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DECONSTRUCTION AND RECONSTRUCTION: NEW LIFE FOR A DEAD MALL

l. The Problem

Victor Gruen, who emigrated to the United States from Vienna shortly before World
War |l, is given credit for creating the first modern version of an enclosed shopping mall in
Edina, Minnesota in 1956. Southdale Mall, with its two-story, air-conditioned, inward facing
mall, was centered around a light-filled square with fountains, trees and a fishpond, and it soon
became a model for retail development around the country.! The migration of the Baby-
Boomer generation to the suburbs; growth of the consumer economy; relatively inexpensive
land; and favorable federal tax laws fueled the growth of this new concept.? According to the
International Council of Shopping Centers, in 1970 there were 306 enclosed malls across the
country, which rose to 555 in 1976; 863 in 1976; and 1,040 in 1996.3 The number of malls in the
U.S. grew more than twice as fast as the population between 1970 and 2015.%

But, during the past two decades, hundreds of malls and thousands of mall-based stores
have closed. A recent report by Credit Suisse predicts that 220 to 275 malls will close over the
next five years, primarily because of store closures.” In 2014, 3.4% of the malls, representing 30
million square feet, were more than 40% empty, a threshold that retail experts say signals the
beginning of the “death spiral”.® A 2001 report by PricewaterhouseCoopers retail expert Steve
Laposa commissioned by the Congress for the New Urbanism concluded that 7% of regional
malls were “greyfield” sites and effectively dead, and that another 12% were vulnerable and
would probably fail within the next five years.” This “deathwatch” has led to an interesting
internet cultural phenomenon, including the http://deadmalls.com web site that tracks the
status of over 400 dying malls around the country, including 23 in Texas, and the artistic, but
very eerie, photographs of abandoned malls by Seph Lawless found on his web site at
http://sephlawless.com.

Nevertheless, many retail experts think the obituaries are premature for approximately
one-third of the remaining malls. Most of these are A-rated flagship malls with vacancy rates of
10% or less that cater primarily to affluent shoppers. They will most likely continue to do well,
but B and C malls in tertiary markets are described as dinosaurs that will likely die. There is a
clear demarcation line between the haves and the have-nots, which is evident among the malls
as well as the people who shop there.®

Retail experts have given several reasons for this dramatic change. Most significantly,
there are too many malls and not enough customers. The development climate of malls was
driven less by demand and more by opportunity.® The current level of 20 square feet of retail
space per capita in the U.S. is at least six times the amount of retail space per capita in
Europe.l® Furthermore, the demographics have changed. In the 1970s, about half of U.S.
households had children, whereas fewer than one-third do today, and the number of single-
person households is rising. Smaller households have less need for consumer goods.!



1. The Opportunity

Notwithstanding the serious problems retailers, developers, investors, lenders, and
government officials must face with obsolete and declining shopping malls, many of them have
recognized the opportunity these sites present for other types of development. In 2002, the
Congress for New Urbanism published a report entitled Greyfields Into Goldfields: Dead Malls
Become Living Neighborhoods, in which the authors identified an opportunity to “reclaim vast
suburban swaths” by developing these dead mall sites.’? As one development consultant points
out: “A mall is roughly 110 acres. It has power, water, a ring road, a huge parking lot. All that
infrastructure has been built and permitted, and in place, so you have two scenarios. You can
attempt to reuse the existing structures, or you can scrape them.”*3

Ellen Dunham-Jones is a leading advocate for reclaiming these malls for other purposes.
She is a Professor of Architecture and Urban Design in the College of Architecture at the
Georgia Institute of Technology, and is the co-author of “Retrofitting Suburbia” with June
Williamson, Associate Professor of Architecture at The City College of New York. In the book,
Dunham-Jones and Williamson identify three principal retrofitting strategies:*4

° Reinhabitation. The adaptive reuse of existing structures for more community-
serving purposes, often as “third places” for social interaction.

o Redevelopment. Replacing existing structures and/or building on existing parking
lots, generally with a compact, walkable, connected mix of uses and public
spaces that support a less auto-dependent and socially engaged lifestyle.

. Regreening. Demolition of existing structures and revitalization of land, as either
parks, community gardens, or reconstructed wetlands, which is sometimes a
phasing strategy for eventual redevelopment.

According to Dunham-Jones and Williamson, the primary trend in mall retrofitting is the
tear-down of most or all of an aging enclosed mall and the replacement with a mixed-use town
center development, and they bring their New Urbanist perspective to their presentation of the
following examples and case studies in three chapters of the book.*®

° Mizner Park, Boca Raton, Florida.

Located on the original 29 acre Boca Raton Mall site, Mizner Park was created
from an early private/public partnership between the Boca Raton Community
Redevelopment Center and developer Crocker & Company. Completed in
several phases, the mixed-use development incorporated the 1920s architect
Addison Mizner’s original colors and style, and includes 272 homes, office space,
a public promenade and park, as well as 1900-seat concert hall and outdoor
amphitheater. Mizner Park has spurred development around downtown Boca
Raton, and its retail and residential are in demand.
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