropriate new business activity. But since “gearing up” and 

executing on these two priorities can take weeks or longer, property owners should be encouraged to 

concurrently undertake steps to implement the standards as outlined in Priorities Three and Four below. It is 

only when undertaking Priories Three and Four concurrently that the negative effects of vacancy can be 

mitigated, which is the primary goal of this standard. 

A final note: Any standard requires enrollment and adoption by the intended participants. As you take the initial 

steps toward implementing this standard the first step is to put this standard in the hands of property owners 

with current vacancy, and gain their support and participation. This will address current conditions and also 

provide a visual model for the standard as you begin the next phase of enrolling new property owners in the 

standard.  

PRIORITY ONE: Long-term New Business 

Vacancy Data Sheet 

Once property owners are enrolled, complete a Vacancy Data Sheet with each property owner. This exercise 

will capture some of the basic information for each space, which in turn, will assist in answering questions that 

arise later in the process. (See Vacancy Data Sheet outline.) 

Assessment of Long Term Prospects and Steps to Business Recruitment: Build a database of prospects of 

those seeking to expand their business, open a new business or relocate their existing business. Identification 

and prospecting techniques include: 

 

 Identify and list potential categories (the types of businesses that you would like to see join 

the business-mix in the downtown). For example, coffee shop, restaurant, gallery etc. These 

categories can be derived from market research that reveals under-served categories of 

businesses in the area or from the results of customer surveys that ask shoppers what 

businesses they would like to see downtown, or a combination of both (see Short Survey). We 

recommend using both techniques to gain sustainability and preference perspectives. 

 

 Identify and list area shopping center merchants you wish to target for each vacant space 

(initially focusing on your targeted business categories). Shopping center merchants can be 

targeted as business prospects themselves or provide you with ideas or examples of the types 

of businesses you may want to target for recruitment. 
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 Identify and list area merchants from neighboring communities you wish to target for each 

vacant space (again, focusing on your targeted business categories). 

 

 Consider obtaining a subscription to local, regional and national syndicated data lists from 

which to supplement your local due diligence in the targeted business categories to determine 

if national or regional chains or local independents with multiple locations might be possible 

prospects. This database will also provide insight as to size and related site selection criteria. 

(For example Crittenden Online provides such information for restaurant and retail businesses 

and can be purchased for approximately $287 for 6 months) 

 

 Obtain the mailing list of businesses within a designated geography (perhaps 3 miles) from 

InfoUSA (www.infousa.com). The cost for such a list may vary, but should be available for 

under $200. The list may include hundreds of regional prospects. This list will enable you to 

begin building the regional prospect database for the targeted categories. 

 

 Prepare a detailed package of business development incentives and resources. These 

materials should outline all of the resources and assistance available to prospective 

businesses. (See “Starting a Business Resource Guide”.)    

 

 Begin Cold Calling (See “Cold Calling Tutorial” in your materials.) Cold calling is the term used 

to describe the first contact with a prospective business. If the vacant property owner is 

represented by a real estate broker your assistance may be in the form of supplying leads and 

contact information rather than making direct contact. If there is no real estate broker you, the 

property owner or both will make the initial contact. Record the results of all cold calling 

conversations in a central place (Use your Building and Business Inventory) to coordinate and 

track your progress. 

Sometimes in conjunction with your cold calling efforts it is more effective to make personal or 

telephone contact. In other circumstances it is impractical to take this approach, i.e. you are 

prospecting antique merchants from a 50 mile radius. In such cases an initial letter to the business is an 

appropriate starting point (See “Initial Letter”.) 

 If the conversation goes well and the matter progresses you can facilitate the mutual 

understanding of the property owner and the business prospect by requesting that either 

forwards a Letter of Intent (LOI), outlining the terms they are agreeable to. This is a “pre-step” 

toward the parties signing a lease, and helps identify any difference in understanding about the 

basic terms and obligations of each party. (See “Letter of Intent Outline” in these materials.) 

If there is real estate brokerage representation then the broker will typically use their form and process.  

 

http://www.infousa.com/
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PRIORITY TWO: Assessment of Short-term Business Prospects 

If no long term prospect is imminent, then short-term business recruitment strategies are recommended (for 

example, these can be “seasonal businesses” like a Christmas store, fall pumpkins and gourds, summertime 

theme, etc.) 

Assessment of Short Term or Temporary Prospects Identification and prospecting techniques include: 

 

 Identify and list local merchants already in town for a second temporary  or “seasonal” 

presence in the vacant space 

 

 Identify and list area shopping center merchants for a second temporary or “seasonal” 

presence in the vacant space 

 

 Identify and list merchants from neighboring communities for a second temporary or 

“seasonal” presence in the vacant space 

 

 Utilize previously obtained syndicated data and mailing lists. 

 

 Begin Cold Calling (Again see, “Cold Calling Tutorial” in your materials.) The goal is to 

investigate the feasibility of a short term (temporary opportunity) if a long term option is not 

available. The appeal of short term opportunities are typically: 

 Lower costs 

 Lower risk 

 Experiment with new markets without long term commitment 

 Allows the business to select the peak selling season for the goods and services, 

and then close. 

Note: If no long term or short term prospects are available then move on to the next priority. 

 

PRIORITY THREE: Display of Goods and Services 

The Display of an existing business’s goods and services  

Enroll targeted businesses in the opportunity to display their merchandise in a vacant store window. This 

requires having conversations with the property owner (seeking permission to use the store window while the 
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space is vacant), and the business owner (getting their agreement to participate) by providing the goods and 

services to be displayed. 

Make new businesses or struggling businesses the priority when providing this assistance.  Target “at risk” 

businesses in need of retention assistance and make them a priority in your selection criteria. The display of 

goods of struggling business goods in another downtown location is a billboard opportunity that generates 

awareness that the business is open for business (this is business retention work). Use this approach: 

 

 Enroll the property owner. Present the opportunity as a no cost or low cost opportunity to 

market the space more effectively because it will look good and reflect a commercial purpose. 

In addition, assure the property owner that the window display will reserve space for the owner 

to market the vacancy with contact and other relevant information. (See Priority 4 below for 

examples of such.) If cost is an issue, offer that the business owner will pay for the utilities cost 

to light the display and other related display costs such as possible construction of a temporary 

demising wall or other appropriate “back” treatment.  Keep in mind that “access” to the window 

space is all that you are asking the property for. Enroll the business owners that you have 

“targeted”. 

 

PRIORITY FOUR: Pleasing Window Graphic 

Install a graphic design or other decorative element that improves the visual aesthetic of the storefront or 

window  

Goal: To reflect a positive image as an alternative to vacancy whenever it is possible to do so.  

We recommend a visually pleasing graphic (e.g. seasonal image like a “tulip” for spring a “sun burst” for 

summer, the “tag-line” for your community etc.) If the vacancy may last for a period of time beyond the season 

it is more practical for the graphic to depict all 4 seasons accompanied by your community’s tag line and/or 

contact information pertaining to the vacancy. The selected images could be built around the retail selling 

seasons that occur throughout the year. For example, the image could correspond to the following selling 

seasons: 

 January - Winter Clearance/White Sales 

 February - Valentine’s Day/Presidents Day Weekend 

 March - Spring Preview/Home and Garden 

 April - Easter/Health and Fitness 

 May - Mother’s Day/Summer Preview 

 June - Bride’s, Dad’s and Grads 
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 July - Summer Clearance 

 August - Summer Clearance Final/Back to School 

 September - Fall Preview 

 October - Columbus Day/Halloween 

 November - Veterans Day/Thanksgiving/Holiday Preview 

 December - Holiday 

Since many communities may lack to diversity of business mix to reflect all of the images of the retail selling 

year a more desirable alternative is to select a graphic image that depicts a unique and known characteristic of 

your town or one from your region. This could be something as simple as the Main Street or revitalization 

organization logo. The logo could be repeated as a pattern comprising the entire graphic. The contact 

information could border the image stating: “This building is full of opportunity (contact)” or “This could be your 

space (contact)”  

Painted murals in conjunction with a local school (this is best for long-term vacancy) are also an 

appropriate alternative, although this requires more handholding from design/selection of graphic, skill 

of painters, selection of appropriate paint and materials, and long term maintenance. 

Once an image is selected we recommend three (3) simple applications that will fit the most common types of 

vacancies.  

The following costs are based on image produced on various substrates (corapslast, vinyl, and 
aluminum).  All of the below pricing includes printing and installation with Insta Signs Plus, 107 J & M 
Drive, New Castle, DE  19720, 302-324-8800, (Fax )302-324-8811 (You might also consider 
contacting a local/downtown sign  retailer/installer, if you prefer.)  The standard turn-around time for 
any of the below options will be 5-7 business days after the order is confirmed and approved.  At the 
beginning of each order Insta Signs Plus require only 50% deposit to begin production and the rest 
upon completion (these prices include installation).  While there is no obligation to use Insta Signs 
Plus we have provided a schedule of their specially priced options for your consideration and 
comparison (see examples of images in these materials): 

 Option 1: Coroplast Sign  

The graphic is suctioned cupped (fastened to the glass) from inside of the store window. This 
application is potentially reusable. 

2’x4’ ……………………..$175 

3’x5’ ……………………..$215 

4’x6’ ……………………..$290 
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 Option 2: Vinyl Decal  

The vinyl graphics installed directly to the exterior store window. This application is not 
reusable, but may be appropriate for long-term vacancy (six months or more) 

2’x4’ ……………………..$205 

3’x5’ ……………………..$250 

4’x6’ ……………………..$400 

 Option 3: Aluminum Sign  

This application applies to an aluminum sign used for installation onto the building façade, and  
applies to freestanding buildings with no glass. Note:  Buildings will also require fresh paint in 
addition to the aluminum sign is to paint.  In addition, care should be taken so as not to 
permanently destroy the fabric of historic buildings.) 

2’x4’ ……………………..$290 

3’x5’ ……………………..$315 

4’x6’ ……………………..$504 

It is recommended that these applications be supplemented by background techniques such as “soaping” or 

frosting in a manner that frames out the graphics, increases aesthetic appeal, increases unity of overall 

vacancy treatment standard in the downtown, and eliminates the problem of seeing “cobwebs and remnants” 

of the previous business.  This would be and determined on a case-by-case basis. As the implementing 

organization becomes familiar with these techniques and applications it is anticipated that the costs associated 

with these treatments will decrease. Initially, however, the total cost (installed) should not exceed $25 per 

square foot. 

Pertinent contact and leasing information should be included as an additional means of marketing the space.  

This is where Main Street or the revitalization organization has an excellent opportunity to show what it’s doing 

for downtown! Therefore, in addition to the owner/broker contact information we recommend the organizational  

“sponsor” logo be prominently placed on the graphic.  This message should look as complimentary to the 

graphic as possible. The recommended method for applying the contact information is to border or “picture 

frame” the graphic.  

 

(See images next page) 
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A graphic for all seasons 

 

Vacancy…what vacancy…I just see beaming grads! 

 

 

Click three times and say…”I wanna be there” ! 
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Oh, yeah 

 

 

Beautiful color
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A common, but less desirable vacancy treatment: 
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Examples of Proposed Types of Vacancy Treatment:  Graphics  

 

 

 

Examples of Proposed Types of of Vacancy Treatment:  Graphics 
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APPENDIX 

Property Owner: Vacancy Data Sheet 

 

 

 

 

Owner/contact information: 

 

 

Address: 

 

 

 

Exterior 

 

Façade/Storefront: 

 

 

 Deferred Maintenance Conditions (note conditions in need of repair and maintenance) 

 

 

Number of floors: 

 

 

List Current Use/Occupancy (by floor):  
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 First floor 

 2nd floor 

 3rd floor 

 4th floor 

 

 

Last prior use: (if vacant, what used to be in the space) 

 

 

 

Economics 

 

 

Desired Rent: 

 

 

CAM (common area maintenance, if applicable): 

 

 

Taxes: 

 

Tenant Improvement Allowance: (Is the property owner willing to contribute incentives like “free rent” 

for a limited period of time, or a “construction allowance” toward fitting out the space to attract the 

right business?) 
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Interior 

 

 

Size (gross leasable area): 

 

 

 

Ceiling (what type…open, drop etc.): 

 

 

 

Floor (type of material…concrete, wood, tile etc): 

 

 

Equipment: 

 

 

 HVAC (type of unit and age) 

 

 Electrical (Electrical capacity…how many AMPS service to the space) 

 

 Plumbing (bathrooms, sprinkler etc.) 

 

 

 

Trade Fixtures: 
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Elevation changes: 

 

 

Vertical Transportation/Lift: 

 

 

Capital Improvements (last remodel/investment) 

 

 

 

Back of House (loading dock, trash compactor, storage etc.): 

 

 

Other relevant information/Next Steps etc.: 
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Short Survey 

 

 

QUESTIONAIRRE:  Zip Code and Preference 

 

1. Please indicate the Zip Code in which you reside ? 

 

2. How often do you come downtown? (circle) 

 

3. Where else will you go while you are in town? 

 

4. What stores and services or types of stores and services are missing downtown that you would like to see? 

(Please be specific) 
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Starting a Business Resource Guide 

 

Purpose of the Starting a Business Resource Guide is to provide meaningful information and 

assistance with the new business development process. The guide should be focus on what a small 

business needs to know to streamline and accommodate their understanding of the benefits 

associated with investing in the downtown. Elements of the guide should include: 

 

Determination of City Regulations 

 

 Zoning 

 Building Occupancy Requirements 

 Construction, Building and Sign Permits 

 Fire/Life Safety, Business License 

 Utilities 

 Trash Collection 

 Police 

  and other relevant information 

 

Starting Your Business Checklist (What you will need) 

 

Overview of the Market (Marketing Materials) 

 

Developing and Expanding Your Business Skill (Local, State and Federal Incentives and small business 

services) 

 

Financing Your Small Business (Resources and financial assistance services information) 
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Cold Calling Tutorial 

This is an outline to assist your efforts in Cold-Calling new business prospects. This outline assumes that 

you have taken the following steps:  

 

1. You have an understanding of available vacancy, and 

2. You know which property owners are interested in your assistance 

 

There are three basic approaches to Cold-Calling: 

 

1. LETTER:  This is appropriate when you have learned about a business through word of 

mouth, from an Info USA mailing list, a drive-by sighting etc. A sample letter has been 

provided in your materials. (See, Initial Letter to Prospect) 

2. TELEPHONE: This may be better suited for people who are comfortable with telephone 

contact. The goal with a Letter or Telephone contact is to get a face-to-face, personal 

meeting. If it is practical to drop-in and introduce yourself as you are visiting businesses 

in the region, then you should, but in many instance it is impractical to do so. For 

example, prospecting for “antique dealers” may involve a 50 mile radius of business 

prospects and it may be impractical to visit each one.  

3. FACE-to-FACE MEETING: (more fully described below)) 

 

Things to keep in mind: 

 

In all of these Cold-Calling scenarios the goal of the initial meeting is to generate interest and next 

steps as reflected in the sample, “Initial Letter to Prospect”. 

 

Build Credibility: Match the cold-calling resource to the recruitment prospect, which is to say let a 

“retailer” ER Committee member/volunteer take the lead in cold-calling prospective retail business, 

whenever it is feasible to do so. This is advisable on many levels, but mostly because they speak one 

another’s language. 
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Be prepared to show spaces 

 

Ask good questions 

 

Business Plan and Cold-Calling Guidelines 

In a broad sense prospecting for new businesses occurs on two levels:  

 

1. You proactively initiate a business recruitment conversation, or 

2. Someone calls you about locating their business downtown 

 

This is intended to guide your thinking and actions in either scenario. The fundamental difference 

between a prospective new business calling on you and you calling upon them is that you already 

have some level of awareness and interest in them. When new business inquiries come to you (and 

you are completely unfamiliar with them) it is best to adopt a uniform approach to fielding these 

calls. First distinguish between: 

 

 Those already in business, versus 

 Those who are thinking about opening a business 

 

Generally speaking, those with an existing business have a greater promise than those who do not. 

Before spending great deals of time with those who do not have an existing business ask them to 

send you their Business Plan. If they don’t have a Business Plan, send them a copy of your form 

Business Plan Template and ask them to fill it out prior to meeting with them. The form should include:  

 

1. Pictures or renderings of the business they envision or of their existing store 

 

2. Projected revenue of the new venture 

 

3. Store size: How much space will they need? 
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4. Construction Costs and Capitalization: How much do they anticipate their new business to 

cost? Will they need a loan? 

 

5. Operating experience  

 

6. Hours of operation 

 

7. Anticipated customer  

 

8. Anticipated competition 

 

9. Staffing 

 

The content and topics of the Business Plan Template should also serve as an outline or “syllabus” for 

the one-on-one meeting you have with businesses that you are calling upon. 

Remember…as any communication with a new prospective business is coming to a close ASK 

YOURSELF: Have I clearly understood the present conversation? AND What are the next steps?  Be 

certain that this is as clear to the prospect as it is to you. 
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Letter of Intent 

 

The purpose of the LOI is to outline the basic agreement of the parties BEFORE the lease is drafted. 

Identify basic misunderstandings sooner than later. This is a format you could suggest if the parties 

that you are facilitating do not have a real estate broker, and you want them to be clear about their 

understanding. 

 

Elements of a LOI include: 

 

 Name of Parties 

 

 Name of the Business 

 

 Use clause 

 

 Premises 

 

 Lease term 

 

 Options – if applicable 

 

 Lease Commencement date 

 

 Tenant Improvement allowance – if applicable (free rent period, construction allowance etc.) 

 

 Size of the space 

 

 Rent – gross lease or rent (net of taxes, maintenance and utilities) 

 

 Taxes 

 

 Maintenance charges 
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 Utilities (who will pay) 

 

 Security deposit/Guarantee 

 

 Design, Construction and Signage approval terms 
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Initial Letter to Prospect 

 

 

DATE 

 

 

ADDRESS 

 

 

Dear Mr. and Mrs.: 

 

My name is ___________________and I am the ______________________________ serving on the 

Economic Restructuring Committee for our Main Street program. Part of our work involves 

reaching out to interesting and well-run businesses in the region and discussing their future 

growth plans. Our organization takes a very proactive approach to community business 

development, and we work in tandem with property owners as we strive to achieve an 

optimum downtown business mix. 
 

My reason for writing to you is that I recently learned about your store__________ (explain how you 

learned about the store, and something personal about what you learned whenever possible) 

________________, and I felt compelled to introduce myself.   

 

I would like to schedule a time to meet in the near future when it is convenient for you. While there 

are several unique opportunities available in our downtown right now I’d like to talk about the future 

as well. My primary goal is to explore the mutual benefits of working together whether it is now or in 

the future. Our approach is to become acquainted with your particular needs and preferences, and 

take these into account when the right opportunity presents itself. I would like to host the meeting 

downtown, however, if it is more convenient for me to meet you and talk at your shop, I am happy to 

do so.   
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All the best, 

 

 

YOUR NAME 

 

 


