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I.  EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

This market assessment report identifies a redevelopment plan for Downtown West 
Newton, Pennsylvania. 

The goal of the market assessment, as stated by MVI, is for a plan that provides “uses 
that fit the character of the neighborhoods, fit available space, economically 
develop/stabilize/grow the neighborhoods and create a unified vision of the 
respective downtowns for what they can become in the 21st Century.” 

The recommended redevelopment plan was established through the collaborative 
efforts of the Danter Company, Pizzuti Solutions, and Schuler Consulting.  In assessing 
the market, our team provides unique viewpoints from that of a developer, retailer, 
and the general marketplace. 

REDEVELOPMENT OPPORTUNITIES 

Based on an evaluation of the development environment in Downtown West Newton, 
the commercial market, the housing market, and the overall market for mixed-use 
redevelopment, it is our opinion that initial redevelopment efforts should be taken on 
along East Main Street. 

The recommended target area was identified based on the following reasons: 

• Area has the most historically significant building stock with characteristics 
most typical revitalized downtowns 

• Area benefits most from passerby traffic (automobile and bicycle) 
• Better ability to connect the West and East areas of West Newton 
• Potential for area to achieve additional expenditures from Trail users 
• Potentially offers the biggest economic impact to the area 

The synergy of a community (how its geography, buildings, businesses, and people 
relate to each other) plays a key role in the ability of an area to successfully redevelop.  
Currently, there is a big disconnect between West Newton’s area west of the river 
(the Great Allegheny Passage Trail) and east of the river (downtown).  Additionally, 
the lack of signage and knowledge of where downtown starts and ends do not 
promote or define Downtown West Newton.  
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The community plans to improve the connection between these two areas by 
expanding the Trailhead on the west side, installing a “History Ribbon” across the 
bridge, developing a new town square on the east side of town called Simeral’s 
Square, and installing signage along Main Street.  This new town center will include a 
river walk, a kiosk of events, a concert stage, and an open-air pavilion which will 
reportedly host farmers’ markets and public events.  It is our opinion, that properly 
remediated and financed, this riverfront development will enhance the marketability 
of the downtown area by complimenting the Great Allegheny Passage Trail and 
downtown businesses and providing a much needed boost to activity in the area. 

Following are annual projections for redevelopment opportunities over a 3-year 
period. 

  
DEVELOPMENT TYPE TOTAL SUPPORT 
FOOD & BEVERAGE  2 Establishments/Year 

(3,000 – 6,000 sq. ft.) 
RETAIL 1 – 2 Stores/Year 

(1,500 – 3,500 sq. ft.) 
AGING BABY BOOMER’S HOUSING 60 Rental Units 
 

Based on the findings of the market assessment, West Newton can support 3 to 4 
additional food and beverage/retail stores annually and up to 60 rental housing units 
for aging Baby Boomer over a 3-year period.  

Retail  

The recommended redevelopment plan for Downtown West Newtown is centered on 
capturing a significant portion of the pass through traffic (vehicle and trail users) by 
offering food, beverage, and other convenience retail/services.   
 
A key criterion for a retailer in considering whether or not to open a business in a new 
area is traffic counts.  The community of West Newton has an opportunity to provide 
one traffic count that consists of both automobiles and bicycles.  The Great Allegheny 
Passage Trail is an undeniable asset, but the number of annual visitors at the West 
Newton portion of the Trail is unknown. To make a convincing argument to retailers 
regarding the volume of consumers in the area, it will be important for West Newton 
to have up-to-date specific counts of trail users at the West Newton section of the 
Trail.  The following recommendations have taken into consideration the existing 
businesses.  
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• Food and beverage – Independent operators will prevail in this category.  It is 
unlikely any chains will fit well here given the desire to make the downtown 
interesting and unique.  There will be an adequate number of independent 
operators to fill the bill since there isn’t that much space to work with in West 
Newton to begin with.   

o Bakery/donuts 
o Coffee 
o Sit down restaurant, e.g., steak, seafood, Amish, healthy fare 
o Breakfast 
o Carryout, especially with prepared food and packaged meals to take 

home 
o In all cases these should be small and intimate.  For most of them 

carryout service probably is warranted.   

• Food and beverage establishments, an integral part of most shopping trips, will 
be an important part of a revived downtown.  The locations along Water Street 
are also good for sit down dining.  The Riverside Lounge has an opportunity to 
go more upscale (not white tablecloth, but good for couples).   

• Within the West Newton Trade Area, the most significant retail gap exists 
within full-service restaurants.  Local consumer expenditures for full-service 
restaurants exceed $21 million.  The total estimated retail sales of full-service 
restaurants in the trade area is less than $10 million, indicating that more than 
half of the families in the area travel outside of the market for a full-service 
restaurant.  This assumes good curb appeal, visibility, signage, and convenient 
parking. 

• Cafes and delis will work along Main Street, as can carry-outs offering prepared 
meals.  Anyone coming home from work after 7 pm would seem a perfect 
candidate to pick up something for dinner on the way home.  These places 
should have changing specials to avoid monotony, sameness and staleness.  
East Main Street is ideal to capture through traffic during the morning and 
evening rush hours.  The morning traffic will be in the market for coffee, 
donuts, bagels, and muffins.  Combined with a bakery, they can also provide 
items that commuters can buy for dessert on the way home.  Visible and 
accessible parking will be necessary to capture passers-by.  

• Capturing 30% of the business lost to outside markets, would result in 
Downtown West Newton absorbing more than 10,000 square feet of food and 
beverage business (likely 3 or 4 restaurants given downtown’s building stock).   
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• If possible, the ground floor of the Cornerstone Apartments should 
accommodate a restaurant or eatery of some kind.  This may not be physically 
workable, but the building’s design and location make sense for food and 
beverage.  It is a good size for a restaurant featuring healthy fare – the trail 
hikers will like the building and the food, as will many other people. 

• During our field visits, we frequently noticed that businesses were open during 
different times and many retailers offered limited and sporadic hours.  This 
issue becomes a major disconnect with shoppers and limits the marketability of 
the downtown retail market.  Having a deli or bakery that opens after the 
morning rush hour and closes before the evening rush hour is an extreme 
example of this. The hours of operation in a retail center are typically dictated 
by the landlord in order to maintain synergy.  Every effort should be made to 
educate businesses on the advantage of being open during peak hours and the 
benefit of all retailers having consistent businesses hours. 

• Additionally, the ability of West Newton to support this many food and 
beverage establishments will largely be contingent upon the businesses and 
area being marketed and the overall quality of the food and service.   

• Having several new restaurants within proximity to each other will benefit 
existing businesses as the volume of people that will come downtown to eat 
will significantly increase.  People will no longer be dining out at one particular 
restaurant, but rather going “downtown” for a unique experience. 

• Provide specialty retailers whose appeal will be to a particular niche market, 
but whose presence will attract browsers and impulse shoppers while making 
Main Street an interesting place.  

. 
• Main Street has four such specialty retailers today: Black Square Antiques, 

Stout’s Antiques, the Collectible Shop and Burnter’s Rock and Gem Shop.  
Merchandising in such shops can offer something for the enthusiast who truly 
knows where an item’s value lies, but they also can appeal to casual shoppers 
who merely knows what he or she likes.  Pricing will run the gamut from small 
affordable and impulse items to expensive specialty items; the rock and gem 
store is an example of a store where such varied pricing is essential to its 
success.  

• Such specialty retailer also must merchandise “to the max” while offering 
services connected their core focus.  For example, the antique stores can (and 
perhaps do) sell furniture polish, refinishing kits, wood and fabric treatments, 
and offer repair services, upholstering, refinishing and the like.  The gem and 
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rock store can perhaps create jewelry out of rocks and gems that the customer 
brings in, offer appraisals, teach classes in gemology, organize rockhounding 
trips, and distribute leaflets to trail hikers describing the geology of the Yough 
River valley.  Sports memorabilia stores can provide search services for 
customers’ wish lists, help customers find items online, organize trips to away 
Steelers games, bring Bill Mazeroski in for autograph signings (or to sell copies 
of his Hall of Fame induction speech!), offer sports clinics, and so on.  Internet 
merchandising would be a must for such a shop. 

• Other specialty retailers can offer items geared toward a similarly narrow 
market, but which also provoke the interest of the general public.   

• One or two more antique stores can help make West Newton an antiques 
stopover.  Each can have its own specialty, and combined they have the critical 
mass and synergy that makes the tow an important stop on the “antique circuit” 
that is marketed to the antiquers among us.  Such shops can tie in with the local 
B&B’s, too.   

• Downtown has a florist, a good use for a well-traveled corridor like Main Street.  
At the moment they are located on North 2nd Street with no visibility.  A Main 
Street location will work well, especially if the florist is allowed to place some 
items on the sidewalk where people can see them, displays of seasonal flowers 
and plants.   

• Other users - Downtown West Newton is small enough that only a few office 
users on Main Street will diminish Main Street’s curb appeal.  Second level and 
side street locations are better for them.  They are destination uses and thus do 
not need the visibility that the retailers do.  As disruptive as it might be, street 
level spaces on Main Street should be devoted to retailing and food/beverage.  
An office user or two will not cause much harm to this effort, but 6 or 7 will. 

Lastly, the offices located on the northeast and southeast corners of Main and 
Water Streets constitute an unsatisfactory gateway to the town.  Great retail or 
food and beverage users belong here.  Properly done, the operations located on 
these corners make a powerful statement to through-travelers concerning the 
quality and character of the town.   
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For the town’s part, it can further contribute to the effort by addressing the following 
issues: 

• Identify 1 or 2 parcels within one block of East Main Street in Downtown for 
surface parking.  If this parking is not visible to passers-by, directional signage 
will be necessary for the free public parking area(s). 

• The borough must continue its downtown cleanup efforts.  Curb appeal is a 
must.  This not only will include ongoing maintenance of sidewalks and fresh 
plantings, but the condition of the buildings and storefronts, including the 
vacant ones, must be tidied up.  West Newton must prepare for the fact that 
“company is coming.”  New tenants will be arriving to see the buildings, and 
new shoppers and diners will be arriving (including visitors to the special 
events that will be occurring here).  Having said this, some prospective tenants 
will understand that the revitalization of downtown West Newton lies mostly in 
the future, and in fact some will be looking for real estate bargains and for 
funky old buildings with character. 

• The borough must be conspicuously dedicated to the idea of downtown 
revitalization and all that this entails.  Examples: facilitate the entitlement and 
permitting processes, pro-business approaches, a clear communication that the 
city is behind the revitalization efforts and thus an ally for new tenants who 
want to located where the opportunities to succeed are greatest.  Prospective 
tenants will be much more interested in a beautiful old building if they are 
convinced that the borough is active and dedicated both to individual and 
town-wide success. 

• An aggressive, ambitious and professional approach to business success on the 
parts of building owners and tenants.  The town will thrive if its downtown 
operators are success-driven and adept in their business practices.  Once this is 
in place it can be used in the town’s marketing programs. 

 



 I-7

Housing 

West Newton has a good base of quality nearby residential neighborhoods and 
lifestyle-appropriate households, some attractions like the Allegheny Trail, and good 
accessibility.  However, the lack of downtown employment, attractions, quality of 
surrounding environment, and lack of retail conveniences, hinders the overall 
marketability of Downtown West Newton as a preferred place of residence. 

• There are attributes of Downtown West Newton that according to our surveys 
are appealing to the aging Baby Boomer population, including, but not limited 
to: 

• The retention of historic buildings helps keep the history of West 
Newton and the remembrance for seniors of childhood experiences and 
the way things “used to be”  

• Main street is busy and as one of our last visits showed, seniors want to 
sit along the street (in a park bench) and be in the middle of the action 

• West Newton has a senior center 
• The downtown is pedestrian friendly 
• The Allegheny Trail is easily accessible  
• Senior rental communities near and along train tracks have proven to be 

more of an amenity than a deterrent for residency 

• Given the low rents in the EMA, and the market demand from low- to moderate-
income aging Baby Boomers to reside in downtown, it is our opinion that rents 
and quality need to be a value in the marketplace for any housing development 
to be successful in downtown.   

• One way to achieve affordability is by using the Low-Income Tax Credit 
program.  This program offers Tax Credits for the renovation or new 
construction of rental units as long as the units are rented to households with 
incomes not to exceed 60% area median household income (a Tax Credit 
development often has several income levels below 60%).  This program can be 
done in concert with moderately-priced market-rate apartments to provide for a 
mixed-income development. 

• Two-bedroom units have been well received in senior affordable developments 
because there are many seniors who need to move out of their single-family 
home (either too expensive, too big to take care of, or the design is not suited 
for the mobility of older persons) and a one-bedroom will often times not 
accommodate the extra space they need for all of the items that they have 
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collected over the years.  We recommend up to 60 units at a mix of 50% one-
bedroom units and 50% two-bedroom units. 

Ideally, the housing will be located at a site that has commercial development 
between it and the local senior center.  This will allow for sorely needed pedestrian 
traffic in downtown.  It will be important for any development to offer a competitive 
amenity package with overall quality exceeding the market standard (refer to page IV-
56 for standard amenities).  We assume any multi-story development will include an 
elevator. 

Future residential development above storefronts should have a firm plan in place for 
use of the ground floor.  Even the most successful residential projects will look like a 
failure if the ground floor space is vacant or rented out as an undesirable use.  If the 
site does not support ground floor retail (from a market perspective) other nonretail 
uses such as a leasing office, exercise room, lobby, or garages should be considered. 

DEVELOPMENT ENVIRONMENT 

While West Newton has its own set of obstacles and opportunities for promoting 
economic development, it shares several significant impediments to job creation and 
revitalization common with other boroughs in Pennsylvania. These hurdles must be 
addressed before any focused economic development program takes root and 
becomes viable. 

• Meeting the Challenges for Meaningful Economic Development - It is 
improbable to assume that there is a single “magic bullet” of effort or activity to 
solve the economic development issues of the Mon Valley area. The 
traditionally focused, local economic development program in the United 
States tends to focus on broad brush issues like developing quality industrial 
parks; extending or expanding utility capacity for new employers; or marketing 
available resources such as educated work force, available buildings, proximity 
to ports and significant financial incentives. 

Despite the county and Federal programs that are available as pass-through 
funding sources to the local communities and companies, it is apparent that at 
the present, the traditional approach to economic development within the 
borders of the three boroughs of this study is not logical. There are not enough 
financial resources or available readily developable land to undertake classical 
development programs. There is some classical ED occurring in the area, but it 
is occurring in areas around Pittsburgh, or in outlying areas such as those along 
I-70 with available ground in newly created industrial parks. Also, it is highly 
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unlikely that projects such as the Waterfront will be duplicated in any of the 
boroughs for the foreseeable future. 

The most effective approach to creating meaningful economic development 
opportunities for communities with the challenges described above is to 
approach local change on a neighborhood by neighborhood methodology – 
providing opportunities for moderately scaled revitalization projects that 
ultimately can be linked together for larger scale community change. It is 
critical to determine what assets in each neighborhood are worth keeping and 
protecting, and which are no longer of social or economic significance.  

For instance, just because a building (or collection of buildings) is old and 
possesses sentimental value, it doesn’t mean that the buildings actually have 
historic significance or could contribute to a neighborhood revitalization. 
Sometimes tough decisions must be made about such properties in order to 
create a critical mass of change that can be sustained for the long term. 

There are a number of common steps that can be taken that will make a 
difference as they set the stage for economic and social change. There are other 
unique steps that would only make sense for each individual borough to 
pursue. We will first discuss the common steps that would be of value to all 
boroughs. 

• Expand Local Leadership – The first responsibility of any local government is to 
protect the health, safety and welfare of its citizenry. Traditionally this has 
meant maintaining quality police and fire services; providing clean water and 
other reliable utilities; and providing well maintained public streets and rights 
of way. 

However, strong local leaders also recognize that the foundation of health, 
safety and welfare is providing dynamic neighborhoods in which residents can 
work, play, live, shop and socialize. Strengthening borough neighborhoods, 
including downtown neighborhoods, should be a top priority of local leaders. 
However, it is illogical to think that the issues of all neighborhoods can be 
addressed simultaneously. Nor is it possible to create one program that can 
address the needs of all neighborhoods equally. 

Therefore, it is important for boroughs with limited resources to initially 
concentrate on revitalizing one or two strategic areas within the community. 
That is not to say that any area of the community should be ignored. Every 
attempt should be made to deliver quality community services to every part of 
the borough. But, in order to foster a significant attitudinal change that could 
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foster an eventual community-wide revitalization, efforts must begin by 
focusing dramatic and extraordinary efforts in one or two areas of the borough. 

Trying to change the entire community at once will only lead to diffused and 
ineffectual efforts, resulting in little noticeable impact in the daily lives of 
residents. Trying to do too much in too many places at once will only result in 
fragmented efforts, none of which will have the required political, financial our 
concentrated community support to succeed. 

Choosing the location(s) within the boroughs to begin a revitalization effort 
will be discussed elsewhere in this study. But only the demonstration of strong 
leadership by local officials will be able to create the necessary priorities of 
where to begin the effort. To make any revitalization program truly effective, it 
has to be envisioned, sponsored, promoted, supported and implemented by 
local leaders and residents.  

The support and resources of state, county and public/private organizations 
will be important for success. But, determining which neighborhood(s) in 
which to begin for most immediate visual, economic and social impact can only 
be determined by those who will be most impacted. Local citizens will not buy 
into ‘just another program’ that is led by someone or some organization with 
little or no accountability to the borough electorate.  

Heretofore, local borough leaders have not been intimately involved in 
economic development efforts. We are not suggesting boroughs try to operate 
the ED programs delivered by other agencies. However, borough leaders must 
lead the effort to establish the priorities for change; communicate these 
priorities with residents; and elicit resident ideas, suggestions and grassroots 
support for moving the community forward. 

• Designate a Development Point Person – If the borough wishes to become 
focal points for positive change, the communities must recognize that they not 
only have a voice of participation in the change, but that they should have the 
most recognizable and readily available voice. This does not mean the boroughs 
have to hire a full- or part-time development director. It does mean that a 
person already on staff must become the ‘go to’ person and be a source of vital 
information. 

This means that one person has to be identified as the public official that has 
available, up-to-date information about the community.  This contact person 
must have current maps depicting zoning districts, a listing of possible available 
buildings with contact information, demographic information, and an outline 
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of how to proceed through the application and approval process for projects. 
For a modest investment, the community could produce an attractive brochure 
that lists the amenities of the community. 

This public official should also become well versed with all of the various grant 
and incentive programs that are available from other agencies or partnerships 
and the contact information for these other organizations. The official person 
should keep regular hours, or at least have an accurate email address and 
telephone number for contact. Of course, prompt follow with contacts must 
be a priority. 

These simple steps will greatly reduce the initial confusion that potential 
companies and businesses face when first coming to a borough. If nothing else, 
a prospect can be directed to the agency most likely to render assistance. 

Additionally, the development point persons selected as the ‘official contact’ 
could be the official spokesperson for the borough, the mayor and/or other 
elected officials that are identified as the ‘champions’ of revitalization. The 
community should do everything possible to keep the residents informed of all 
decisions regarding where revitalization will begin and the progress that is 
made. The point person could be the link to transmit this information to 
residents.  
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II. INTRODUCTION  

A.  OBJECTIVES  

This market assessment report identifies a redevelopment plan within the downtown 
area of West Newton, Pennsylvania.  After fully discussing the scope and area of 
survey with Mr. Patrick Shattuck of Mon Valley Initiative, The Danter Company, 
Incorporated/Pizzuti Companies/Schuler Consulting team undertook the analysis.    

B.  TEAM ROLES/METHODOLOGY 

The methodology we use in establishing a redevelopment plan is centered on three 
viewpoints and analyses:  the developer, the retailer, and the marketplace. 

The Developer—The Pizzuti Companies/Pizzuti Solutions have been developing 
projects from concept to creation for more than 30 years.  Pizzuti’s role on the team is 
to identify and assess the current development environment in West Newton relating 
to the ease and appeal for a developer to redevelop property in the commercial 
district.  Successful redevelopment plans will require interest from developers.  An 
addendum to the final report will be provided with a potential developer list. 

The Retailer—Scott Schuler of Schuler Consulting has been active in the commercial 
real estate market for twenty-nine years.  Scott produces analyses and sales tools used 
to help shopping center developers attract key retail tenants, and to help retailers in 
making their locational decisions.  Schuler Consulting assesses the current retail 
market conditions and identifies the characteristics necessary to attract retailers to the 
commercial district. 

The Marketplace—The Danter Company is a national real estate research firm 
providing market and demographic information for communities, builders, lenders, 
and developers in a variety of commercial markets.  The Danter Company, the lead 
partner for this assessment, is identifying current housing and commercial market 
conditions, assessing overall market demand, and working with Pizzuti Solutions and 
Schuler Consulting in formulating an actionable redevelopment plan in the 
commercial corridor. 
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C.  DATA ANALYSIS    

This study represents a compilation of data gathered from various sources, including 
the properties surveyed, local records, and interviews with local officials, real estate 
professionals, and major employers, as well as secondary demographic material.  
Although we judge these sources to be reliable, it is impossible to authenticate all 
data.  The analyst does not guarantee the data and assumes no liability for any errors in 
fact, analysis, or judgment.   

The secondary data used in this study are the most recent available at the time of the 
report preparation.   

In Section VI—Field Survey, we have attempted to survey l00% of all units.  Since this is 
not always possible, we have also compared the number of units surveyed with the 
number of multifamily housing starts to establish acceptable levels of representation.  
All developments included in the study are personally inspected by a field analyst 
directly employed by The Danter Company, Incorporated. 

The objective of this report is to gather, analyze, and present as many market 
components as reasonably possible within the time constraints agreed upon.  The 
conclusions contained in this report are based on the best judgments of the analysts; 
we make no guarantees or assurances that the projections or conclusions will be 
realized as stated.  It is our function to provide our best effort in data aggregation, and 
to express opinions based on our evaluation. 

D.  USES AND APPLICATIONS  

Although this report represents the best available attempt to identify the current 
market status and future market trends, note that most markets are continually 
affected by demographic, economic, and developmental changes.  Further, this 
analysis has been conducted with respect to a particular client's development 
objectives, and consequently has been developed to determine the current market's 
ability to support those particular objectives.  For these reasons, the conclusions and 
recommendations in this study are applicable only to the target redevelopment area 
identified herein.  Use of the conclusions and recommendations in this study by any 
other party or for any other purpose compromises our analysis. 
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III. SCOPE OF SURVEY    

A complete assessment of the redevelopment potential of the commercial district 
requires the following considerations:  an inventory of parcels/buildings, a field 
survey of for-sale and rental housing; a survey of commercial development; an analysis 
of area housing and commercial demand; an analysis of the area economy and 
demographics; a review of community plans/studies; and stakeholder interviews. 

Parcel/Building Inventory—An inventory of parcels within the commercial district was 
collected.  For each property, we identified street address, total size (in square feet), 
number of floors, year built, tenant, and occupancy.   

Field Survey—Our survey of multifamily rental housing includes a cross-analysis of 
vacancies by rents, a survey of unit and project amenities, and a rent/value analysis.    

A field survey of retail businesses within the commercial district has been completed.  
The field survey includes a list of retailer’s by store type.  Individual and aggregate 
square footage is included within the building inventory survey. 

Area Demand Analysis—We have conducted an analysis of commercial and housing 
demand that includes a study of support by both growth and internal mobility.   

Economic and Demographic Analysis—The study includes an analysis of social and 
demographic characteristics of the area, and a description of the area economy that 
includes income and employment trends.  

Review of Community Plans/Studies—All literature provided by Mon Valley Initiative 
and the local community were thoroughly reviewed. 

Stakeholder Interviews—Interviews were conducted by all members of the team with 
borough and county officials, local and outlying business owners, and development 
companies (e.g. developers, architects, and engineers).  Additionally, one or more 
team members attended community meetings.  
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IV.  CONCLUSIONS 

A.  INTRODUCTION 

This market assessment report identifies a redevelopment plan within Downtown 
West Newton, Pennsylvania. 

Downtown West Newton generally includes all properties along Main Street within 
two blocks of both sides of the bridge over the Youghiogheny River.  Two blocks of 
2nd and Water Streets are also considered in the downtown area. 

The goal of the market assessment, as stated by MVI, is for a plan that provides “uses 
that fit the character of the neighborhoods, fit available space, economically 
develop/stabilize/grow the neighborhoods and create a unified vision of the 
respective downtowns for what they can become in the 21st Century.” 

Our team approach to identifying a redevelopment plan is based on an evaluation of 
the development environment in West Newton from a developer’s viewpoint, the 
commercial market from a retailer/business viewpoint, and the housing and overall 
market for mixed-use redevelopment from a marketplace viewpoint. 

Development Environment—In assessing the current development environment in 
West Newton as it relates to the ease and appeal for a developer to redevelop 
property in the commercial district, Pizzuti Solutions considered the following issues: 

• Economic development 
• Planning 
• Building/service 
• Taxes/finance 
• Communication 
• General issues 
• Review of recommended target redevelopment plan 
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The Commercial Market—In assessing the potential for commercial redevelopment in 
West Newton, Schuler Consulting considered the follow factors: 

• Background of local commercial market 
• Retail evolution  
• Current retail landscape 

• Commercial Space Inventory 
• Trade Area 
• Design and Leasing Issues 
• Void (Demand) Analysis 
• Placement within Commercial District 
• Management and Marketing 

The Marketplace—The Danter Company has a focus on the housing component of the 
assessment and plays the lead role in the overall mixed-use redevelopment plan.  In 
assessing the market, the following factors were considered: 

• Analysis of area economics/demographics, including: 
• Population and household trends 
• Age of population 
• Household incomes 
• Employment growth 

• Area housing demand factors, including 
• Effective Market Area trends 
• Building permit activity  
• Apartment market conditions 

• Results of commercial analysis of Schuler Consulting 
• Area characteristics, strengths and weaknesses 

• Appropriateness of the area for development types 
• Review of existing redevelopment plans 
• Critical mass versus incremental development 
• Recommendations for target redevelopment plan 
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B.  DEVELOPER’S VIEWPOINT 

 

Two members of the Pizzuti Solutions team, Shannon David Hamons and Barbara Fohl 
have been working directly on this project for the Mon Valley Initiative, under the 
direction of The Danter Company.  Shannon has experience in community economic 
development, working for more than 16 years as an Economic Development Director 
for several central-Ohio communities. Barbara’s experience includes working in city 
planning for a central-Ohio municipality and has extensive research and development 
knowledge gained since she started with Pizzuti in 2000.  While Shannon and Barbara 
have been actively researching information for this project, traveling to the Mon 
Valley region and communicating with the various stakeholders and business leaders 
who have contributed to this information, many Pizzuti and Pizzuti Solutions 
associates have contributed their time and knowledge to this endeavor.   

1.  OVERVIEW OF PROJECT SCOPE 

Our task, as given by the Danter Company, was to study and visit each of the three 
communities (West Newton, Charleroi, and Homestead) as designated by the Mon 
Valley Initiative, and help them understand how each could become more attractive 
to outside developers. Combined with the efforts of The Danter Company and Schuler 
Consulting, our goal is to help these communities be poised for growth through 
industries that are the best fit for the areas and which would be supported by the 
marketplace. With our development experience in various communities across the 
United States over the last 30 years, we have acquired a great depth of understanding 
of ‘how-to’ and ‘how-not-to’ establish a welcoming community for growth and 
economic expansion.   

To initiate the study, we met with various associates within our organization to 
outline specific community attributes that dictate whether or not our development 
company would move forward with a project in the area. We discussed this with 
individuals in our leasing department, finance department, construction department, 
Solutions division, and various executives within our company. From those 
discussions we put together a list of items that we felt were important to review, and 
collected that information from each of the three communities (questions are listed 
below for each community).  From our research gained (via visits, discussions, and 
various research on each community) and internal discussions, we have created this 
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document to better assist each community understand what their strengths and 
weaknesses are and how to best move forward to welcome growth into their 
community.   

We were able to visit each community on several occasions; making every attempt to 
talk to different individuals each time, taking many photos, gathering information, and 
following up on various pieces of information that we collected through our research. 
Those individuals that we met with are mentioned in each of the community sections 
below.  We met with various community groups and leaders, were given insight and 
tours of each community, and were allowed to attend meetings and listen to ideas and 
concepts from community groups.  We appreciate their time and input. 

We quickly learned that development does not occur in the Mon Valley area in the 
same way we are used to (not only in Ohio but in our experiences across the country) 
and our original list of questions was not all-together germane for this study. Typically 
when we are interested in a new market or new region of the country, we first do 
research on the internet, often starting with the city/community website. We often 
complete general research on that area, examining census and demographic data. We 
then would make phone calls to that community’s economic development director 
and chamber of commerce for more information, possibly arranging for visits. We 
would research the building/permit process (also often done online, or could be done 
with a visit or discussion to that community’s building official), discuss incentives, 
local business climate and government support.   

What we have been most surprised to learn from our visits to Mon Valley is that there 
was not one point of contact for each of the boroughs to discuss our study. There 
were no updated websites to visit, and not always a contact in a building department 
to discuss the approvals process and/or the permitting process. As you will read in 
our community reports below, these important elements significantly hamper each of 
the communities in terms of being attractive to outsiders in the development industry. 
There are strengths within each community (also discussed below) that would make 
each area attractive to development, but without making the process easier, 
development will most likely take much longer to occur, or perhaps not occur at all.  

2.  ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT 

While each of the three boroughs have their own set of obstacles and opportunities 
for promoting economic development, they all share several significant impediments 
to job creation and revitalization. These hurdles must be addressed before any focused 
economic development program takes root and becomes viable. 
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Availability of Resources – 

Across the United States, most communities have the opportunity to realize significant 
income tax collection from local job creation. This revenue is not only a major 
contributor to healthy general funds which support basic public services, but a 
portion of income taxes collected is often channeled back into aggressive and 
comprehensive local economic development programs.  

For these fortunate communities, local income tax collection becomes the engine that 
drives increased job attraction and expansion. This is often through the creation of 
financial incentives to assist with company growth, and/or the enhancement of 
environments that encourage growth.  

Unfortunately for the boroughs in our study, they are forced to operate in an 
environment within the State of Pennsylvania that does not provide significant 
opportunities for local income tax collection tied directly to job creation.  

Although job creation in Mon Valley does result in income tax generation, the amount 
collected is split evenly between the local school districts and the community where 
workers live – not where they are employed. This system almost serves as a 
disincentive for communities deal with the issues of effective job creation. Except for 
a minimal annual local tax per employee, usually around $50 per person, revenues 
from local jobs do not contribute significantly to local government coffers.  

While the social vibrancy and spinoff revenue turned over in local economies from 
expanding companies and well paid workers is important, the effort of providing 
quality public services and an atmosphere supportive of job growth could be more 
costly than the tax revenue generated by the job creation itself.  

It is doubtful that the state of Pennsylvania will change its system of income tax 
revenue distribution any time soon. This leaves the communities to face the challenge 
of becoming effective partners in economic development without the potential of 
significant return of income tax for job creation.  

Local Leadership – 

With an understanding of the local job creation/income tax collection conundrum 
described above, it is little wonder that local borough governments are not major 
players in economic development issues. The fact that the boroughs’ budgets are 
stretched to the limit just to ensure that the streets are fixed and safety services stand 
at the ready just doesn’t leave any excess resources to address revitalization issues. 
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Unfortunately, only strong local leadership in all areas of community life – including 
economic development matters – will provide the clear vision for moving a 
community forward and away from lethargy and stagnation. 

The various county agencies, development organizations, chambers of commerce, 
and public/private partnerships that serve the communities in the Mon Valley area do 
a commendable job with the limited resources they have. However, local elected 
officials and staff members must take vocal and visible positions when it comes to 
establishing the priorities of change. If they do not take the lead, others, while well 
meaning, will assume the leadership roles and undertake development activities that 
may or may not produce the best possible changes. 

Common goals and vision –  

Organizations like MVI and Downtown West Newton, Inc. have assumed important 
roles for promoting economic growth in their communities and region. These 
organizations are comprised of highly competent and dedicated professionals that 
operate fairly effective, although limited, development-related programs. 

Unfortunately, these organizations often provide, or attempt to provide, similar or 
overlapping programs and unintentionally compete among themselves to deliver 
services. This situation results in an economic development effort lacking an overall 
focus, succinct goals, and an effective method for evaluating progress and success. 

There is no singular voice in the region, let alone within each borough, to identify 
specific problems and the best method for solving the issues with local intensity. In 
fact, the organizations that do provide economic development services are stretched 
to the limits of manpower and financial ability. For example, several ED professionals 
in any given county may have to serve dozens of boroughs, townships, cities and 
municipalities. They just can’t be all things to all communities. This again speaks to 
the need for strong local leadership to provide the focus for maximum local change. 

The Challenge of Change – 

Perhaps the most daunting matter facing the boroughs we studied was how area 
residents and leaders have had to deal with a traumatic change in their very social 
fabric. 

While the City of Pittsburgh has largely left behind the image of a rusting steel 
industry city to become a center of high tech industry, corporate headquarters and 
innovative service and financial businesses, many of the surrounding boroughs have 
continued to struggle to create such identities. 
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At the height of the profitable steel manufacturing days, local companies provided a 
multitude of well-paying jobs that were seemingly guaranteed from generation to 
generation. Of course the reality of the 1970s and 1980s brought that assumption to a 
screeching halt. The days of apparently limitless job opportunities and the personal 
and social wealth that was generated by them was no longer the norm. 

Not only did the steel mills and supporting industries provide tens of thousands of 
good jobs, their legendary social benevolence for providing funding for schools, 
libraries, hospitals and city services also became less prevalent. Suddenly, area 
residents and governments were faced with searching for meaningful employment 
and revenue sources to support their families and communities. 

While the local steel industry has realized stabilization in recent years, it is apparent 
that it will ever again approach the magnitude of the mid-20th Century levels. A large, 
younger population still exists with knowledge of parents and grandparents who 
worked the mills and industries for most, if not all, of their adult lives. 

The younger population is now faced with the prospect of waiting for industrial jobs 
that will never again materialize, acquire the training and skills necessary to enter into 
new employment arenas, or accept lower-paying service and light manufacturing jobs 
that have partially filled the employment vacuum. 

According to several employers with whom we spoke, there seems to be reluctance 
on the part of indigenous residents to fill the lower paying, but still reliable service 
and manufacturing jobs. Perhaps this is due to the fact that these jobs often pay 
between $12 and $14 an hour as opposed to the much higher paying jobs of the steel 
industry. 

List of existing incentives –  

Through our discussions with George Sam, Main Street Manager for Downtown West 
Newton, Inc., we were provided information about incentives available in the 
community. 

Mr. Sam works directly with Westmoreland County to provide CDBG dollars and the 
HOME Investment Partnerships Program grant. Sam is also the contact person for the 
Smart Growth Partnership of Westmoreland County that works directly with 
businesses and provides assistance.  

Westmoreland County provides technical assistance to seven cities, 36 boroughs, 21 
townships and one municipality. Most of the county’s efforts revolve around helping 
the boroughs such as West Newton prepare RFPs, agreements, select consultants, 
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make changes to maps and ordinances, and complete utility plans and studies. The 
county also attempts to help its community clients find grants and other funding; and 
provides training to elected officials and staff. 

Unfortunately, there appears to be very little in direct economic development funding 
coming from Westmoreland County to the community clients beyond the CDBG and 
Home Investment pass-through funding. 

It should be noted that from the Westmoreland County website, our team placed 
several calls to an individual listed as a contact person for community development.  
Unfortunately, our phone messages were not returned.  The lack of responsiveness is 
troubling. 

Description of organizations with economic development authority –  

While there may be organizations out there that were not apparent, Downtown West 
Newton seems to be the main organization that helps existing and new businesses.  
We attempted to contact the Borough three times about Sam’s role, but were 
unsuccessful.  

We actually visited the community three times in the middle of the week during 
typical daytime office hours, but the office was closed each time. This inability to find 
the office open, coupled with no return phone calls, leads us to believe the borough 
does not consider its role important to economic development. 

List of significant business attractions, expansions or closures – 

Within the last three years, the addition of the visitors center along the trail seems to 
be the most significant development within the West Newton area. The promotion of 
the trail has been the most active undertaking recently. Its economic return is unclear 
at this time, however.  

Economic development budget and programs being implemented – 

Other than the Federal CDBG and Home Investment grants that are passed through 
the County on to West Newton, and the occasional small direct grant to individual 
businesses from Downtown West Newton, Inc., there appears to be no additional 
funding set aside by the borough for economic development. 
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Marketing plans in place –  

George Sam gave us a significant amount of printed information that would be 
considered the latest ‘marketing materials’.  The information included maps, 
brochures, statistical information, information about the bike trail and historical 
information.   

The material was not presented as a coherent collection and did not have a consistent 
theme or logo across the individual items. However the items exemplify a concerted 
effort despite a tight budget and with little support from other organizations.   

We also spoke at length with Annie Urban, Executive Director of the Laurel Highlands 
Visitors Bureau.  Annie also had a great deal of information to send to us about the 
area. This package included beautiful brochures and official ‘marketing’ pieces that 
are helpful to visitors coming to the area. However, the material was general county 
information, with not much directed specifically at West Newton. 

List any targeted industries for growth/success in the area –  

There is no apparent list of target industries or businesses that the community is trying 
to attract. However, it is apparent that the retention of the Bolttech Company is a high 
priority. Unfortunately, besides just telling the company leaders that the City wants 
them to say, there is not a coordinated effort by anyone to demonstrate that 
commitment. 

Trade shows or networking events with developers –  

We did not discover any trade shows or formal business networking programs in the 
area.  DWN (Downtown West Newton) seems to do a respectable job of conducting 
informal discussions with local business leaders as issues arise. However, no outside 
networking is done because of a limited budget and staff.  Mr. Sam has attended 
conferences that help him with ideas for his organization, and this could be further 
capitalized upon as an opportunity to network with others in his position.   

Public/private partnerships in place to further development –  

Despite the diligent but uneven efforts of Downtown West Newton, Inc., and the 
visitor information provided by the Laurel Highlands CVB, there appears to be few 
other partnerships or linkages among community or development partners currently 
in place. 
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Advantages for the community –  

West Newton has many amenities within the community that sets itself apart from its 
neighbors.  Certainly the bike path is a wonderful amenity that attracts visitors from in 
and out of the state.  This is a great asset to capture visitors. Stronger links with the 
County’s CVB could yield positive results. 

Also, although West Newton is a somewhat small and isolated population center, this 
could actually be an advantage to the surrounding residential areas. Downtown West 
Newton could become an important magnet for the concentration of affluent 
residents just outside the community – if the retail heart of the community possessed 
the types of businesses that attract the upwardly mobile and educated located nearby. 

Additionally, there seems to be a pride among residents for keeping their homes and 
properties well maintained. Likewise, the borough appears to be doing an adequate 
job of maintaining the streetscape and keeping the downtown area free of litter and 
debris. The general condition of the community, except for the several boarded 
businesses, appears relatively maintained. 

3.  PLANNING 

City map, zoning map, zoning code currently in place –  

After visiting the community on three different occasions and not finding the  
borough office open during the week and mid-day hours, it was difficult to secure a 
zoning map, borough map, zoning code, or to obtain information about the approval 
process. Obviously, it was also impossible to have a general discussion with a borough 
representative.   

Since the Borough does not have its own website (a Google search only directs 
visitors to city data sites, etc.), it would be difficult for someone outside the area to 
track down pertinent information about this community. This is a signfigant 
impediment to outside development.   
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3.  BUILDING/SERVICE 

Utilities in place for current and future development –  

The roadways in and out of the area seem adequate to handle the amount of traffic 
that comes through the downtown area of West Newton. The position of the train 
tracks through downtown frequently causes vehicular delays, but area residents 
appear to be accustomed to this occurrence.  

Although we could not get a great deal of information about area utilities, there seem 
to be adequate availability in place to handle any modest future growth.  

Environmental issues in areas of growth/development –  

There does not appear to be any major concern for existing environmental or brown 
field issues that would impede growth or development. The only apparent physical 
barrier to growth is the psychological obstacle of attracting visitors from “across the 
mountain”. There appears to be a strong convention that people tend to stay in the 
valley where they live and do not readily traverse mountain passes to get to the next 
borough. 

Adequate signage –  

It is not readily apparent to visitors when they are entering or leaving  the West 
Newton area.  As it is, there is no significant entrance signage to welcome or bid 
farewell to travelers. Simple, tasteful and highly visible signage would give a sense of 
community to the area, and would be way to instill a subtle sense of pride to 
residents. 

4.  TAXES/FINANCE 

We were unable to obtain a Borough budget/annual report or capital improvement 
plans. However, based on the income tax rates and structure within Pennsylvania, it 
would be logical to assume that the borough has limited funding to contribute to any 
sustainable economic development effort. 

5.  COMMUNICATION 

As we mentioned, we were unable to identify an official borough point person to 
contact and gather information. If we tried several times and were unsuccessful, it 
could be assumed that a visitor or potential business would be discouraged by their 
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ability to do so. In fact, they probably would give up and move on to another location 
after one failed attempt. 

Begin a grassroots redevelopment/revitalization campaign – 

In order to decide how to effectively address economic development (including 
health, safety and social) issues, there must be a clear understanding of the most 
pressing issues. Although we recommend strong borough leadership, a mayor, 
council people or city staff alone cannot decide what the most pressing issues are. 
Likewise, this cannot be achieved by just county or state officials. 

To really get to the heart of a community’s underlying problems, and get residents 
interested in solving them, the residents have to be involved in the process – from the 
very beginning. 

It is likely that the grassroots communication effort will lead to the emergence of 
three distinct themes: 

Place oriented concerns include dilapidated residences or businesses; deteriorated 
roads or utilities; underperforming and funded schools and other social agencies; poor 
physical appearance of parks and public places; inadequate safety and other public 
services; and lack of community identity or character. 

Business oriented concerns include lack of access to loans or grants from local 
lending institutions or government agencies; difficult or confusing zoning and 
permitting process; lack of transportation or daycare opportunities for potential 
employees; competition from outside or national franchises; and poor quality of life or 
safety issues that deter business. 

Specific workforce and social concerns include available, qualified workforce; 
high illiteracy rates; drug and alcohol abuse issues; numerous single parent 
households; inadequate child care; and an ingrained welfare dependency. 

With participation of all the groups mentioned, and the highly visible leadership of 
local elected officials, identification of the borough’s most pressing issues can be 
identified and prioritized. Only then can there be a collective determination about 
which issue to first eradicate. 

This group can then decide the best course of action to take to resolve the issue(s). 
Specific roles and responsibilities (including those for the average citizen) can then be 
assigned and the hard work can commence. 
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6.  GENERAL ISSUES 

Although there was no formal organizational chart obtained, anecdotal information 
provided to us indicated that the borough council was not actively engaged in 
development matters.  

Additionally, it was reported to us that the building department has little planning and 
approval capabilities, but only exert rudimentary oversight for projects that are 
proposed to the city. While on the surface, this may appear to be a positive for 
companies that want to locate to the community, it actually serves as a point of 
confusion and provides little comfort to potential applicants. 

Quality of life issues –  There appears to be a strong housing stock in the community 
and pleasant neighborhoods that surround the downtown area. There is also a strong 
sense of providing housing for older adults.  

There is a fair level of recreation available in the area due to the bike path that runs 
through the downtown, the access to green areas along the river, and the nearby ski 
area.  In addition, the development project that is to take place near the bridge should 
be a welcome addition, again bringing people outside and downtown.   

However, with not enough retail and/or restaurants to keep residents in the borough 
of West Newton, they will always leave for shopping and dining. This is an obvious 
opportunity for change and improvement.  

Perceptions –  

From our perspective as a visitor, West Newton is a quaint community that has a lot of 
potential but not enough people paying attention or action as champions for change.   

Local residents and business owners were very hospitable and friendly during each of 
our visits. We made a point of stopping into local stores and restaurants (although 
hours were sporadic).  

The community seems to have a diverse and well-maintained housing base, and the 
bike trail is a wonderful asset to the area, bringing in visitors that could mean more 
dollars for the community.  The people that we spoke with were passionate about the 
community and are an important asset to integrate into any grassroots development 
effort. Those with whom we weren’t able to speak send an unfortunate and message 
of apathy through their absence.  
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C.  RETAILER’S VIEWPOINT- 

 

1.  WEST NEWTON – BACKGROUND 

West Newton is a Pittsburgh satellite located 23 miles south of downtown straddling 
the Youghiogheny River (Yough for short, pronounced “Yock”), which is a branch of 
the Monongahela River (referred throughout this section as “The Mon”).  The Mon, 
and to a lesser degree the Yough, provided transportation that attracted the factories 
characterizing southwestern Pennsylvania, and that in turn attracted skilled factory 
workers from all over the US and Europe.  Charleroi, Monessen, Monongahela, Belle 
Vernon, Donora, California and New Eagle represented one small town success story 
after another.  Every one of these towns had bustling central business districts, fully-
employed workforces of well-paid, largely unionized factory workers, and a thriving 
retail trade to provide goods and services to them.   

Throughout the area most of the large factories have closed, but some remain.  
Industrial machinery, toys, glass, explosives, concrete and other goods are produced 
in local factories, but for the most part West Newton and its neighbors have evolved 
into bedroom exurbs.  Some exurban residential subdivisions have been built near 
West Newton, but these have not produced dramatic change in the area’s character.  
Much of the area still is rural.  Exurbs usually are a focus of metro area population 
growth, but for the most part this is not the case near West Newton.   

As it happened, West Newton never quite achieved the same level of success that 
these other towns did.  The Mon is larger than the Yough and thus was better able to 
carry waterborne commerce.  West Newton had some appropriately-scaled employers 
but these were few in number and not very large.  Today West Newton’s population is 
only 2,916 and has been dropping since at least 1990.  It shares a common trait with 
other nearby towns in that young people have been leaving to find work elsewhere 
while the remaining populace trends older and less affluent than in times past.  
Nevertheless, West Newton presents a pleasant face and offers a high quality of life, a 
small town nestled in the large Pittsburgh metropolitan area with access to all of the 
attendant big city amenities to all who wish to enjoy them. 

Downtown West Newton sits on Route 136, which in West Newton is Main Street.  It 
extends for approximately three blocks running eastward, perpendicular to the river.  
Water Street runs along the riverbank, providing downtown with an opportunity to 
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tie in to the river’s scenic beauty in some way.  Some initial steps have been taken to 
accomplish this.        

In its heyday West Newton’s central business district was typical of its kind.  Its 
merchants offered the consumer goods demanded by a town this size: clothing, 
shoes, household items, hardware, groceries and the like.   Restaurants and taverns 
helped shape West Newton’s social life.  Pharmacies, banks, dry cleaners, barbers and 
beauty shops offered their services, as did doctors, dentists, attorneys, accountants 
and realtors.   

As suburban shopping centers proliferated downtown began to decline.  Vacancies 
are high.  Many retailers have been replaced by office tenants.  Too many downtown 
buildings are poorly maintained, and the remaining retailers create a mix dominated 
by marginal operators.  There is not much to do there and some of the remaining 
operators keep irregular hours.  West Newton is, unfortunately, typical of many 
Pennsylvania towns in this regard, and it will take a concerted effort on the parts of 
government, civic and trade groups to allow downtown West Newton to return to full 
occupancy and healthy rental rates.     

Access –  

Regional and local access from downtown West Newton is provided almost 
exclusively by State Route 136.  I-70 is located 4 miles east of town and provides 
greater regional access.  I-70 runs east-west, and as far as West Newton is concerned 
its main role is to connect the town to the Pennsylvania Turnpike, approximately 11 
miles to the east, and to Washington, Pennsylvania, a large town located 
approximately 35 miles to the west.  Still, as important as I-70 is, it would mean little 
to West Newton were it not for the fact that Route 136 runs through it. 

Route 136 also connects West Newton to State Route 51, an important commuter 
highway that carries traffic into Pittsburgh.  It is a divided highway bringing 
Pittsburgh to within 50 minutes of local residents.   

In short, West Newton enjoys excellent regional access.  The simple truth is that this 
access is one of West Newton’s main locational attributes.  Route 136 is an important 
link between I-70 and Route 51, and carries 7,200 vehicles per day through 
downtown West Newton.  This traffic arguably is as important to downtown West 
Newton’s revival as its own local trade area is. 
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2.  RETAIL EVOLUTION 

Retail development throughout southwestern Pennsylvania has followed the classical 
geographic and economic model. 

Establishment – Every town, once established, spawned its own downtown.  No 
matter how small a town was, if it was big enough to properly be called a “town” it 
was big enough to attract merchants to its main street.  These merchants supplied the 
needs of the local populace.  Larger towns like Charleroi and Greensburg supported 
larger downtown commercial districts in keeping with the size of the town.  West 
Newton, which has always been a small town of less than 5,000 people, supported a 
compact retail district that only extended a few blocks.   The town’s residents could 
satisfy mot of their basic needs here, and drove to larger nearby towns (like Charleroi) 
for clothing, shoes, jewelry and the like.  For anything truly upscale, the townsfolk 
would have to make the drive to Pittsburgh, which was inconvenient and difficult 
until the highways were upgraded to the divided roadways we know today. 

Development and Maturation – As the towns grew so did their retail trade.  
Individual merchants prospered as the towns blossomed, and new merchants arrived 
to capture their shares of the larger pie.  Many small towns became prosperous 
indeed, and today a drive through Pennsylvania provides ample evidence of how 
many towns achieved a significant level of economic clout.  Most of these towns now 
suffer high vacancy levels, yet they also contain block after block of beautiful old retail 
buildings, huge city halls, and massive courthouses, buildings that the remaining 
taxpayers often have a hard time maintaining.   

To the 21st Century observer, the sizes of such downtowns in their heydays tax the 
imagination.  We can show photographs of downtown Charleroi, or Monessen, or 
Belle Vernon, or any one of scores of other small towns and elicit surprise at the 
variety and quality of shops that these towns supported.1  There was a time when 
Monessen, for instance, supported 100 neighborhood grocers.  Looking at Monessen 
today it is hard to imagine it supporting 100 stores all together, let alone 100 grocers, 
but during the “Development and Maturation” phase these retail districts became 
quite large.  Downtowns in places like West Newton truly were the hearts of their 
communities.  Coming downtown was a social event, and everyone in town mingled 
here.  Eventually the markets matured, meaning that growth slowed down or 
stopped, the downtown retail district peaked, and little new business arrived.  This 
phase generally is tied very closely to the next one. 

                                                 

1 Case in point: little Schellsburg, Pennsylvania still contains a building identifiable as the old Packard dealership.  It 
begs the question: How many new Packards could one sell in a town of 1,500?  Answer: Enough to make a living, at 
least for a while, yet today the town does not even support a used car lot.    
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Suburbanization – Much has been written about suburbanization, but for better or 
worse it arose due to a combination of economic opportunity and shifting consumer 
preferences, most notably the preference for a home in the suburbs.  As the numbers 
of suburbanites grew so did the number of retailers who wanted to serve them.  
Suburbanites wanted shopping to be as convenient as it had been when they lived in 
town.  Successful downtown merchants began to look to the suburbs as suitable 
locations for branch stores.  Stores failing to recognize that suburbanization was 
permanent usually went out of business.  Reinforcing this centrifugal movement, the 
construction of new freeways opened up new land for suburban development.  
Expressways and suburbs feed off each other.  The suburbs fuel the need for new 
highways, whose construction opens up more land for development, which fuels the 
need for still more highways, and so on.  Locally, Belle Vernon provides an ideal site 
for shopping center development due to the presence of I-70.  Major regional and 
national chains that wanted to serve market like Charleroi and West Newton liked 
what they saw in these shopping centers.  The I-70/Rostraver Road interchange 
offered the key ingredients for success: regional and local access, visibility, and an 
adequate market of target customers.  The site became a natural attractor to retailers.  

Decline – Downtowns became passé in the wake of suburbanization.  We may argue 
about whether shoppers “should” have remained faithful to the old downtown 
merchants, but for the most part they did not.  Convenience is a powerful motivator 
for shoppers.  The suburbs offered ample free parking, greater store selection, and 
more of the large chains that could offer lower prices than their smaller independent 
(downtown) counterparts.  As more people moved to the suburbs and more retailers 
followed them there were fewer reasons for suburbanites to go downtown.  Those 
who remained in the cities lacked the incomes to support downtown’s specialty 
shops.  Both factors led to declining downtown sales volumes.  Over time downtown 
stores either joined their competitors in the suburbs, or closed altogether.  Many of 
the resulting vacancies stayed vacant for a long time.  If they were replaced at all it 
was with thrift shops, discounters, or non-retail uses.    

In West Newton’s case, suburbanization differed from that experienced in Pittsburgh 
or even in Greensburg.  West Newton’s decline was not the result of the relocation of 
city residents to residential subdivisions on the edge of town.  There actually are 
comparatively few suburban tract homes in West Newton’s immediate vicinity.  Here, 
when people moved out of town to the suburbs they moved to the suburbs of other 
cities like Atlanta, Houston or Phoenix.  Belle Vernon’s retail district expanded until it 
could serve West Newton’s residents better than downtown West Newton could.  
Downtown’s retail merchants disappeared one by one, unable to compete with the 
suburban competition.   

Depression - Today, West Newton’s populace relies on Belle Vernon week in and 
week out for its retail shopping and downtown West Newton’s retail foundation has 
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been pulled out from under it.  The retailers who operate in downtown West Newton 
now are marginal or niche operators.  The local retailers mean well, but the image 
some of them project combined with sporadic hours of operation actually hinders 
coordinated efforts to revive the struggling district. 

Nevertheless, retailers in declining downtowns share several characteristics.   

They usually do fill a need; either serving lower-income residents or specialty (niche) 
markets (in this case sports fans and rockhounds) who travel some distances to reach 
such unusual shops  

They serve a market that produce modest demand (often due to the marginal buying 
power of their shoppers), resulting in weak sales performance.  Consequently they 
cannot afford high rents and have limited funds to spend on sophisticated displays, 
upkeep, and sales help.   

They tend not to be skilled in the art of running a successful retail store, and it usually 
shows.  They are trying their best but running a successful business is harder than it 
looks.  The failure rate in declining downtowns often is attributable to this as much as 
to any other factor.  To add to their problems, their lack of business skill often means 
they misapprehended the size of their customer base in the first place, further 
contributing to their eventual demise.   

These tenants form the prospect list from which downtown landlords must draw.  
Eager to lease their spaces, landlords often become less selective in their choice of 
tenants.  Some fail to ascertain leasing prospects’ lack of business acumen, but even if 
they did they may lease space to such tenants anyway because a few months’ rent is 
better than nothing.   

Many declining downtowns become home to a significant population of office 
tenants.  Offices accept spaces formerly occupied by retailers.  Medical offices, 
attorneys, accountants, and other enterprises locate downtown and at least provide 
some signs of life.  Unfortunately, while such spaces may be filled and generating rent, 
the result of so many office tenants is the continued diminution of downtown as a 
shopping district.  In short, office districts are good as a supplier of jobs, but for the 
general public they aren’t much fun.     

Opportunity – The real estate market is built on supply and demand, as are all 
economic functions.  Supply is relative easy to calculate, but demand can be more 
difficult to assess because consumers can be so fickle.  Overall, retail inventory 
probably has increased slightly region-wide due to the extensive construction of retail 
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space in Belle Vernon.  The opening of all this retail space has offset the closure of 
retailers in the region’s various downtowns retail districts.   

Bear in mind that retail inventory is not the same as the supply of space.  There are 
some vacancies in downtown West Newton that are available (or can be made 
available) for retail lease, and some office spaces can be leased to retailers if the 
building owners decide to do so.   

There is a national trend that can play into West Newton’s hands.  American’s 
predilection for quality, atmosphere and change has led large segments of the 
population to re-evaluate their cities and towns as places to live and to conduct 
business.  Most downtowns contain some beautiful but neglected buildings, many of 
which are available for reasonable prices.  This dovetails nicely with a parallel trend 
favoring urban and small town living.  Many people have tired of the suburbs and 
want to live in a community with walkable city streets, a sense of civic pride, 
neighbors whom they know by name, and interesting local shops.  An increasingly 
expressed attitude favors cities and towns as interesting and suburbs as bland and 
uniform.  There is a reason behind Walt Disney’s decision to make “Main Street” the 
entryway to his theme parks.  He could have made the entryway anything he wanted 
to – after all, he built the parks from scratch – yet he chose Main Street.  He believed 
that people instinctively like downtown, that they see downtowns as the heart of the 
community where all types of people mingle and where innovation and creativity are 
concentrated.     

Real estate developers also have recognized this, which is why the shopping center 
industry’s hottest concept today is the “lifestyle center.”  Lifestyle centers are 
designed to mimic a downtown street.  If people cannot get a real downtown they 
will accept an ersatz one.  Lifestyle centers work because they provide an experience 
that people enjoy and that they cannot get anywhere else.  Even younger shoppers 
who have never known a vibrant downtown flock to lifestyle centers.  They have 
proven so popular that developers are building condos and apartments above them, 
all going at market rates.  Lifestyle centers offer what downtowns used to offer and 
can offer again given the proper planning and execution:  

• Streets lined with occupied and thriving retail shops 
• Clean streets, sidewalks, and storefronts 
• A safe environment  
• Ample free parking 
• People 

This last factor is important.  People are social animals.  Most of us like being around 
other people.  It’s simple: areas with many people are alive and areas with no people 
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are dead.  People prefer life.  Someone who has visited an old amusement park that is 
being hammered by a Six Flags may recall how depressing it was to be there.2  Plenty 
of old downtowns are just plain frightening at night due to the lack of people (or at 
least of a certain type of people).   

Lifestyle centers provide the crowds and the excitement and the great selection of on-
trend retail, but a growing segment of the population prefers the real thing, real small 
towns and real downtowns.   Many small towns (and many large cities) are 
experiencing a degree of revival driven by this renewed interest in urban and small 
town communities.  Several demographic groups are scouting out urban locations all 
over the nation looking for places that have potential, with interesting buildings, 
affordable prices, and proximity to urban amenities.  The Arts Community has been a 
key driver behind this, as have young, well educated singles looking for more hip and 
eclectic surroundings.  Socially involved, they become active in their communities 
almost instinctively and they look for communities where such involvement already is 
evident.  Many of them are clever, inventive, ambitious, creative and active, and their 
presence brings life to a city or town.   

Interestingly enough, empty nesters are another important part of this urban 
resurgence.  Having lived out their lives in the ‘burbs, mowing the lawn and shoveling 
the snow and cleaning the downspouts, they have finished raising their kids and now 
have too much room and too much stuff.  Some move away to places like Sun City or 
Sarasota.  Some stay in town but move into active senior developments.  Still others 
look downtown for homes where they can rekindle their love affairs with the theatre, 
the symphony, great little eateries and bistros, cool little art galleries and coffee shops.  
They can take walks in the park and, perhaps most important, find kindred spirits.  
Again, the gathering of people downtown is one of its main attractions.   

Retail chains have taken note of this trend.  Merchants like to be where the action is, 
and they see that downtowns are growing as places to gather, shop and dine.   

One last note about the renewed interest in small towns: many of these same groups 
who like downtowns also like small towns.  Throughout the US small towns are 
attracting new upscale and sophisticated residents.  Of course, not all small towns will 
benefit.  Some are quaint and attractive, but they have found that is not always enough 
to attract new blood.  Others are thriving because they learned long ago how to 
market themselves.  Some of these areas are very remote yet have managed to attract 
new residents anyway: 

                                                 

2 This is happening to many first and second generation regional malls, too.  Saturday Night Live even did a skit 
once lampooning the dreadful atmosphere of the “old mall” while the “new mall” was getting all the shoppers.  The 
old mall had so few shoppers that its owners were reduced to leasing space to a store specializing in Scotch Tape.   
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• Moab, Utah 
• Lake Placid, New York 
• Bar Harbor, Maine 
• Traverse City, Michigan 
• Bend, Oregon 
• Sun Valley, Idaho 
• Jackson Hole, Wyoming 
• Yreka, California 
• Kalispell and Bozeman, Montana 
• Incline Village, Nevada 

 

Of course these towns are located in some spectacularly beautiful areas, but not all 
thriving small towns are so glamorous.  Near almost every major city there area few 
small towns that are thriving because of this, including many within a day’s drive of 
West Newton: 

• New Hope and Doylestown, Pennsylvania 
• Leesburg and Winchester, Virginia 
• Portsmouth, New Hampshire 
• Ipswich, Massachusetts 
• Hudson, Ohio 
• Easton and Ellicott City, Maryland 

 

In the 21st Century people can live wherever they want.  More and more people work 
at home or telecommute.  High speed internet access, faxes, cell phones and global 
delivery services even the playing field, making many towns attractive places to live 
since commuting no longer an issue.  The main consideration for many of these 
transplants is quality of life.  They have found excellent housing choices and great 
quality of life in towns that were in bad shape 20 years ago.  Canny marketing can be 
used to fuel such population growth.  People can be swayed.  In West Newton’s case 
we find a tow with something to offer.  A concerted marketing effort (beginning in 
concert with well-conceived and well-executed plans to foster rehabilitation of the 
town’s homes and commercial spaces) will allow West Newton to stand out.  The 
movement to cities and to small towns is here to stay and the victorious towns will be 
those that are more proactive and draw upon all the resources available to them.  
Some towns already are doing this and others will “get the message” at some point.  It 
is important that West Newton be one of the towns to understand how this works and 
how to take greater control of its own destiny.   
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To build on an earlier statement, renewal efforts work best when they include 
residential development.  To revive downtown it is best to have people living in the 
city or town.  The last thing a nascently revived downtown needs is to empty out at 
night.   

The Current Retail Landscape – In order to map out West Newton’s retail and 
commercial revitalization there must be a clear understanding of what already is 
present.   

As stated earlier, Belle Vernon contains most of the market’s conventional retail.  
Major retailers not located in Belle Vernon, especially anchor retailers, are unlikely to 
be located in the market at all.  From here the retailers have access to the entire 
region.  The list of national and regional retailers seems appropriate for a market this 
size: 

• Aldi 
• Big Lots 
• CVS 
• Dollar Tree 
• Fantastic Sam’s 
• Fashion Bug 
• Giant Eagle 
• GNC 
• Goodwill Thrift Store 
• Hallmark 
• JoAnn 
• Kmart 
• Lowe’s 
• Ollie’s Bargain Outlet 
• Payless Shoe Source 
• Radio Shack, Rent a Center 
• Sally Beauty Supply 
• Sheetz 
• Staples 

 

This list thus is by no means exhaustive.  We will discuss this in greater detail later in 
the analysis.  

Food services located in Belle Vernon: 
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• A&W 
• Burger King 
• Dunkin’ Donuts 
• Eat ‘n Park 
• Hoss’s Steak and Sea House 
• KFC 
• Long John Silver’s 
• McDonald’s 
• Pizza Hut 
• Ponderosa 
• Starbucks 
• Wendy’s 

The region’s chain food operators consist largely of fast food places.  The major sit-
down chains like Applebee’s, Chili’s and Outback are missing.  A handful of these are 
located 15 minutes further east on I-70 in New Stanton to take advantage of the 
Pennsylvania Turnpike’s traffic, but for the most part local residents must drive to 
Washington, West Mifflin or Greensburg to find such operators.   

Several towns lining the Mon River have their own downtowns, all of which are weak 
and in the state of decline and depression described above.   

Monessen is located on the east side of the Mon River approximately 13 miles west 
of West Newton.  Its retail district is virtually dead and the outlook for revival is grim.  
Foodland, Rite Aid and Rite Aid are here, and a few independent retailers and 
restaurants soldier on, but it is of no regional consequence as a retail center.  Arguably 
the most attractive retail establishments in Monessen are the Rite Aid and Exxon Tiger 
Mart on the north side of town.   

Charleroi just lost the Sparkle Market which closed last spring, leaving Save-A-Lot as 
the only supermarket remaining in town.  Rite Aid has opened a replacement store 
downtown.  Most of the rest of Charleroi’s retail remains downtown, and a concerted 
effort is underway to revive its retail and commercial life.   

Donora is located on the west side of the Mon slightly north of Charleroi.  The 
downtown has a noteworthy collection of architecturally interesting buildings but the 
downtown is threadbare and recovery in the foreseeable future appears unlikely.  Big-
name retailers that are in Donora: Family Dollar, Uni-Mart, Dollar General.  The bridge 
across the Mon River here has a three ton weight limit, so large freight carriers cannot 
cross the river here.  
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Monongahela is north of Donora and approximately 15-20 minutes from West 
Newton.  Its downtown is not very unlike West Newton’s downtown.  It extends 
along 5-6 city blocks on Main Street.  The buildings average a story or two taller than 
in West Newton but occupancies are low except for the area right around the 
intersection with 3rd Street.  Even so the number of strong retailers is small.   

California, located south of I-70, has a small retail district and a few operators 
catering to students the 7,200 students at California University of Pennsylvania.  The 
University apparently does not see the town’s retailing as much of an attraction: on its 
website under “shopping” it directs students to Washington Mall, South Hills Village 
and Century III. 

Washington and Greensburg both are small cities (populations 14,800 and 15,600, 
respectively) that have amassed their own regional malls, big box and power centers 
and can accommodate most shoppers.  Washington is the closer of the two, 
approximately 30 minutes away.   

Neither Washington nor Greensburg has any significant collection of upscale or 
fashion retail.  Shoppers must go to Pittsburgh for that.  South Hills Village and the 
nearby Galleria of Mt. Lebanon offer more upscale retailers than anywhere else in 
Pittsburgh.  Nordstrom reportedly is on the way.   

Another conventional regional mall is located to the north via Route 51 in West 
Mifflin.  Century III Mall is at the heart of a large cluster of retail and it also is 
approximately 30 minutes from West Newton.  West Newton is in no position to 
compete with a regional mall, but even at that Century III is showing signs that it is 
losing ground to its competitors.  Occupancy rates are slipping and the mall contains 
numerous temporary tenants.  (This includes a putt-putt golf course operating in an in-
line space, an indication that leasing is not going well).  The surrounding big box 
retailing has become the “star of the show” in this area, offering more retail space 
than the mall itself does.   

Aside from these retail centers, scattered strip centers (notably Willowbrook Plaza 
on Route 51 anchored by a Shop ‘n Save supermarket) make up the remaining 
competition.   
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3.  DEFINITION OF THE TRADE AREA 

A retail trade area (also called a market area) encompasses neighborhoods whose 
residents shop at the retail district, shopping center, or store in sufficient numbers, 
and on a sufficiently regular basis, to make them suitable targets for ongoing 
marketing efforts.  In other words, retailers can rely on the patronage of shoppers 
living there.  Marketing efforts aimed at areas lying beyond the defined trade area are 
counterproductive since the financial returns are too small to justify the expense.   

Retail trade areas are irregular in shape.  A trade area’s extent in any direction is 
affected by several influences: 

• The lay of the land may contain physical barriers to free traffic flow.   
• The configuration of the highway network affects ease of access.   
• Market demographics affect a retailer’s ability to serve particular 

neighborhoods.  Each retailer serves a particular target customer.  The extent 
of its trade area is shaped by where these target customers live.   

• The location of a retailer’s competitors has a major bearing on trade area 
configuration and extent.   

Since defining a retail trade area must take all of these factors into account, the entire 
process can be involved and subtle.   

Each type of retailer, and each type of retail center for that matter, has its own set of 
merchandising characteristics and attractions determining the extent of its trade area.  
Hair and nail salons, for instance, are considered neighborhood retailers.  People don’t 
drive very far to get their hair styled.  In Pennsylvania there are approximately 2,300 
people per salon.  Even small towns will have several salons.  Big cities have them on 
nearly every block.  Hair salons are what economists call “lower-order” functions.  
Lower-order functions are those that nearly everyone visits, and with considerable 
frequency.  Gas stations are another example of lower-order functions: there are 2,800 
people per gas station in Pennsylvania.  Moving up the hierarchy, there are 4,400 
people per supermarket, 9,100 people per shoe store, 35,000 per book store, and 
64,000 people per department store statewide.  Given this fact, it is clear that a 
department store serves a trade area that must be much larger than that served by a 
neighborhood hair salon.   

In defining a retail trade area we must strike a balance.  Developers and leasing agents 
grapple with the temptation to define an extensive trade area in order to produce 
larger population figures.  A larger trade area population allows the leasing agent to 
approach higher order retailers to fill tier space; higher order retailers provide 
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additional prestige to the shopping center, make it easier to find tenants for the 
remaining unleased space, and to pay higher rents.   

In the end, it is best to approach trade area definition impassively.  Trade area 
definition relies ultimately upon residents’ shopping and patronage patterns since 
people do, in fact, tend to act rationally when deciding where to shop.  When dealing 
with large numbers, people’s shopping habits are reasonably predictable.  Consumers 
act to most easily satisfy their needs and wants.  Convenience is an issue in all cases; 
shoppers generally exert the least amount of effort for the greatest return.  When a 
shopper decides what shops he or she is looking for, the first thing they take into 
account is location.  People have only so much time for shopping and so we drive to 
the nearest alternative to meet our needs, which after all is the textbook definition of 
“convenience.”  People consider which retail locations offer the stores, merchandise, 
and experiences they seek, and choose the closest one filling the bill.  To reach this 
location they will drive past retail centers lacking them (“intervening opportunities”).  
A female shopper may live across the street from a women’s clothing store, but she 
will ignore it if it does not have what she wants.  In the mind of this shopper, the store 
across the street is neither convenient nor an intervening opportunity.  She will pass 
by stores or shopping centers she considers unsatisfactory to reach the stores she 
wants.  It may not seem “convenient” to drive thirty miles to shop at Wal-Mart when a 
Sears store is located nearby, but if the shopper prefers Wal-Mart to Sears then the 
effort is makes the drive worthwhile.       

It has become a cliché, but a shopping center (or district) cannot maintain its market 
share by standing still.  New competitors open and old ones close.  Retailers move in 
and out of favor.  New retail formats arise and render old ones obsolete.  A market 
may become more affluent as upscale families move in, allowing the shopping center 
to seek more upscale retailers.  Another market may see older homes filter down to 
lower-income renters.  All of this has a bearing on trade area definition, and so these 
definitions often shift over time.   

Changing market conditions need not trap a shopping center or district.  Canny 
operators know how to take advantage of changing market conditions.  Some malls 
have evolved into upscale fashion centers as their trade areas absorbed more affluent 
homebuyers.  Conversely, there are many examples of shopping centers that allowed 
competitors to outflank them.  They suffered increasing vacancies and an increasing 
reliance on budget and discount stores.  Some regional malls have been “de-malled” 
(such as Greengate Mall in Greensburg) or demolished.  (There even is a website 
dealing with this phenomenon: www.deadmalls.com.)  The same things have 
happened to downtowns: some have kept up with the times and made the 
adjustments needed to maintain a level of success, while others could not figure out 
how to deal with changing market conditions and faded into obscurity.  In other 
words once a shopping center opens, or a downtown district has recovered, the next 
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battle is just beginning.  Changes in the market require constant re-evaluation and 
tweaking of the mix to stay abreast of changes, or else new competitors will exploit 
these weakness by building projects better suited to thrive in these new market 
conditions.    

Looking at all these characteristics – changing market demographics driving changes 
in a shopping center’s retail mix – one can see that there is a “chicken or egg” aspect 
to defining a trade area.  One can either start with the market and then determine 
what type of retailing is right for it.  On the other hand, sometimes a developer 
proposes a retail center based on instinct or some other proprietary market 
knowledge and then defines the trade area.  Presumably the defined trade area will be 
found to generate sufficient expenditure potential to support the shopping center.   

In West Newton’s case the former approach is the proper one.  We first understand 
the nature of the market in order to postulate the retail mix that is appropriate for it.  
Here we are dealing with a small community with its particular set of demographic, 
income and taste levels, and lifestyles.  Other towns hem West Newton in.  They are 
larger and contain more retailing, especially Belle Vernon, and knowing retail as we 
do we acknowledge that trying to compete with these towns on their own terms will 
not work.  Relying then upon a retail void analysis, described later in this analysis, we 
identify retailers (and retail categories) that either are absent from or 
underrepresented in the market, making them potential candidates for a West 
Newton location.  The next step is to examine a number of iterations in the trade 
area’s definition and extent based on all of these factors until we can identify with 
some certainty the type of shopping center most suited to this market.  The final trade 
area definition thus arises out of that determination.   

Given all this, we have defined a retail trade area based upon field work, 
demographics and the location and quality of retail competition.  The trade area’s 
extent is based upon the highest level of retail, dining, entertainment and commercial 
uses that downtown West Newton is likely to achieve.  The trade area extends along 
the major arterials leading out of town, since these areas are easily accessible to 
downtown West Newton, extending to a distance of approximately 10 miles.  Beyond 
this the power of regional and big box centers becomes too strong for downtown 
West Newton to compete with.  This area thus encompasses West Newton along with 
the nearby communities of Monessen, Charleroi, Donora, Monongahela, California, 
Belle Vernon, New Eagle and the rural areas adjacent to them (See Trade Area Map in 
the Demographics Section of this report).   

The defined trade area’s population stands at 28,700 people.  The population has 
decreased by approximately 800 people since 2000, a decrease of 2.6 percent.  By 
2012 the population is projected to be 28,400, an additional decrease of 1.1 percent, 
or another 300 people.  This is a small population for a retail trade area and implies 
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support for lower and mid-level retailing.  The population losses are noteworthy, but 
at least the number of households (the basic consumer spending unit) is projected to 
hold steady for the foreseeable future.   

The average household income here is $58,000.  Incomes are below the national 
average (currently just under $70,000), but so is the cost of living.  In addition, 
housing prices remain affordable versus national averages.  In West Newton 
household incomes of $58,000 allow a comfortable standard of living and can yield a 
healthy level of disposable income.  These income levels allow the trade area to 
generate $174 million in retail potential.  In five years this is projected to increase 
to $206 million, and increase of $32 million.  This bodes well for new retail in 
downtown West Newton.  The population is not growing but incomes and 
expenditure potential are, providing a larger pool of dollars for West Newton to tap 
into.  However, the rate of growth is modest, so downtown’s retail revitalization must 
be well executed.  West Newton will compete for shoppers and expenditures on the 
open market and thus must operate to high standards, supplying the kinds of goods, 
services, and experiences that will attract shoppers away from the competitors.    

One last point: a typical shopping center’s trade area accounts for approximately 80 
percent of its total sales volume; the remaining 20 percent is attributable to “inflow.”  
Downtown West Newton will attract some shoppers from elsewhere, people who are 
visiting West Newton for any number of reasons.  Some of these shoppers may be 
visiting friends who live here and will be back periodically.  Others work here, 
commuting to West Newton from elsewhere in the metro area.  Some visitors are 
business travelers.  Most of them, however, will be daily commuters and other though 
traffic using Route 136.  Some 7,200 vehicles travel through West Newton on an 
average day, a number more than double the entire population of West Newton.  
Conservatively speaking, inflow in West Newton could be as much as 30-35 percent 
of total sales volumes.   

A valid question is: Can we do anything to affect inflow sales?  The answer is: Yes, we 
can do plenty.  An obvious first step used to convert visitors into shoppers is to 
project curb appeal.  Curb appeal can entice people to park their cars and shop.  In-
store marketing can convert shoppers into buyers.  Attractive store windows, 
effective displays, well-stocked shelves, excellent customer service, direct mail, 
coupons and even cross-marketing with other downtown retailers will build sales, as 
will good word of mouth. 

West Newton also can generate inflow sales by attracting out-of-towners to West 
Newton in the first place.  Retailers can develop locally-based marketing programs 
such as placing advertising in local hotel rooms, installing highway signage, placing 
brochures at highway rest stops, and placing coupons in travel publications.  An 
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aggressive marketing plan also will project its message out into the world to spur visits 
to West Newton.  Internet marketing is an obvious resource.   

Overall, inflow sales are important to retail success: indeed, removing 20 percent of 
total sales volume from most retail stores would put them out of business.   

4.  DESIGN AND LEASING ISSUES 

Before proceeding with a discussion of the redevelopment strategy we must address 
an important issue.  It deals with what appear to be value judgments on our part.  In 
the course of designing our recommendations for remerchandising West Newton’s 
commercial district we must deal with downtown’s existing retail, service and office 
tenants.  What about them?  For example, we will recommend that downtown can 
support another hair salon (maybe more than one).  Why would we do this when 
several salons already are operating here?   

This is where we delve into the issue of quality.   To be candid, some of downtown 
West Newton’s operators are inappropriate for a revitalized commercial district.  They 
may lack the professional expertise, the resources or the ambition to operate an 
establishment to the highest standards.  We recognize and appreciate that some 
businesses are not up to the task of operating in the new commercial environment.  
However, we also recognize and appreciate three other truths: 

• These operators have a right to be in business and to make a living.  Such 
businesses often are their owners’ sole means of support.  The owners are to be 
applauded for their willingness to take the risks involved in going into business 
for themselves.  It takes courage to open a store, salon, or café.  We ought not 
be ungrateful for their efforts nor unappreciative of their hard work.  

• If they are still in business, then presumably the market generates some level of 
demand for their goods or services.  Their customers will be, at the least, 
inconvenienced by the closing of such establishments for the sake of 
revitalization. 

• When it becomes apparent that an establishment is not a good fit for the new 
merchandise mix, or if it is incapable of staying apace of the new operating 
standards the area will require, then it ought to be relocated rather than simply 
erased.  The redevelopment budget should take recapture and relocation costs 
into account.  Ideally the budget should help these operators to get started in 
their new locations, perhaps even with a de facto tenant allowance.  

 

We mention this to acknowledge that in the remainder of this report we will be 
discussing the unfitness of some operators to remain in their present locations.  When 
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we discuss “higher” and “lower” quality we are not saying an operator is either 
“better” or “worse.”  We are, however, saying that a particular operator may be more 
or less appropriate to operate in an upgraded business environment.  The issues of 
operating standards and merchandise quality are bona fide business concepts even if 
they cannot always be measured or evaluated clinically.  Once a store is judged 
inappropriate in the proposed development scheme, an objective decision must be 
made to deal with them, whether through relocation or some other means.  The 
decisions must be made impassively but fairly, acknowledging that a business targeted 
for relocation does serve a purpose and that it likely will need some financial 
incentive or aid to relocate to a more suitable place.  

West Newton’s revitalization cannot immediately involve the entire downtown area.  
The revitalization effort must be undertaken incrementally.     

Therefore: “Where do we start, how much space is appropriate, and what should it 
look like?”   

• The “key district” extends along Main Street between Water and 3rd 
Streets.  Downtown West Newton’s retail core is located here.  This is the 
main commuter route that carries over 7,200 cars per day through West 
Newton.  Initial efforts must focus here.  The three blocks involved contain a 
total of 53,741 square feet of ground level space (of which 13,600 square feet, 
or 25.4 percent, are vacant).  West Newton’s initial and most determined 
redevelopment efforts should be focused on these blocks.    

• Water Street extending for one block either side of Main Street. This is a 
short distance, but these parcels face the waterfront and are highly visible to 
vehicular and pedestrian traffic crossing the bridge into town.   

• 1st Avenue extending for one block either side of Main Street:  This block 
has a few suitable uses and can add depth to the downtown commercial district 
by supplying services to both the local population and to through traffic.  

• The West Side of the River.  This area is best for roadside retail.  Vacancies 
appear not to be a problem there, particularly in the building containing the 
bicycle shop.  The area does not look like it needs much special help from us 
unless there are particular parcels that the town wants to be developed.  The 
list of convenience uses and chain restaurants contain the nameplates that can 
be supported here.   

 

This commercial block contains ample space to satisfy projected demand for the 
foreseeable future.  
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5.  VOID ANALYSIS 

For larger commercial districts the next step would involve conducting a retail void 
analysis which would reveal what retailers, services and restaurants are missing from 
the market.  This allows the assembly of a prospect list.   

In West Newton’s case this is an unnecessary exercise.  The size of the market, the 
amount of available commercial space, the magnitude of through traffic and the 
growing number of trail users limit the choices that are open to West Newton.  There 
is an alternative way to say this: these same circumstances present West Newton with 
one obvious strategy to renew its downtown.  The strategy that we recommend is 
based upon the following logic: 

• Downtown West Newton contains only 54,000 square feet of commercial 
space, which is smaller than a modern Giant Eagle store.  This limits the mix 
that downtown can accommodate. 

• Downtown’s physical plant cannot accommodate all uses.  The largest 
downtown space contains 8,450 square feet (the duplex space on E. Main just 
uphill from 2nd Street).  Large space users cannot fit here unless the existing 
buildings are demolished, which should not be done since it would destroy the 
town’s atmosphere and aesthetic appeal.  Downtown also cannot 
accommodate chain restaurants, which typically require their own parking lots 
which would require demolishing existing buildings.  The result, even if this 
could be accomplished, would be to jettison downtown’s appeal in exchange 
for a cookie cutter restaurant like those found at a Turnpike Rest Stop. 

• The trade area contains only 29,000 people.  The trade area can only support 
lower order goods like grocery stores, pharmacies, basic services, limited 
shoppers’ goods retail, and neighborhood restaurants. 

• Given the small size of the market and the number of people passing through, 
the answer lies in providing two basic types of retailers along Main Street.   

o Retailers and services whose merchandise, combined with curb appeal, 
are capable of making through travelers and trail users stop in. 

o Retailers and services that appeal to a specialty market that attracts 
shoppers from a wide region.   

• Water Street is best for food and beverage, leased to the types of operators that 
take full advantage of their waterfront locations/views and the appeal these will 
have for trade area residents, through traffic, trail users, and other out-of-town 
visitors. 

• 1st and 2nd Streets are best for retail, services and restaurants focusing on the 
local community.  If they are good enough, those who are passing through will 
discover them. 

• Second level spaces are best for offices and other non-retail uses. 
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Anchor tenants – including “Mini-Anchors” -  

There is no opportunity for anchor or big box retailers here.  To accommodate them 
existing buildings would have to be demolished, assuring that downtown’s aesthetic 
appeal would be ruined.  The resulting streetscape would be charmless.  Such 
retailers have their places, but downtown West Newton is not it.  They belong on the 
freeway or in a larger market like Charleroi.   

Conventional and convenience retailers 

Most convenience operators operate either within the market or within easy reach of 
trade area residents.  By nature they tend to operate utilitarian stores with spartan 
store designs.  Most would detract from the downtown West Newton’s atmosphere.  
Should the borough decide to seek such users for West Newton locations they should 
focus on locations outside of the downtown commercial district.   

The following list shows where selected convenience and conventional retailers are 
located.   

• Aamco – Washington 
• Ace Hardware – West Newton 
• Advance America – Belle Vernon 
• Advance Auto Parts – Belle Vernon 
• Auto Zone – Connellsville 
• Blockbuster – Washington 
• Carquest – Finleyville 
• CVS - Rickeyville 
• Discount Tire - Columbus 
• Duron Paint – Bridgeville 
• Fantastic Sam’s – Belle Vernon 
• Firestone/Bridgestone – West Mifflin 
• Goodyear – West Mifflin 
• Hair salon – often an employee of a local hair salon is ready to open his or her 

own shop; when they do their customers follow them 
• Hallmark –Belle Vernon 
• Hollywood Tans - Greensburg 
• Jiffy Lube – North Huntingdon 
• Meineke – North Huntingdon  
• Midas Muffler – West Mifflin 
• Monro Muffler – Washington 
• Movie Gallery – Canonsburg 



IV-33 
 

• Napa Auto Parts –Monongahela 
• NTB – Pleasant Hills 
• Nextel/Sprint – New Eagle 
• Radio Shack – Belle Vernon 
• Sheetz – Monongahela and Belle Vernon 
• 7-11 – New Eagle  
• Sherwin Williams – Monessen 
• T-Mobile –West Mifflin 
• True Value - Elizabeth 
• UPS Store – West Mifflin 
• Valvoline Oil Change Center – Pleasant Hills 
• Vitamin Shoppe – Youngstown 

The only operators appropriate for downtown locations are hair salons, tanning 
salons, gifts and cards, cellular phones/electronics, and the Vitamin Shoppe.   

Specialty Retailers 

Specialty retailers will become a significant part of West Newton’s mix.  The goal for 
West Newtown is, as stated earlier, two-fold: 

1. Entice people to park their cars and stay a while, and 
2. Provide specialty retailers whose appeal will be to a particular niche market, 

but whose presence will attract browsers and impulse shoppers while making 
Main Street an interesting place.  

Main Street has four such specialty retailers today: Black Square Antiques, Stout’s 
Antiques, the Collectible Shop and Burnter’s Rock and Gem Shop.  In our judgment all 
four operators must “ratchet up” their operating standards.  To make downtown 
successful, these shops cannot be operated as hobbies or avocations.  All elements of 
their operation must be highly professional affecting merchandising, display, 
promotions, pricing, marketing, customer service, Internet presence, maintenance, 
staffing and operations.  Operating hours must be consistent, not hit or miss.  
Merchandising in such shops can offer something for the enthusiast who truly knows 
where an item’s value lies, but they also can appeal to casual shoppers who merely 
knows what he or she likes.  Pricing will run the gamut from small affordable and 
impulse items to expensive specialty items; the rock and gem store is an example of a 
store where such varied pricing is essential to its success.  

Such specialty retailer also must merchandise “to the max” while offering services 
connected their core focus.  For example, the antique stores can (and perhaps do) sell 
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furniture polish, refinishing kits, wood and fabric treatments, and offer repair 
services, upholstering, refinishing and the like.  The gem and rock store can perhaps 
create jewelry out of rocks and gems that the customer brings in, offer appraisals, 
teach classes in gemology, organize rockhounding trips, and distribute leaflets to trail 
hikers describing the geology of the Yough River valley.  Sports memorabilia stores 
can provide search services for customers’ wish lists, help customers find items 
online, organize trips to away Steelers games, bring Bill Mazeroski in for autograph 
signings (or to sell copies of his Hall of Fame induction speech!), offer sports clinics, 
and so on.  Internet merchandising would be a must for such a shop. 

Other specialty retailers can offer items geared toward a similarly narrow market, but 
which also provoke the interest of the general public.   

One or two more antique stores can help make West Newton an antiques stopover.  
Each can have its own specialty, and combined they have the critical mass and 
synergy that makes the tow an important stop on the “antique circuit” that is 
marketed to the antiquers among us.  Such shops can tie in with the local B&B’s, too.   

Downtown has a florist, a good use for a well-traveled corridor like Main Street.  At the 
moment they are located on North 2nd Street with no visibility.  A Main Street location 
will work well, especially if the florist is allowed to place some items on the sidewalk 
where people can see them, displays of seasonal flowers and plants.   

Food and beverage must be of a quality to serve these shoppers (refer to Page IV-36). 

Non retail uses: Business type & selected specific operators -  

Retail centers usually include non-retail tenants.  Chains like Curves or Jenny Craig like 
community retail centers, but by no means do they insist on shopping center 
locations (witness the Curves location across the Yough near the trail).  Office tenants 
are valid candidates for downtown West Newton as well, as long as they are located 
so they do not diminish the appeal of the principal retail blocks.  In other words, 
second levels spaces or side street locations are best, although spaces located on Main 
Street east of 2nd Street also will serve nicely.   

As examples of potential users, Jackson Hewitt likes to locate in business districts, as 
do Edward Jones and H&R Block.  Doctors and dentists gravitate to such locations.  
Office users looking for spaces in neighborhood commercial districts are candidates 
for downtown West Newton.  The fact that other such uses are already in the area 
need not be a deterrent.  Insurance agents, realtors, financial counselors and brokers 
all belong here, and even schools represent legitimate uses.   
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• Attorney’s offices 
• Century 21 – Belle Vernon 
• Chiropractor 
• Dental office 
• Edward Jones – California 
• Financial services 
• Governmental offices – especially motor vehicles, employment, vital records, 

anything that involves close contact with the public.  Given West Newton’s 
distance from Greensburg some satellite office may be tenable. 

• H&R Block – Belle Vernon 
• Insurance agent  
• Jackson Hewitt - Clairton 
• Jenny Craig – West Mifflin 
• Medical – GP, family medicine, specialist (back, feet, pediatrics, sports 

medicine, orthopedics, MRI, rehab), optician, alternative medicine, herbalist, 
acupuncture. 

• Realtor 
• Schools – dance, night classes, beauty/cosmetics/hair, yoga, Berlitz, drivers 

education, martial arts, art, music – perhaps with an ethnic emphasis 
• Sylvan Learning Center – Pleasant Hills and Greensburg 
• Weight Watchers –Belle Vernon 

Downtown West Newton is small enough that only a few office users on Main Street 
will diminish Main Street’s curb appeal.  Second level and side street locations are 
better for them.  They are destination uses and thus do not need the visibility that the 
retailers do.  As disruptive as it might be, street level spaces on Main Street should be 
devoted to retailing and food/beverage.  An office user or two will not cause much 
harm to this effort, but 6 or 7 will. 

Lastly, the offices located on the northeast and southeast corners of Main and Water 
Streets constitute an unsatisfactory gateway to the town.  Great retail or food and 
beverage users belong here.  Properly done, the operations located on these corners 
make a powerful statement to through-travelers concerning the quality and character 
of the town.   
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Food and Beverage -  

This will be an important part of a revived downtown.  Food and beverage is an 
integral part of most shopping trips.  The location is ideal to capture through traffic 
during the morning and evening rush hours.  The morning traffic will be in the market 
for coffee, donuts, bagels, and muffins.  Combined with a bakery, they can also 
provide items that commuters can buy for dessert on the way home.   

The locations along Water Street are good for sit down dining.  The Riverside Lounge 
has an opportunity to go more upscale (not white tablecloth, but good for couples).   

Cafes and delis will work along Main Street, as can carry-outs offering prepared meals.  
Anyone coming home from work after 7 pm would seem a perfect candidate to pick 
up something for dinner on the way home.  These places should have changing 
specials to avoid monotony, sameness and staleness.   

All of downtown can use 4-5 food and beverage places all together, including the 
Pizza House on South 2nd Street.   

If possible, the ground floor of the Cornerstone Apartments should accommodate a 
restaurant or eatery of some kind.  This may not be physically workable, but the 
building’s design and location make sense for food and beverage.  It is a good size for a 
restaurant featuring healthy fare – the trail hikers will like the building and the food, as 
will many other people. 

Conventional drive-thru fast food and restaurant chains will not likely work 
downtown and will do the revitalization efforts no good.  If there is a desire to pursue 
such uses for the highway leading into town the following list will be helpful:   

• A&W – Belle Vernon 
• Arby’s – Pleasant Hills 
• Baskin Robbins – Irwin  
• Blimpie – Breezewood 
• Bob Evans – McMurray 
• Burger King – Belle Vernon (2) and Bentleyville 
• Charley’s Grilled Subs – Washington 
• Checkers – Canton, Ohio 
• Cheeburger Cheeburger – Philadelphia  
• Chinese restaurant and carry-out 
• DQ – Herminie  
• Denny’s – Belle Vernon 
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• Domino’s – Dravosburg 
• Dunkin’ Donuts – Belle Vernon 
• Eat ‘n Park – Belle Vernon, Monongahela  
• Five Guys – Pittsburgh 
• Hoss’s Steak and Sea House – Belle Vernon 
• Ice Cream  
• KFC – Belle Vernon 
• Long John Silver’s – Belle Vernon  
• Marble Slab Creamery – Murrysville 
• McDonald’s – Belle Vernon (2), Monongahela, Charleroi 
• Pizza Hut – Belle Vernon  
• Taco Bell – West Mifflin 
• Wendy’s – Belle Vernon 

Pittsburgh in general is fertile ground for finding restaurant tenants, and as the area 
returns to financial and economic health the opportunity for independent restaurant 
owners to succeed will increase as well. 

Banks -  

There are enough banks in downtown West Newton already.  It may be possible to 
attract another bank for a highway location, but banks evaluate a prospective branch 
location by the amount of deposits it produces, as opposed to whether it might be 
convenient to the commuters passing by.    

• Dollar Bank – Pleasant Hills 
• Fifth Third Bank – Canonsburg 
• First Commonwealth Bank – McMurray and Washington 
• First National Bank – McMurray 
• PNC – Belle Vernon, Donora, Monongahela 

Finding Leasing Prospects -  

Leasing a retail district targeted for revitalization raises a sensitive topic: who is going 
to undertake the task?  Revitalization occurs when the market is ready for it.  The 
municipal government may or may not take an active role.  Once the municipal 
officials decide to participate in the process, and presumably also to coordinate it, it 
soon must decide whether its policy will be to:  



IV-38 
 

1) Take a hands-off approach to leasing and leave it entirely in the hands of the 
building owners,  

2) Help landlords seek and sign leasing prospects, or  
3) Coordinate and administer the leasing efforts itself 

 

We believe the best way to assure the success of retail revitalization in West Newton 
is to work closely with the best commercial brokers in the market, groups like 
Howard Hanna or CBRE.  There is no warrant for taking a more hands-on approach in 
West Newton.  The goal here is to fill the spaces with the best uses, and with but a 
handful of exceptions (mainly the need for food and beverage near the river) the 
downtown is so compact that any location between Water Street and 2nd Street will be 
appropriate for any retailer, service or restaurant that can be made interested in 
downtown West Newton.  Such commercial brokers offer several important 
attributes: 

1) They have strong relationships with key national and regional chains. 
2) They have a proven track record of identifying local and independent retailers.  
3) They know how to match the prospective tenant with the right building. 

The town should encourage, assuming they are not in a position to insist upon, 
building owners to actively pursue and engage well-regarded commercial brokers to 
fill the space.  The brokers should meet with town leaders, and with the committee, 
to understand what the town is trying to do with its downtown so that all leasing 
efforts will adhere to these ideals.   

The leasing agent ultimately chosen by the building owners to lease space will have 
several strategies at his or her disposal: 

• Find retailers in similar markets.  The agent will find a large array of leasing 
prospects in comparable markets.   

• Bring in retailers new to the market.  This involves scouting out stores in 
places like Cleveland, Detroit, Philadelphia, Baltimore, Washington, Columbus 
and Cincinnati.  The problem with this in West Newton’s case is that such 
retailers will need to achieve adequate coverage of Pittsburgh before they 
consider a satellite market. 

• Approach local chains and independent operators that appear to have 
the “right stuff,” and which may be ready to open additional units.  This 
requires a familiarity with the area but is an acceptable way to find new and 
exciting operators.  All parts of Pittsburgh’s metro market contain retailers and 
restaurateurs that are not widely known but which show a suitable 
combination of management prowess, marketing know-how, and ambition.  A 
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proven track record benefits an operator when seeking financing for a new 
location. 

• Find retailers and operators seeking to go into business for themselves.  
Small business remains the backbone of employment growth in the US and 
good leasing agents can track down individuals ready to make the commitment.  

 

For the town’s part, it can further contribute to the effort by addressing the following 
issues: 

• The borough must continue its downtown cleanup efforts.  Curb appeal is a 
must.  This not only will include ongoing maintenance of sidewalks and fresh 
plantings, but the condition of the buildings and storefronts, including the 
vacant ones, must be tidied up.  West Newton must prepare for the fact that 
“company is coming.”  New tenants will be arriving to see the buildings, and 
new shoppers and diners will be arriving (including visitors to the special 
events that will be occurring here).  Having said this, some prospective tenants 
will understand that the revitalization of downtown West Newton lies mostly in 
the future, and in fact some will be looking for real estate bargains and for 
funky old buildings with character. 

• The borough must be conspicuously dedicated to the idea of downtown 
revitalization and all that this entails.  Examples: facilitate the entitlement and 
permitting processes, pro-business approaches, a clear communication that the 
city is behind the revitalization efforts and thus an ally for new tenants who 
want to located where the opportunities to succeed are greatest.  Prospective 
tenants will be much more interested in a beautiful old building if they are 
convinced that the borough is active and dedicated both to individual and 
town-wide success. 

• An aggressive, ambitious and professional approach to business success on the 
parts of building owners and tenants.  The town will thrive if its downtown 
operators are success-driven and adept in their business practices.  Once this is 
in place it can be used in the town’s marketing programs. 

 

An attractive downtown communicates an air of quality, an inviting environment that 
entices customers to park and to walk past the shops.  This is a key element of West 
Newton’s plans since the number of vehicles traveling through town on any given 
weekday is over twice the population of the entire town.  Independent retailers likely 
will constitute most of the retail tenants here but that does not mean that the 
operators are amateurish.  Most revitalized small towns have a healthy gathering of 
interesting little shops owned and operated by enthusiastic and capable people.  
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Food and beverage aside, the retail along this block will emphasize independent 
retailers rather than national chains.  The goal of offering a shopping and dining 
experience that operates to high standards, making a trip to downtown West Newton 
worthwhile.  They should feed in to the aura of a small town, friendly, eager to please, 
and accommodating yet with the currently-expected amenities such as: web sites, 
shipping via FedEx or UPS.  The goal is to be “small town” without being provincial or 
parochial.  Great customer service, understanding of current trends, and big city 
professionalism must be present and obvious.  This assures customers that they 
shopping experience will be satisfying.   

The following is a summary of the recommendations that appear in the previous 
narrative. 

• Anchors – Not suitable for downtown, but in the interest of a town-wide 
perspective the following may be suitable for parcels located just outside of 
downtown: a dollar store, Walgreen’s or CVS, Gold’s Gym. 

• Apparel and Shoes – Not appropriate in the conventional sense.  Any apparel 
located here would have to be specialty stores that appeal to a far-flung 
specialty niche market such as antique or retro clothes.  Overall, probably not 
in the cards.     

• Jewelry/Accessories/Gifts/Cards – The rock and gem shop already located 
here is the right ides.  Anything along these lines must be of a unique nature 
offering merchandise that can attract two different types of shoppers we have 
mentioned earlier: collectors and hobbyists on the one hand, the impulse buyer 
on the other.  All items must be compelling in design and quality for the 
enthusiast, but which also catch the eye of the casual buyer.  There is no reason 
whatsoever that a shop featuring specialty merchandise with unique designs 
cannot appeal to both groups.  A card/gift store a la Hallmark could work.  
They should also market themselves to commuters (especially male 
commuters) who have waited until the last minute to buy a card and need 
someplace convenient to do so. 

• Electronics – Cellular phones and the like, and possibly Radio Shack, which 
would be best located east of 2nd Street.  Appealing to the local market is a must 
in this case.   

• Home – The kind of home stores most likely to work in downtown West 
Newton probably are the types that could just as easily have been included in 
the “gift” category described above.  Specialty items made by craftspeople and 
designers can work here.  Antique stores are included in this category.  The 
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goal would be to present excellent curb appeal to through traffic while 
appealing to a certain niche shopper, the type of person who would travel a 
significant distance over the weekend in order to patronize such a place.   

• Newsstand with books – Paperbacks and popular items, magazines, coffee 
and goodies, including the kinds of baked goods and specialty items made by 
local residents and sold on consignment.   

• Convenience operators and services –  

o Day spa 
o Florist 
o Hair salon 
o Business services: Mailboxes Etc., Parcels Plus, Sir Speedy.   

• Food and beverage – Independent operators will prevail in this category.  It is 
unlikely any chains will fit well here given the desire to make the downtown 
interesting and unique.  There will be an adequate number of independent 
operators to fill the bill since there isn’t that much space to work with in West 
Newton to begin with.   

o Bakery/donuts 
o Coffee 
o Sit down restaurant, e.g., steak, seafood, Amish, healthy fare 
o Breakfast 
o Carryout, especially with prepared food and packaged meals to take 

home 
o In all cases these should be small and intimate.  For most of them 

carryout service probably is warranted.   

• Upstairs space – Where apartments are inappropriate, space can be leased to 
specialized schools (martial arts, alternative medicine, yoga, art) and office 
users. 

The blocks described belong are geared toward the dominant psychographic groups 
living in the trade area, working class and with an eye on the price tags.   
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Expenditure Potential 

The amount of retail space we are discussing is within the market’s ability to support 
it.  This is especially so given the low quality of so many operators in the various 
downtown retail districts.  The amount of space that we describe for revitalization 
will total much less than 75,000 square feet.  The market share needed to produce 
$250 per square foot downtown requires a market share of approximately 6 percent 
today.  In five years, the market share would be only 5.5 percent.  This is achievable 
given the quality and nature of the competition and assuming a well executed leasing 
program and marketing plan, but it especially relies upon the ability to tap into the 
market that circumstance has placed in West Newton’s lap every day.  The 
importance of tapping into this market can hardly be overstated, but achieving such 
sales levels is achievable given adequate professionalism and expertise. 

Caveat 

Several difficulties arise.  First of all, there are some buildings of historic interest here, 
whether or not they are actually protected.  Demolishing old buildings can be 
controversial, sometimes enough so to arrest the revitalization program.  Gaining 
public (if not legal) approval for their removal will nearly always require a struggle 
unless the buildings are so derelict as to make their rehabilitation untenable.  Of 
course, there are some buildings that are merely old and unattractive and whose 
removal will cause less opposition. 

Such issues aside, the character of a commercial district is a key determinant behind 
whether it is right for revitalization of for wholesale redevelopment.  The district’s 
small town downtown character has a marketable appeal which is maximized by 
leaving as many buildings in place as possible.   

Parking is always an issue.  On street parking probably will not be enough to serve the 
number of visitors that could be stopping in West Newton.   

The railroad tracks running through the center of town must be turned into a positive 
as much as possible.  The trains are more of an impediment to vehicular traffic than to 
pedestrian traffic.  People actually don’t mind watching them go buy from the 
sidewalk.  (Of course, they also can kill time by going back into a store.)  To make this 
a positive, make downtown merchants aware of the schedules; they can let customers 
know when they’re coming.  Customers either can cross the tracks before the train 
arrives, hang out in the store until the train passes, or hustle out to watch it go by.  
Anyway, that’s one idea about how to make the trains part of the fabric of the town 
rather than a nuisance. 
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Continue to try to tie the town to the river, to the bridge and to the Trail.  Not all 
towns have these attributes and so they should be treated as assets and full advantage 
taken of them. 

6.  MANAGEMENT AND MARKETING 

The revitalized West Newton commercial district will compete against other areas for 
tenants and for shopper traffic.  Once the target leasing has been achieved the project 
will not be able to succeed entirely on its own momentum.  Ongoing management 
strategies must be in place to deal with ongoing leasing, maintenance, landscaping, 
housekeeping, merchant and tenant relationships, and, perhaps most important, 
marketing.  A seasoned marketing person will be a valuable asset in the promotion of 
West Newton, to establish and reinforce its reputation as a commercial district that 
has arrived, that it is worth visiting, and that it is worth investing in.  Marketing will be 
geared not only to shoppers but also to prospective tenants.  This could be funded out 
of a front foot assessment with matching funds from other sources.  Well designed 
and comprehensive marketing programs must be maintained and sustained to assure 
that traffic levels continue to grow.  Remember, in a market that is growing as slowly 
as this one the way to succeed is to capture sales that otherwise would accrue to the 
competition.  This market will not be able to see its sales multiply by virtue of the 
number of people moving into the area.  Here, there aren’t many.  The district will 
have to compete in the truest sense.   

7.  SUMMARY 

The foregoing recommendations are made with an eye toward the retailing that 
already is there, the lifestyles dominating in the market, changes that could be in the 
offing as exurbanization and renewed interest in small towns, and the fact that 
different locations in central West Newton have different attributes but yet must work 
in together for the common good.   
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What West Newton has going for it is presented on the following list: 

• A location in the midst of a major metropolitan area with access to over 2.3 
million people. 

• A location on Route 136, a key commuter route that carried 7,200 cars per day. 
• Access to two major highways: I-70 and Route 51. 
• A trade area with over 28,000 people living in what amounts to an owned 

market. 
• Trade area expenditure potential that is projected to increase by over $32 

million in the next 5 years – bearing in mind the trade area’s compactness and 
the resulting ease with which trade area residents can reach downtown West 
Newton. 

• 7,200 vehicles per day on Main Street.  Over the course of a year, an average 
daily expenditure of $5 per vehicle would amount to $13.1 million. 

• The Great Allegheny Passage Trail is an undeniable asset, but the number of 
annual visitors to the West Newton portion of the Trail is estimated at about 
11,000.  Nonetheless, this provides the potential for over $100,000 in 
expenditures in the town which is good but not enough to build a future upon. 

• Little competition from the nearby towns for downtown revitalization, leaving 
the way clear for West Newton to stake its claim to this market segment. 

• A compact downtown in an attractive setting, hemmed in by the 
Youghiogheny River and the hills.  It is easily walkable which, when tided up, 
makes a pleasant place to stroll, window shop and dine. 

• A pleasant small town feel that is an asset in itself. 
• An emerging and growing attitude of civic pride and activism. 
• Membership in the MVI which will help connect West Newton with various 

sources of funds to move the program forward.  
 

Attitude is essential to stoke West Newton’s successful revitalization regardless of 
what approach ultimately is chosen, because even the most highly skilled real estate 
and retail professionals will be undermined and discouraged by adversarial local 
policies.   
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In effect, we are suggesting that West Newton reposition itself.   Two examples that 
West Newton can look to are New Hope, Pennsylvania and Lambertville, New Jersey.  
Both are located on the Delaware River about 40 minutes north of Philadelphia.  They 
are hip little towns that have attracted antique stores, boutiques and restaurants 
serving both upscale and middle class visitors looking for a nice meal and a pleasant 
stroll.  Their buildings are tidy, the towns are clean and the settings are pleasant.  
Other towns that can serve as models: Ellicott City, Easton, New Market and 
Taneytown, Maryland; Hudson and Dresden, Ohio; Doylestown, Lewisburg and 
Columbia, Pennsylvania; Berkeley Springs, West Virginia.   

This is hard to achieve by sheer dint of intentional exertion, however.  The market has 
to grant the town permission to do this, but with the raw material in place the process 
can be initiated, nurtured and guided.  As for West Newton, the following conditions 
are in place: 

• Ample regional market – Treat the town like it has a population of 49,000 
(29,000 trade area residents, plus 9,000 people driving through, plus 11,000 
trail users) 

• Accessibility 
• Attractive buildings 
• Attractive setting 
• Existing traffic 
• An ambitious and hard working downtown committee 

The current plans to spruce up downtown are on target, as are plans to tie the town 
more closely to the river.  When commercial building owners seek to attract tenants 
the key word is “attract.”  What makes a retailer take notice of a shopping center or 
streetfront location?  Retailers look for capable management, an appealing setting 
(notice how many ugly strip centers are getting facelifts), good co-tenancies, fair 
rental rates, in a market containing enough of their target customers to support them.  
Retailers know there are some things the shopping center manager is supposed to 
provide, like common area maintenance, security and marketing.   Retailers, like many 
businesspeople and investors, do not usually like risk for risk’s sake.  They look for 
elements that tell them the opportunity to succeed in a given location justifies the 
investment.  In the case of independent retailer the investment is more than just 
financial – they invest practically their whole lives in these enterprises.  A spruced-up 
downtown tells prospective merchants and businesses that they are dealing with an 
entity that cares, that has high operating standards, that understands the necessary 
elements that drive successful businesses, and that will work in concert with them to 
make their businesses strong.   
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D.  MARKETPLACE 
 
Our conclusions for the housing 
redevelopment potential within 
Downtown West Newton are based on a 
thorough analysis of the Residential 
Effective Market Area (EMA). 

The EMA is the smallest geographic area 
that is expected to generate between 60% 
and 70% of the support for the proposed 
residential portion of the development.  

Each market area is separated from 
adjacent market areas by natural and 
manmade barriers such as rivers, 
freeways, railroads, major arteries, or a 
marked difference in the socioeconomic 
makeup of a neighborhood or area.   

This methodology has a significant advantage over radial analyses that often do not 
consider these boundaries.  The Residential Effective Market Area includes the 
communities of West Newton, Belle Vernon, Munessen, Donora, and McKeesport.  
(An EMA can be found in the Demographics Section of this report). 

1.  DEMOGRAPHIC AND ECONOMIC FACTORS 

Population and household growth rates, household size and income, and employment 
growth are important considerations when determining support for residential and 
commercial development.  We have reviewed these factors for the EMA.  Additionally, 
demographic data for the area are compared to the borough of West Newton and 
Westmoreland County. 

Data generated for this section are derived primarily from ESRI, Incorporated, a 
nationally recognized demographic research firm.  Additional data specific to West 
Newton and Westmoreland County are within Demographics Section of this report.   
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Population and Household Growth –  

Overall, the population base in the EMA and West Newton has declined from 1990 to 
2000 with a 3.2% and 2.2% decline, respectively.  These are larger decreases than 
experienced in Westmoreland County during the same period (-0.1%).   

POPULATION GROWTH 
EMA, BOROUGH OF WEST NEWTON, AND WESTMORELAND COUNTY 

 
POPULATION 

 
EMA 

BOROUGH OF 
WEST NEWTON

WESTMORELAND 
COUNTY 

1990 CENSUS 42,424 3,152 370,321 
2000 CENSUS 41,083 3,083 369,993 
   CHANGE 1990-2000 -3.2% -2.2% -0.1% 
2007 ESTIMATED 40,090 2,951 370,570 
2012 PROJECTED 39,739 2,901 370,926 
   CHANGE 2007-2012 -0.9% -1.7% 0.1% 
Sources:  1990 and 2000 Census  
                  ESRI, Incorporated  

 

 
The EMA and West Newton are projected to experience slight declines in the overall 
population base from 2007 through 2012. 

Households, a better indication of an area’s potential (in terms of housing and buying 
power/preferences), are projected to remain relatively stable with the loss of only 14 
households in West Newton from 2007 through 2012. 

HOUSEHOLD GROWTH 
EMA, BOROUGH OF WEST NEWTON, AND WESTMORELAND COUNTY 

 
HOUSEHOLD 

 
EMA 

BOROUGH OF 
WEST NEWTON

WESTMORELAND 
COUNTY 

1990 CENSUS 17,072 1,348 144,080 
2000 CENSUS 16,975 1,318 149,813 
   CHANGE 1990-2000 -0.6% -2.2% 4.0% 
2007 ESTIMATED 16,837 1,278 152,593 
2012 PROJECTED 16,809 1,264 153,924 
   CHANGE 2007-2012 -0.2% -1.1% 0.9% 
Sources:  1990 and 2000 Census  
                  ESRI, Incorporated  
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The median population age in 2007 within the EMA and West Newton is estimated to 
be 44.3 years old.  The following table details the area population by age groups: 

DISTRIBUTION OF POPULATION BY AGE 
EMA, BOROUGH OF WEST NEWTON, AND WESTMORELAND COUNTY 

2007 (ESTIMATED) 
 

 
TOTAL POPULATION 

 
EMA 

BOROUGH OF  
WEST NEWTON 

WESTMORELAND 
COUNTY 

BY AGE NUMBER PERCENT NUMBER PERCENT NUMBER PERCENT 
UNDER 5 YEARS 2,115 5.3% 136 4.6% 18,910 5.1% 

5 TO 9 YEARS 2,092 5.2% 126 4.3% 18,984 5.1% 
10 TO 14 YEARS 2,381 5.9% 170 5.8% 21,725 5.9% 
15 TO 19 YEARS 2,284 5.7% 167 5.7% 23,098 6.2% 
20 TO 24 YEARS 1,931 4.8% 202 6.8% 19,935 5.4% 
25 TO 34 YEARS 4,142 10.3% 355 12.0% 36,494 9.8% 
35 TO 44 YEARS 5,533 13.8% 344 11.7% 51,157 13.8% 
45 TO 54 YEARS 6,802 17.0% 556 18.8% 63,348 17.1% 
55 TO 64 YEARS 5,107 12.7% 353 12.0% 48,593 13.1% 
65 TO 74 YEARS 3,236 8.1% 181 6.1% 30,618 8.3% 
75 TO 84 YEARS 3,172 7.9% 243 8.2% 26,799 7.2% 

85 YEARS AND OVER 1,295 3.2% 118 4.0% 10,909 2.9% 
TOTAL 40,090 100.0% 2,951 100.0% 370,570 100.0% 

MEDIAN AGE 44.3 44.3 44.1 
Sources:  The Danter Company, Incorporated 
                  2000 Census 
                  ESRI, Incorporated 

 

The EMA and West Newton have a 75-and-older population base comprising 11.1% 
and 12.2% of the total population base, respectively.  We consider these relatively 
high shares of senior persons.   

The following table illustrates the households by age in the Site EMA in 2007 
(estimated): 
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HOUSEHOLDS BY AGE AND INCOME  
EMA, BOROUGH OF WEST NEWTON, AND WESTMORELAND COUNTY 

2007 (ESTIMATED) 

  
EMA 

BOROUGH OF  
WEST NEWTON 

WESTMORELAND 
COUNTY 

HOUSEHOLD AGE NUMBER PERCENT NUMBER PERCENT NUMBER PERCENT 
UNDER 25 YEARS 333 2.0% 25 1.9% 3,737 2.4% 
25 TO 34 YEARS 1,738 10.3% 154 12.0% 15,900 10.4% 
35 TO 44 YEARS 2,861 17.0% 180 14.1% 26,352 17.3% 
45 TO 54 YEARS 3,719 22.1% 314 24.6% 34,802 22.8% 
55 TO 64 YEARS 3,000 17.8% 226 17.7% 28,124 18.4% 
65 TO 74 YEARS 2,067 12.3% 121 9.5% 19,172 12.6% 
75 AND OLDER  3,122 18.5% 258 20.2% 24,506 16.1% 

TOTAL 16,840 100.0% 1,278 100.0% 152,593 100.0% 
Sources:  The Danter Company, Incorporated 
                  2000 Census 
                  ESRI, Incorporated 

 

Household Incomes –  

For the purpose of this analysis, household income represents dollars received by all 
household members during a one-year time period. 

Households in West Newton have incomes significantly lower than those households 
in the EMA and Westmoreland County.  The current (2007) estimated median 
household income in West Newton is $34,518 compared with $41,827 for the EMA 
and $47,325 for Westmoreland County.   

The following table illustrates the distribution of income among all households in the 
Site EMA in 2007 (estimated): 
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DISTRIBUTION OF INCOME 
EMA, BOROUGH OF WEST NEWTON, AND WESTMORELAND COUNTY 

2007 (ESTIMATED) 

  
EMA 

BOROUGH OF  
WEST NEWTON 

WESTMORELAND 
COUNTY 

HOUSEHOLD INCOME NUMBER PERCENT NUMBER PERCENT NUMBER PERCENT 
LESS THAN $15,000 2,533 15.0% 236 18.5% 18,105 11.9% 
$15,000 TO $24,999 2,133 12.7% 224 17.5% 18,508 12.1% 
$25,000 TO $34,999 2,339 13.9% 185 14.5% 18,391 12.1% 
$35,000 TO $49,999 2,940 17.5% 151 11.8% 25,177 16.5% 
$50,000 TO $74,999 3,111 18.5% 196 15.3% 29,549 19.4% 
$75,000 TO $99,999 1,852 11.0% 158 12.4% 18,951 12.4% 

$100,000 TO $149,999 1,379 8.2% 102 8.0% 16,008 10.5% 
$150,000 TO $199,999 311 1.8% 13 1.0% 4,256 2.8% 

$200,000 OR MORE 238 1.4% 13 1.0% 3,648 2.4% 
TOTAL 16,836 100.0% 1,278 100.0% 152,593 100.0% 

MEDIAN INCOME $41,827 $34,518 $47,325 
Sources:  The Danter Company, Incorporated 
                  2000 Census 
                  ESRI, Incorporated 

 

Employment Factors –  

Following are estimated employment data for the EMA, the Borough of West Newton, 
and Westmoreland County, Pennsylvania.  ESRI bases its estimates on the most recent 
data available from the Bureau of Labor Statistics and from the Census Bureau’s 
County Business Pattern files.   

West Newton has a significantly larger share of employees within Services sector 
(36.2%) than Westmoreland County (28.1%).  Conversely, West Newton has less than 
half of the employment share in the Retail Trade Sector as that of the EMA. 

2007 WORKPLACE POPULATION 
DISTRIBUTION BY MAJOR EMPLOYMENT SECTORS 

EMA, BOROUGH OF WEST NEWTON, AND WESTMORELAND COUNTY 

  EMPLOYEES 
 
 

MARKET AREA 

 
TOTAL 

EMPLOYEES 

 
 

SERVICES 

FINANCE, 
INSURANCE, 
REAL ESTATE

 
RETAIL 
TRADE 

 
 

MANUFACTURING 
EFFECTIVE MARKET AREA 10,240 2,876 609 3,410 984 
BOROUGH OF WEST NEWTON 1,040 376 70 152 23 
WESTMORELAND COUNTY 138,604 52,113 6,952 31,989 19,363 
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Total employment in Westmoreland County was 175,336 people in 1997 and 177,969 
people in October 2007, a 1.5% increase.  Notably, unemployment in Westmoreland 
County is at a 10-year low at 4.00%, .1 percentage point below the state’s 
unemployment rate. 

  

2.  EFFECTIVE MARKET AREA RENTAL BASE 

Census on Housing Overview –  

Detailed data regarding the West Newton, Pennsylvania Effective Market Area's rental 
base are provided by ESRI, Incorporated and the 2000 Census.  In 2007, there are an 
estimated 18,459 housing units within the West Newton Site EMA.  This is up from 
the 18,347 units identified in the 2000 Census.  By 2012, the number of area housing 
units is projected to increase 0.8% from 2007 to 18,600. 

 

EMPLOYMENT AND UNEMPLOYMENT RATES

UNEMPLOYMENT RATE

WESTMORELAND

YEAR EMPLOYMENT COUNTY PENNSYLVANIA

1997 175,336 5.50% 5.10%

1998 175,725 5.20% 4.60%

1999 176,509 4.80% 4.40%

2000 173,150 4.70% 4.20%

2001 175,329 5.10% 4.80%

2002 174,219 5.80% 5.60%

2003 173,328 6.00% 5.70%

2004 174,337 6.00% 5.40%

2005 175,172 5.30% 5.00%

2006 176,195 5.10% 4.70%

2007* 177,969 4.00% 4.10%

*As of October
Source:  U.S. Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics

WESTMORELAND COUNTY, PENNSYLVANIA
1997 - 2007*
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Distributions of housing units in 2000 are as follows: 

 NUMBER PERCENT 
OCCUPIED 16,975  92.5% 
   BY OWNER 13,607 80.2% 
   BY RENTER 3,368 19.8% 
VACANT   1,372     7.5% 

TOTAL 18,347 100.0% 
 

The above data are a distribution of all rental units (e.g., duplexes, conversions, units 
above storefronts, single-family homes, mobile homes, and conventional apartments) 
regardless of age or condition.  Vacancies reflect some of the seasonal nature of the 
area rental market. 

In 2000, there were approximately 3,368 renter-occupied housing units in the EMA.  
This includes all housing units (e.g., duplexes, single-family homes, mobile homes) 
regardless of age or condition.  A summary of the existing rental units in the market by 
type follows:   

 
UNIT TYPE 

TOTAL NUMBER OF 
HOUSING UNITS 

SHARE OF  
HOUSING UNITS 

SINGLE, DETACHED 1,399 41.5% 
SINGLE, ATTACHED 172 5.1% 
2 TO 4 693 20.6% 
5 TO 9 300 8.9% 
10 TO 19 80 2.4% 
20 TO 49 81 2.4% 
50+ 321 9.5% 
MOBILE HOME OR TRAILER  321 9.5% 
OTHER 0 0.0% 

TOTAL 3,368 100.0% 
 

Of the 3,368 renter-occupied housing units in the EMA in 2000, 1,892 (56.1%) were 
within single-family detached and attached, and mobile homes or trailers.  This is a 
moderate share of renter-occupied units in non-conventional alternatives.  Following 
is a summary of the renter households in the EMA by household size: 
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DISTRIBUTION OF RENTER HOUSEHOLDS BY HOUSEHOLD SIZE 
WEST NEWTON, PENNSYLVANIA 

 EFFECTIVE MARKET AREA 
2000 

 
HOUSEHOLD SIZE NUMBER PERCENT 

ONE PERSON 1,343 39.9% 
TWO PERSONS 891 26.5% 
THREE PERSONS 537 15.9% 
FOUR PERSONS 330 9.8% 
FIVE OR MORE PERSONS 267 7.9% 

TOTAL 3,368 100.0% 
Sources:  2000 Census of Population 
                 ESRI, Incorporated 

 

As the above table illustrates, two-thirds (66.4%) rental units in the market are 
occupied by a one- or two-person household.  These households are expected to 
provide most of the support for any downtown housing redevelopment efforts. 

In 2000, the owner- and renter-occupied households within the West Newton Site 
Effective Market area were distributed as follows:    

DISTRIBUTION OF TENURE BY AGE 
WEST NEWTON, PENNSYLVANIA 

EFFECTIVE MARKET AREA 
2000 CENSUS 

 
 OWNER-OCCUPIED RENTER-OCCUPIED 

TENURE NUMBER PERCENT NUMBER PERCENT 
HOUSEHOLDER 15 TO 24 YEARS 105 0.8% 244 7.2% 
HOUSEHOLDER 25 TO 34 YEARS 1,304 9.6% 726 21.6% 
HOUSEHOLDER 35 TO 44 YEARS 2,594 19.1% 716 21.3% 
HOUSEHOLDER 45 TO 54 YEARS 2,710 19.9% 526 15.6% 
HOUSEHOLDER 55 TO 64 YEARS 2,140 15.7% 329 9.8% 
HOUSEHOLDER 65 TO 74 YEARS 2,286 16.8% 317 9.4% 
HOUSEHOLDER 75 TO 84 YEARS 1,985 14.6% 372 11.0% 

HOUSEHOLDER 85 YEARS AND OVER 484 3.6% 139 4.1% 
TOTAL 13,607 100.0% 3,368 100.0% 
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In 2000, existing gross rents in the Effective Market Area were distributed as follows:   

 NUMBER PERCENT 
NO CASH RENT 388 11.5% 
UNDER $250 634 18.8% 
$250 - $349 411 12.2% 
$350 - $449  809 24.0% 
$450 - $549  584 17.3% 
$550 - $649 325 9.7% 
$650 - $749 118 3.5% 
$750 - $899  72 2.1% 
$900 - $999  20 0.6% 
$1,000 - $1,499 6 0.2% 
$1,500 AND OVER 0 0.0% 

TOTAL 3,368 100.0% 
MEDIAN GROSS RENT $404 

Source:  2000 Census  
 

Apartment Field Survey – 

A total of 513 conventional apartment units in 11 projects were surveyed in the EMA.  
A total of 190 of these units are in 8 market-rate developments.  The remaining 323 
units are located in 3 subsidized developments.  The vacancy rate of these units is 
1.2%.   

Following is a distribution of market-rate units surveyed by unit type and vacancy rate: 

SUMMARY OF CONVENTIONAL MARKET-RATE APARTMENTS 
WEST NEWTON, PENNSYLVANIA 

EFFECTIVE MARKET AREA 
AUGUST 2007 

 
MARKET-RATE UNITS 

UNIT TYPE NUMBER  PERCENT 
VACANCY 

RATE 
MEDIAN 

RENT 
STUDIO 1 0.5% 0.0% $312 
ONE-BEDROOM 111 58.4% 5.4% $372 
TWO-BEDROOM 75 39.5% 5.3% $495 
THREE-BEDROOM 3 1.6% 0.0% $537 

TOTAL 190 100.0% 5.3%  
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The overall market is 94.7% occupied.  Vacancies are relatively low in the market area, 
and the market appears limited by supply rather than demand.  Vacancies are evenly 
distributed among one- and two-bedroom units in the EMA. 

Notably, 6 of the 10 vacancies within the EMA are located within West Newton. 

The EMA apartment base contains a disproportionately low percentage of two-
bedroom units, 39.5% of the total.  Generally, a well-developed rural rental market 
includes 50% two-bedroom units. 

In comparison to the region, median rents are low.  We attribute these low rents, in 
large part, to the overall older and low quality of rental housing in the EMA.  Housing 
Choicer Voucher residents (those who receive a HUD Section 8 subsidy certificate) 
constitute a high share of the residents within market-rate housing in the EMA. 

There is currently no step-up housing for individuals or families who wish to move 
into higher quality housing.  Someone who wishes to better their housing situation 
must either become a homeowner or leave the marketplace.  As the following chart 
illustrates, most of the vacancies are within properties that opened before 1970 and 
no new modern rental housing stock has been added to the EMA since the 1970s.   

A distribution of units and vacancies by year opened is as follows: 

 
PERIOD 

PROJECTS 
BUILT 

 
UNITS BUILT 

CURRENT 
VACANCY RATE 

BEFORE 1970 6 60 10.0% 
1970-1979 2 130 3.1% 
1980-1989 0 - - 
1990-1999 0 - - 
2000-2007* 0 - - 

TOTAL 8 190 5.3% 
*Through August 2007 

The standard amenities featured in apartments in the EMA include air conditioning 
(mix of central air and window units), carpeting, a range, and refrigerator.  Modern 
amenities such as a disposal, washer/dryer hookups, balcony/patio, and ceiling fans 
are a rarity in the EMA.  On-site management is not available at all but one of these 
properties; however, this is largely a product of rental properties with few units.   
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A distribution of amenities for the market-rate properties follows: 

 
 
AMENITY 

TOTAL NUMBER 
OF PROJECTS  

(OUT OF 8) 

SHARE OF  
PROJECTS  

WITH AMENITY
AIR CONDITIONING 8 100.0% 
RANGE 8 100.0% 
REFRIGERATOR 8 100.0% 
CARPETING 7 87.5% 
LAUNDRY FACILITY 4 50.0% 
WINDOW COVERINGS 4 50.0% 
DISPOSAL 2 25.0% 
WASHER/DRYER HOOKUP 2 25.0% 
DISHWASHER 1 12.5% 
ELEVATOR 1 12.5% 
ON-SITE MANAGEMENT 1 12.5% 

 

Filburn Manor, a HUD Section 8 property for seniors and handicapped persons, offers 
one of the more comprehensive amenity packages in the EMA including the standard 
amenities plus a disposal, window blinds, intercom security, community room, 
exercise room, picnic area, elevator, and on-site management.  This property is 
located at 410 North Water Street in West Newton and is reportedly 100.0% occupied 
and operating from a one-year waiting list. 

Downtown Housing –  

We identified 3 market-rate properties in Downtown West Newton:  Cornerstone, 
Times Sun Building, and Brickstone. 

• Cornerstone Apartments is a three-story building at the corner of North 2nd 
Street and East Main Street including a ground floor office and 6 apartment flats.  
This is an architecturally attractive historic building reportedly built in the 
1890s.  Renovations were completed in 2003.  The building includes 1 
furnished studio unit, 2 one-bedroom units, and 3 two-bedroom units with 
collected rents of $300 for the studio unit, $360 for the one-bedroom units, and 
$385 for the two-bedroom units.  The units range in size from 580 total square 
feet in the studio unit to 612 and 710 total square feet among the one- and two-
bedroom units, respectively.  Amenities include a range, refrigerator, central air 
conditioning, carpeting, window blinds, and select units include a fireplace, 
basement, and/or balcony.  Currently the property is 50.0% occupied with 
availability in the one- and two-bedroom units.  We attribute the high 
vacancies, in part, to the small size of the one- and two-bedroom units. 
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• The Times Sun Building is a two-story building at 205 E. Main Street adjacent 
the Cornerstone Apartments.  This building offers some architecturally 
attractive characteristics of a historic building (most notably the brick façade 
and window casings).  The building includes 1 one-bedroom unit, 2 two-
bedroom units, and 1 three-bedroom unit with collected rents of $350 for the 
one-bedroom unit, $475 for the two-bedroom units, and $545 for the three-
bedroom unit.  Unit sizes were unavailable for this project.  Amenities include a 
range, refrigerator, window air conditioning, carpeting, and washer/dryer 
hookups.  Currently the property is 100.0% occupied.  Notably, however, the 
three-bedroom unit and one of the two-bedroom units are occupied by Housing 
Choice Voucher recipients.  As such, the actual collected rent from the tenant 
is likely much lower than the “street” rents. 

• Brickstone Apartments is a two-story residential building at 111 North 2nd Street 
including 12 total units.  The building was originally built in 1893, renovated in 
1972, and recently refurbished in 2006.  The building includes 8 one-bedroom 
units, 2 two-bedroom units, and 2 three-bedroom units with collected rents of 
$423 for the one-bedroom units, $515 for the two-bedroom units, and $537 for 
the three-bedroom units.  The units range in size from 750 total square feet in 
the one-bedroom units, 850 total square feet in the two-bedroom units, and 
1,000 total square feet in the three-bedroom units.  Amenities include a range, 
refrigerator, window air conditioning, carpeting, and a laundry room.  
Currently the property is 100.0% occupied, however, like the Times Sun 
Building, the many of the rents (10 of the 12 units) are assisted through the 
Housing Choice Voucher program.   

Overall, the Downtown housing market is largely rental assisted through the Housing 
Choice Voucher Program.  While this program provides a positive boost to 
occupancy, as demonstrated within 2 of the 3 properties, it also shows that support 
from those persons with higher incomes (who do not require rental assistance) are 
very limited.  Based on our national surveys, most persons/families within HUD 
Section 8 programs have incomes of less than $10,000, well below the program 
limitations of 50% of area median household income (currently $20,250 for a one-
person household and $23,150 for a two-person household). Unlike most Housing 
Choicer Voucher recipients, “market-rate” renters typically have more housing 
options because of higher incomes.  These higher incomes relate to higher retail 
spending and income tax revenues. 
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In past surveys of downtowns nationwide, we have identified 10 criteria, or factors, to 
assess the level of support for market-rate housing: 

• Base of downtown employment 
• Base and quality of nearby residential neighborhoods 
• Cultural offerings, attractions, and sports events 
• Base of lifestyle-appropriate households 
• Quality of built (surrounding) environment 
• Public sector involvement 
• Retail services 
• Parks and public spaces 
• Accessibility 
• Perceptions of downtown 

West Newton has a good base of quality nearby residential neighborhoods and 
lifestyle-appropriate households, some attractions like the Allegheny Trail, and good 
accessibility.  The lack of downtown employment, attractions, quality of surrounding 
environment, and lack of retail conveniences however, hinder the overall 
marketability of Downtown West Newton as a preferred place of residence. 

Based on our field interviews, especially among persons outside of West Newton, 
there is relatively no perception of the downtown area.  Instead, people tend to treat 
West Newton as a whole without recognition that a downtown area exists.  No 
perception is better than a negative perception.  This allows the opportunity to define 
the downtown area.  Paramount to defining any geographic area is signage, letting 
people know when they have entered and exited an area.  

The above list represents key factors of downtown attraction for the overall 
population.  There are attributes of Downtown West Newton that according to our 
surveys are appealing to the senior population, including, but not limited to: 

• The retention of historic buildings helps keep the history of West Newton and 
the remembrance for seniors of childhood experiences and the way things 
“used to be”  

• Main street is busy and as one of our last visits showed, seniors want to sit along 
the street (in a park bench) and be in the middle of the action 

• West Newton has a senior center 
• The downtown is pedestrian friendly 
• The Allegheny Trail is easily accessible  
• Senior rental communities near and along train tracks have proven to be more 

of an amenity than a deterrent for residency 
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Senior Housing Program Limitations and Qualifications –  

Given the low rents in the EMA, and the market demand from low-income seniors to 
reside in downtown, it is our opinion that rents and quality need to be a value in the 
marketplace for any housing development to be successful in downtown.  One way to 
achieve this is by using the Low-Income Tax Credit program.  This program offers Tax 
Credits for the renovation or new construction of rental units as long as the units are 
rented to households with incomes not to exceed 60% area median household income 
(a Tax Credit development often has several income levels below 60%).   

Additionally, unlike HUD senior housing programs, the Tax Credit program will allow 
a developer to build two-bedroom units within a senior housing development.  Two-
bedroom units have been well received in senior Tax Credit developments because 
there are many seniors who need to move out of their single-family home (either too 
expensive, too big to take care of, or the design is not suited for the mobility of older 
persons) and a one-bedroom will often times not accommodate the extra space they 
need for all of the items that they have collected over the years.   

All Income-Qualified Households 

Based on Pennsylvania Housing Finance Agency’s capture rate thresholds, we have 
assessed the demand for senior, small, and family households with incomes up to 50% 
and 60% of area median income (AMI).  We have assumed base rents not in excess of 
the 50% maximum allowable rents. 

Following is an analysis of housing costs as a percent of household income by the 
number of qualified households in the EMA: 

 
 

HOUSEHOLD TYPES/% AMI 
INCOME 
RANGE 

TOTAL 
HOUSEHOLDS 

(AGE 65+) 

2%-4% CAPTURE FACTOR 
(TOTAL SUPPORTABLE 

UNITS) 
SENIORS (AGE 65+)/ 

60% AMI 
 
 

50% AMI 

 
$14,453 –  
$27,780 

 
$14,453 –  
$23,150 

 
1,427 

 
 

957 

 
29 – 57 

 
 

19 – 38 
 

AMI- Area Median Income 

It is important to note that the 50% AMI totals are subsets of the total supportable 
units at the 60% AMI level.  Considering the overlap of support, we have calculated an 
overall net demand of up to 57 total Tax Credit units for seniors.   
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For-Sale Housing –  

Cedar Hills was identified as the only recent for-sale multi-family housing development 
within the EMA.  Cedar Hills, located at Kelly Turner Place in Rostraver, is a 70-unit 
ranch condominium development being developed by Kelly Turner Builders/Cedar 
Hill Development.  According to a sales agent, 30 homes were closed between April 
2002 and December 2006, an average sales rate of 0.5 units per month.  Reportedly, 
the slow absorption was due, in part, to construction delays.  In 2002 and 2003, the 
average sales rate was 1 unit per month (25 total sales).  Currently, there are 4 units 
under construction, 1 unit completed (in contract), and 35 additional units planned.  
The development includes two- and three-bedroom attached garage units selling from 
$179,999 to $245,000. 

A base component of for-sale housing is the value of homes in the area.  These home 
values support appreciation or facilitate depreciation and provide equity for persons 
to transfer to another home for reasons such as size, convenience, and location.  The 
borough of West Newton has a current estimated median home value of $102,632. 

As the table on the following page illustrates, there are high enough home values in 
the EMA to support new housing.  However, given the current market conditions and 
the existing environment in Downtown West Newton, we do not recommend for-sale 
housing product in downtown.  Once the downtown has become more established 
(refer to list on Page IV-58) and a higher share of market-rate renters reside in the 
downtown area, for-sale housing can be reinvestigated. 
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A distribution of current (2007) home values within the EMA, West Newton, and 
Westmoreland County follows. 

  
EMA 

 
WEST NEWTON 

WESTMORELAND 
COUNTY 

VALUE NUMBER PERCENT NUMBER PERCENT NUMBER PERCENT 
<$10,000 395 2.9% 5 0.6% 2,138 1.8% 

$10,000 - $14,999 114 0.8% 1 0.1% 646 0.5% 
$15,000 - $19,999 249 1.8% 4 0.5% 1,218 1.0% 
$20,000 - $24,999 271 2.0% 6 0.7% 1,313 1.1% 
$25,000 - $29,999 251 1.9% 8 0.9% 1,234 1.0% 
$30,000 - $34,999 202 1.5% 9 1.0% 904 0.8% 
$35,000 - $39,999 319 2.4% 14 1.6% 1,537 1.3% 
$40,000 - $49,999 562 4.1% 27 3.1% 3,078 2.6% 
$50,000 - $59,999 606 4.5% 44 5.0% 3,643 3.0% 
$60,000 - $69,999 711 5.2% 39 4.5% 4,454 3.7% 
$70,000 - $79,999 810 6.0% 75 8.6% 5,118 4.3% 
$80,000 - $89,999 768 5.7% 100 11.5% 4,922 4.1% 
$90,000 - $99,999 1,022 7.5% 78 8.9% 7,068 5.9% 

$100,000 - $124,999 2,056 15.2% 247 28.3% 17,454 14.6% 
$125,000 - $149,999 1,505 11.1% 41 4.7% 17,984 15.0% 
$150,000 - $174,999 966 7.1% 62 7.1% 11,211 9.4% 
$175,000 - $199,999 722 5.3% 47 5.4% 8,856 7.4% 
$200,000 - $249,999 1,001 7.4% 49 5.6% 12,452 10.4% 
$250,000 - $299,999 491 3.6% 16 1.8% 6,342 5.3% 
$300,000 - $399,999 304 2.2% 0 0.0% 4,101 3.4% 
$400,000 - $499,999 117 0.9% 0 0.0% 1,935 1.6% 
$500,000 - $749,999 82 0.6% 0 0.0% 1,495 1.2% 
$750,000 - $999,999 0 0.0% 0 0.0% 212 0.2% 

$1,000,000+ 23 0.2% 0 0.0% 399 0.3% 
TOTAL 13,547 100.0% 872 100.0% 119,724,100 100.0% 

MEDIAN VALUE $106,001 $102,632 $132,138 
 

 




