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I. RECOMMENDATIONS AND KEY FINDINGS 
Schuyler County Partnership for Economic Development (SCOPED) retained RKG 
Associates, Inc. (RKG), to assist in developing a strategy for improving the business 
and commercial districts of the villages of Montour Falls and Watkins Glen.  As part 
of a comprehensive consultant team, led by Bergmann Associates, RKG completed 
a market analysis of the Schuyler County region (Schuyler, Chemung and Tompkins 
Counties), reviewing such economic indicators and conditions as changing 
demographics, the real estate market and consumer income and spending potential.  
Additionally, surveys and interviews with local merchants, consumers and 
employees of area businesses were undertaken in order to understand better the 
strengths, weaknesses and opportunities of the commercial districts of the two 
villages.  The resulting recommendations are presented in Chapter I, as is an 
overview of the key findings of this analysis.  The baseline trends and conditions are 
presented in Chapter II and findings from the various community surveys are 
presented in Chapter III.  The Appendix, Chapter IV, presents the tabular and 
spreadsheet data utilized as part of this analysis. 
 

A. Recommendations 
The following recommendations are offered as part of improving the overall 
economic vitality of the commercial districts of the Village of Montour Falls and the 
Village of Watkins Glen.  These recommendations encompass a broad variety of 
actions and strategies, ranging from marketing to potential redevelopment projects 
and concepts.  Several recommendations are specific to one of the two villages 
while other recommendations are more global. 

1. Village of Montour Falls 
The commercial district of the Village of Montour Falls is relatively compact and 
could support increased pedestrian utilization with selected design, scale and 
signage improvements, in conjunction with physical improvements.  These might 
include the following: 
 

 Gateway – Create a gateway entrance to the commercial district at the 
intersections of Route 14 (Catherine Street) and West Main Street.  This new 
gateway could help to serve as an anchor to the district.  Currently there are 
vacant properties at this intersection, as well as properties believed to be for 
sale.  Acquisition and redevelopment of these properties, possibly via a 
Redevelopment Authority, could help to improve the visual image of this 
intersection and help stimulate redevelopment and infill investment to the 
other downtown anchor - She-Que-Ga Falls (the Falls) and well-maintained 
and historic presence of the Library and Village Offices.  Redevelopment uses 
might include architecturally unique offices, a well-known bookstore or café, 
or other easily recognizable activities.  Uses that should be discouraged 
include purely auto-related activities such as gasoline service stations, 
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convenience stores or fast food operations.   This is Montour Falls “front door” 
and should reflect the character of Main Street. 

 
 The Falls – There is much natural beauty to the Falls and they serve not only 

as a tourist destination but also as an “anchor” for the commercial district.  
However, the presentation of the Falls and the potential for on-site activities is 
limited.  It is recommended that there be consideration for “illuminating” the 
Falls with a colored and more vibrant lighting scheme than is currently in 
operation (consider the illumination of Niagara Falls, although on a larger 
scale, as an example).  The illumination would also compliment the potential 
for expanded evening utilization of the commercial district.  The goal should 
be one of “capturing” the visitor traffic to the Falls by getting them to park in a 
centralized location and walk the commercial district. 

 
 Signage – Signage along Route 14 should direct traffic to the “new” 

commercial district, which may include an “artisan and antique” theme and 
should note the Falls, too.  It is also recommended that all signage for the 
Falls direct traffic down West Main Street and through the commercial district.  
The existing signage that directs traffic from Route 14 down South Genesee 
Street, a “back door” to the Falls, should be discontinued.  It is also 
recommended that there be standardization with the signage for Montour 
Falls and Watkins Glen. 

 
 Parking – In addition to on-street parking, there is the opportunity for shared 

parking behind the existing buildings along West Main Street.  This may 
require acquisition and assemblage of these properties via a public entity, 
such as a Redevelopment Authority (discussed elsewhere among these 
recommendations).  Signage should direct traffic to this parking, including 
three left-hand turns or three right-hand turns from the Falls, back to the 
common parking area.  In this manner, vehicular activity in the commercial 
district is enhanced as well as pedestrian activity. 

 
 Streetscape and Pedestrian Amenities – Considering the compact nature 

of the commercial district in the Village of Montour Falls, a very pedestrian 
scale streetscape treatment is recommended.  This would include, among 
other amenities, lighting, landscaping and benches.  Public investments for 
lighting, sidewalks and landscaping all scored generally well among the 
surveyed audiences and particularly high among the consumers surveyed.  It 
is also recommended that if a Redevelopment Authority is enabled for the 
Village of Montour Falls, the former grocery site on West Main Street is 
considered for acquisition and development as a pocket park, adding to the 
streetscape and pedestrian amenities, and that it otherwise be “land-banked” 
for future private sector investment interests. 

 
 Artisan and Antique District – Community surveys indicated some potential 

and desire for an increased presence of antique dealers in Montour Falls.  
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Existing vacancies, notably the former hardware store or the former kids’ 
clothes and second-hand store, could provide adequate physical space for a 
co-operative of antique dealers.  In addition, some interest has been 
expressed in developing work/living/gallery space for area artists.  The 
potential for both of these in Montour Falls should be explored further. 

 
Each of these could help to establish a theme, and a “there there” focus for 
Montour Falls.  Additionally, the potential for spin-off development, such as 
cafés, art, upscale second-hand clothing, unique giftware, alternative therapy 
services and other complimentary specialty retail and service stores, would 
be supported by such uses and by an overall artisan and antique theme.  The 
pedestrian scale of Montour Falls is another benefit, especially given a new 
streetscape treatment with period style lighting, benches and other amenities. 

 
 Upper Story Utilization – There is limited service and professional office 

space in Montour Falls, which also serves to limit daytime/lunchtime activities.  
Consider targeting small businesses for this space as part of a property 
marketing effort, discussed elsewhere in these recommendations. 

 
 New Storefronts – The most commonly desired types of new, or additional 

businesses, in Montour Falls (from surveys) are grocers, department stores, 
chain restaurants, dollar stores and, to a lesser extent, bookstores and 
sporting goods.  Considering the size of the Village’s commercial district and 
the relatively small land parcels, uses such as a grocery or department store 
are impractical, although the demand is supported by consumer demand and 
an analysis of sales leakage.  This is not to say that smaller, specialty food 
services such as butchers, bakeries and coffee shops would not be 
successful, since these types of stores require less physical space and would 
be in keeping with a compact Montour Falls commercial district, and would be 
complimentary to any artisan and antique district uses. 

 
 Business Relocations – As West Main Street redevelops over time, there 

will be an increased premium for those properties with street frontage.  To this 
end, consider consolidating and relocating non-commercial and institutional 
uses to side streets and interior properties. 

2. Village of Watkins Glen 
The commercial district of the Village of Watkins Glen is much larger than that of 
Montour Falls, with 426,100 SF of building development versus 123,700 SF, and as 
such, Watkins Glen is more dense and less compact, suggesting that redevelopment 
and revitalization efforts may be considered in three (3) separate zones, with 
projects and recommendations specific to each. 

 
 Downtown – That portion of Watkins Glen with frontage to Seneca Lake and 

ending around 2nd Street is considered the Downtown in this analysis.  
Seneca Lake is a natural amenity, which also serves as an anchor 
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destination/attraction for the Village.  Its presence and scenic vistas offer 
strong support for potential development opportunities.  Among these is a 
waterfront hotel complex on an assemblage of parcels to the rear of the 
current SCOPED offices at 2 North Franklin Street.  Hart Hotels, Inc., has 
proposed a 94-room, non-branded hotel complex, including on-site restaurant 
and possibly convention facilities, for this site.  Preliminary site plan reviews 
have been submitted with the Village of Watkins Glen.  Several studies, 
prepared by others, address the potential for a new hotel property in Watkins 
Glen (including the proposed Padua hotel property, not in the downtown). 

 
However, a downtown presence would serve as a catalyst for other 
development (such as dining, entertainment and specialty, niche retailing) 
and increased tourism and consumer activities. In particular, the waterfront 
hotel property could attract a new segment of visitor who currently stays in 
Horseheads or other communities outside of the County.  Additionally, the 
inclusion of conference facilities in such a facility would further enhance the 
economic impact on the downtown. 

 
The opportunity and desire for additional dining and entertainment venues is 
prevalent in Watkins Glen.  This is reinforced by both the analysis of sales 
leakage and by survey comments among consumers, employees and even 
some merchants.  A possible consideration for a new dining property would 
be the existing auto dealership and adjacent lot at the gateway bend in Route 
14, near 1st Street.  Redevelopment of this property could support a new 
gateway treatment for the Village, support the hotel site and tie-in with 
lakefront views and street level dining.  The overhanging upper story could be 
ideal for “sidewalk” dining in the warmer months, bring increased activity to 
the street. 
 
Additional opportunities for redevelopment parcels/projects may exist, over 
time, if a gradual relocation of auto uses/dealerships is encouraged from the 
Downtown district to the Uptown district.  This of course would depend on the 
desires of property owners and auto businesses, but conversations with auto 
dealers indicate that visibility of their business is somewhat obscured by a 
location in this district.  Additionally, a clustering of auto businesses could 
increase the destination appeal of Watkins Glen dealers by increasing the 
retail gravity of such dealerships, i.e., an “Auto-Block”. 

 
 Midtown – The area from 2nd Street to 7th Street is considered the Midtown 

district in this analysis.  This area of the commercial district is comparatively 
compact, of a pedestrian scale, and has an existing mix of retail, service and 
government/institutional uses, which cater to daily and local consumer 
activity, as well as tourist and seasonal activity.  This “feel” should continue to 
be fostered and supported by streetscape developments.  The relocated 
Village Fire Department has left a vacancy or potential storefront as a 
redevelopment site for the private sector.  In addition, as noted for the 
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Downtown district, the possible relocation over time of auto dealerships and 
uses from this district, to the Uptown district, could present potential 
redevelopment sites to the private sector.  The average assessment of the 
inventoried auto uses in Watkins Glen is less than $17/SF, which is well 
below the $44/SF average for the commercial district in total.  Redeveloping 
properties as smaller scale retail and commercial businesses, serving the 
local and seasonal customer base would further enhance potential BID 
financing through improved property values and property taxes. 

 
 Uptown – The area from 7th Street to 10th Street is considered the Uptown 

district in this analysis.  This area is characterized by automotive sales and 
service uses, government and institutional uses and has more of a vehicular 
“feel” than a pedestrian “feel”.  This area is also anchored by the Gorge at 
Watkins Glen State Park, which attracts over three-quarters of a million 
visitors a year.  It is suggested that the potential for an “Auto-Block” be 
investigated (a longer term goal) in this district, which would require more 
open space, less landscaping and facilitate greater drive-by visibility then 
locations in either the Downtown or Midtown districts.  This “Auto-Block” 
would evolve over time as other businesses and retailers are attracted to 
Watkins Glen, and desire a storefront in the more pedestrian sectors of the 
Downtown or the Midtown.  One auto-use property in the Downtown has 
already been identified, as a possible restaurant site and relocating it, as a 
start, to the Uptown district, to existing vacant and for-sale properties, such as 
the former restaurant site, at the intersection Franklin Street and 8th Street. 

 
 Targeted Businesses – Surveys indicated a desire for more restaurant, 

entertainment and local, everyday consumer goods in Watkins Glen.  The 
existing vacancies are generally small and are compatible with existing 
storefronts.  As noted in the recommendations regarding marketing efforts, 
the vacancies in Watkins Glen should be bundled together into a 
comprehensive and cohesive marketing package, available to SCOPED and 
area realtors and brokers for marketing.  SCOPED currently maintains a 
website (www.scoped.biz) that has some for-sale and for-rent properties 
identified, and this website could be expanded to serve as a tool for targeted 
business acquisitions. 

 
As noted in the analysis of sales leakage, recapture of consumer spending 
could support an additional 10 to 15 storefronts, or an estimated 21,000 SF to 
29,000 SF.  Estimated current vacancy in Watkins Glen (ground floor) is a 
little under 26,000 SF.  Store types identified in the public surveys include 
electronics, appliances, bookstores, and clothing.  There is currently a gap in 
the Watkins Glen retail mix for these stores and the size, or physical space, 
and would be accommodated by existing vacancies.  It is unlikely that 
national chains would be attracted to small storefronts, but regional chains 
(say with another location in Geneva, Glens Falls, Lake George or Lake 
Placid, as examples) might be interested in a store in Watkins Glen 
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particularly given the name recognition and tourist, seasonal influences.  
Other “home-grown” entrepreneurs from the area or from other communities 
in the region may also have a desire in developing a business in the Village. 

 
 Residential Opportunities – The potential exists for a limited number of mid 

to upper-end waterfront condominiums along Seneca Lake in the Downtown 
district.  Conversations with area realtors suggest that there continues to be 
strong demand for lakefront properties in Schuyler County and in Watkins 
Glen, indicating that 1,500 SF condominiums could sell for $250,000 to 
$300,000.  The potential for an assemblage of sites along Seneca Lake, in 
the downtown district, should be further explored.  In addition, it is 
recommended that the potential for residential apartments or condominiums 
on upper floors in the commercial district should be further reviewed and a 
survey of property owners who may be interested in conversion of upper story 
space to residential units should be undertaken.  Upper level residential use 
is permitted under current zoning and should be encouraged, perhaps 
through the sharing of information with owners/developers from other 
communities who have been successful in enhancing the downtown 
residential base. 

 

3. Marketing and Outreach 
There are three separate marketing programs and scenarios recommended for 
enhancing economic development in the Village of Montour Falls and the Village of 
Watkins Glen.  These include the marketing of an overall image and concept of the 
two villages, which compliments their present awareness and public image while 
expanding on a new one, marketing of specific sites or redevelopment opportunities 
and marketing of individual businesses and shops. 

 
 Image and Concept Marketing – A comprehensive marketing package that 

explains the desired image and opportunities of the two villages, should be 
prepared in order to attract and facilitate developer interest in the potentially 
more challenging properties or concepts, including the Montour House and 
fostering an artisan and antiques theme in Montour Falls, or a waterfront hotel 
in Watkins Glen.  This marketing package should also explain any public 
investments, such as streetscape improvements and public parking, which 
would compliment the desired development. 

 
While direct public investment in such projects through a possible 
Redevelopment Authority (discussed later) is not necessarily recommended, 
indirect investment is.  This could include acquisition of existing properties, 
demolition of blighted properties and/or land assemblage to facilitate desired 
development. 
 

 Properties and Development Opportunities – Specific development sites 
and opportunities, such as lakefront condominiums or new restaurant in 
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Watkins Glen, as well as artisan and antique opportunities in Montour Falls, 
have been identified as part of this analysis.  In an effort to help market these 
properties, among others, it is recommended that a “virtual village” website be 
developed.  This website could have a walking tour of the vacant and 
available properties in the commercial district of each village, and be GIS 
based, such that when a property is “clicked upon”, building data, and contact 
information, reuse potential and other marketing information is highlighted.  
This website could be maintained by the BID, SCOPED or some other 
Redevelopment Authority and should be linked to the region’s realtors and 
broker/developer community (and possibly funded by them).  The “virtual 
village” website could also serve more traditional marketing and promotional 
purposes as discussed next.  Again, some of this information is currently 
maintained by SCOPED on their website, www.scoped.biz, and it would be 
reasonable to expand an existing website to the next level, rather than create 
an entirely new website. 

 
 Mercantile – Approximately 40.0% of the merchants surveyed stated that 

they either had no annual advertising budget or spent less than $1,000 
annually on advertising.  However, nearly 45.0% indicated that they maintain 
a mailing list and nearly 70.0% stated that they maintain a website.  This 
suggests there maybe acceptance of, and a desire for, a shared website for 
advertising, promotions and consumer outreach (as an example refer to 
www.keywest.com).  Promotions and marketing are typical elements of the 
ongoing responsibilities of a business improvement district and should be 
considered for the Villages of Montour Falls and Watkins Glen.  As a 
component of the “virtual village”, there should be a comprehensive listing of 
village businesses complete with hours of operation, products, specials, 
promotions, website addresses and any other advertising and outreach 
deemed appropriate.  This website should have links to the Chamber of the 
Commerce, the Seneca Wine Trail, the Finger Lakes Wine Country and the 
Watkins Glen International Raceway among others. 

 
 Shared Resources and Outreach – From a marketer and retailer’s 

perspective, the two villages should be considered complimentary rather than 
competitive.  As such, resources, advertising and promotional efforts should 
focus on both commercial districts.  Consider the business districts of each 
Village as the “anchor” of a shopping mall and all marketing and promotion, 
jus as in a shopping mall, is geared to imp0roving the anchor tenants as well 
as all of the smaller, in-line tenants, in between.  Coordinating the marketing 
campaigns and outreach efforts could be a responsibility of a Downtown 
Development Manager, as discussed elsewhere in these recommendations. 

 

4. Competing with Mass Merchandisers 
Many trade magazine articles have been written providing useful insight and 
strategies for co-existing in a discount mass merchandiser environment.  The 
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following is an overview, originally prepared by Dr. Kenneth Stone, an economist 
with Iowa State University, who has written and researched extensively on the 
subject. 

 
 Merchandising - Efforts should be made to adjust merchandise selection.  

For example, Dr. Stone has noted that at least three of the largest mass 
merchandisers sell a particular brand of blue jeans for around $10 and many 
smaller merchants sell the same jeans for $14.  The customer's automatic 
perception is that everything in the smaller merchant's store is priced 40% 
above the mass merchandiser.  A better strategy would be to sell another 
brand that is not directly comparable. 

 
Try to sell singles instead of pre-packaged groups.  Mass merchandisers 
often sell pre-packaged merchandise containing multiple items.  Customers 
often need only one item and independent merchants can often meet these 
needs by un-bundling packages.  An example cited was that craft stores 
might gain new customers and make more profit by selling singles of various 
supplies such as paintbrushes, templates, etc. 

 
Try to handle complementary merchandise.  Mass merchandisers typically 
only stock fast moving brands.  Competing merchants should expand their 
lines to be more complete.  Customers will quickly learn to go directly to the 
more complete store if their needs are not being met at the mass 
merchandiser.  An example would be a customer building a backyard patio 
and/or storage shed requiring 15 pounds of nails and 100 bolts - something 
he/she is very unlikely to find in the pre-packaged small selection of these 
materials at a mass merchandiser. 
 
Look for voids in the mass merchandiser's inventory, an example would be 
the higher priced athletic shoes currently so popular and in high demand. 
 
Consider upscale merchandise since not all customers desire or demand 
lower priced merchandise.  Dr. Stone cites that there are dozens of smaller 
children's clothing stores that prosper in the same market as mass 
merchandisers by catering to a different quality of goods. 

 
 Marketing - Look for ways to improve return policies since most mass 

merchandisers have a very liberal return policy.  This may be easier said than 
done since many small merchants do not have the same advantage with 
suppliers and vendors, as do the mass merchandisers.  However, some small 
changes can be made.  An example cited was a customer returning a 
lawnmower for needed factory repair (which could happen quickly or not).  
The small merchant would be well advised to attempt to provide the customer 
with a "loaner" in the interim. 
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Sharpen pricing skills especially on items that people purchase frequently.  
Many customers may not know the "going price" of everything they buy, but 
they know the price of the items they buy frequently.  Mass merchandisers 
have learned this lesson and play the game very well. 
 
Focus advertising by stressing competitive advantages.  For example, drug 
stores, which offer 24-hour service or free delivery, should stress so in every 
advertisement or promotion. 
Emphasize expert technical advice and personalized service, not something 
that always happens in the mass merchandiser given their high percentage of 
part time help. 
 
Offer delivery and pick up service where appropriate, and other personal 
services as appropriate.  Also, offer on-site repair of certain 
items/merchandise. 
 

5. Organizational Capacities 
Three (3) concepts to consider for managing the revitalization of the two villages, in 
addition to the work done by SCOPED, include a establishing a business 
improvement district 1 or BID, creating a Redevelopment Authority (or expanding the 
role of SCOPED) and hiring a full-time Downtown Development Manager. 

 
 Business Improvement District – The potential for establishing a BID in 

Watkins Glen is already underway and several of the aforementioned 
recommendations discuss some of the possible responsibilities and projects 
for this BID.  In practical terms, a BID is an administrative entity created by 
State and local legislation that empowers local property and business owners 
to develop management, marketing, promotional and regulatory strategies, 
which can directly affect the business environment.  The BID acts as a 
collective and legal entity, and are funded by a self-imposed tax.  According 
to the International Downtown Association, there are ten typical BID functions, 
which include the following: 

 
Maintenance - collecting rubbish, removing litter or cleaning graffiti, 
maintaining landscaping or plantings in public areas. 

 
Security - hiring supplementary security or “ambassadors”, buying or installing 
electronic security devices. 
 

                                                 
1  For additional information on business improvement districts, including case studies, please refer to 
BIDs Business Improvement Districts, by Lawrence O. Houstoun, Jr., published by ULI – the Urban 
Land Institute, catalog number B18 (1997). 
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Consumer Marketing - producing festivals and special events, coordinating 
sales promotions, newsletters, image enhancement plans, advertising 
campaigns, placing directional signage within the district. 
 
Business Recruitment and Retention - conducting market research, offering 
financial or training incentives/classes. 

 
Public Space Regulation - managing sidewalk vending, code compliance, 
vehicle loading/unloading. 
 
Parking and Transportation Management - managing public parking, 
maintaining transit shelters, rideshare programs. 
 
Urban Design - developing guidelines, managing facade improvement 
programs. 
 
Social Services - job training, youth services. 

 
Visioning - developing strategic plans. 

 
Capital Improvements - putting in pedestrian scale lighting, street furniture, 
planting and maintaining green areas. 

 
 Redevelopment Authority – Another option worth considering is the creation 

of a Redevelopment Authority, which could serve as a catalyst for site 
assemblage and redevelopment, particularly of underdeveloped properties, 
parking lots and vacant or under-utilized seasonal properties.  A 
Redevelopment Authority could also facilitate the development of a lakefront 
hotel property or condominium offering; pursue selected properties for 
redevelopment, e.g., the gateway properties in Montour Falls; investigate the 
feasibility of funding sources in order to develop shared municipal parking; 
and, engage in other marketing and promotional activities.  The 
responsibilities of such a Redevelopment Authority would include not only 
Amaster planning@ and facilitating land assemblage(s), but also defining goals, 
identifying partners, managing redevelopment projects through the regulatory 
process, working to secure financing, negotiating private sector involvement 
and structuring deals to assure various jurisdictional objectives are met.  
There is no single model of how to structure and operate a successful 
Redevelopment Authority, since each community is unique in its needs and it 
resources.  Organizations that are relevantly independent of the political 
process, that have skilled professional resources to call on and that have 
strong representation (and leadership) from the local business community, 
typically are more successful in achieving positive changes. 

 
 Downtown Development Manager – Irrespective of whether a BID, a 

Redevelopment Authority, or some combination / hybrid of the two is put in 
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place in the two villages, it is recommended that the hiring of a full-time 
Downtown Development Manager (DDM) be considered.  In order to 
successfully reposition the commercial districts of the two villages, over the 
next several years, and to integrate and implement the actions recommended 
in this analysis, a dedicated and focused management organization is 
believed to be required.  In essence, a professional manager is required 
whose primary responsibility is to keep the redevelopment efforts moving 
forward, procure grants, interact with the merchants and the business 
community and to be active in targeted business recruitments.  It may be 
possible that a DDM could be hired, under the “umbrella” of a larger, existing 
entity, such as SCOPED, which has a broader mission than the village’s 
commercials districts. 

 
It is also recommended that the DDM be a shared resource for the two 
villages, and that he/she consider themselves to be a shopping mall manager 
when developing marketing, promotional, target outreach and other business 
campaigns.  Similar to a shopping mall, the retail vitality of both villages, as a 
single entity, is as important, if not more so, than of any one “tenant”. 

 

6. Zoning Incentives 
Too often zoning ordinances are considered to be a regulatory tool and not 
necessarily a development too or incentive.  Part of the challenge in the Villages of 
Montour Falls and Watkins Glen is that while there is both investment opportunity 
and potential, the investment climate could be strengthened in order to further entice 
private sector activity.  Zoning bonuses, increased densities and build-outs, an 
easing of parking ratio requirements and landscaping and buffering incentives are 
considered as development tools and incentives that are generally “inexpensive” to 
initiate and adopt.  It is recommended that the two villages consider an “overlay 
zoning district” for the commercial corridors as a tool for stimulating, and rewarding, 
private sector investment and development activity. 
 

7. Funding and Feasibility Considerations 
One advantage to establishing a BID is that it is a self-governing and an internally, 
self-funded entity.  Relative to the estimated property assessment values in the 
commercial district of Watkins Glen, a BID could generate an estimated $22,000+ in 
additional, self-imposed taxes.  This could increase as occupancy, rents and 
property assessments increase within the BID and it is possible that the “income-
stream” from the BID could be utilized for bonding purposes for capital 
improvements, although further legal research would be required and is beyond the 
scope of this analysis.  Given the potential development of a waterfront hotel, as a 
catalyst for additional private sector projects, a BID may be the preferred entity in 
Watkins Glen. 
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Considering the existing tenant, business mix and level of vacancy in Montour Falls, 
as well as the comparatively lesser assessed property valuations, a BID may prove 
impractical for the revitalization and redevelopment efforts in the commercial district.  
As such, a Redevelopment Authority may be more practical and effective 
considering the compact, pedestrian scale of the district, and the opportunities in 
Montour Falls for essentially establishing a “new beginning”.  Typically, 
Redevelopment Authorities are largely dependant on external funding sources, such 
as county, state and federal monies, which are increasingly scarce in New York and 
elsewhere.  To the extent that an existing entity, such as SCOPED, may expand, its 
mission to include the responsibilities of a Redevelopment Authority should be 
considered and is a matter for additional legal research and opinion, which is beyond 
this scope of services. 
 

B. Key Findings 
The key findings from this analysis are presented in the context of socioeconomic 
indicators, employment and business, consumer spending and demand, real estate 
conditions and results of the surveys of consumers, employees and merchants. 
 

1. Socioeconomic 
The population of Schuyler County has been constant over the last decade, at about 
20,000 persons, and the population is projected to remain stable over the next 
decade.  Similarly, the population of the Village of Montour Falls (1,800±) and the 
population of the Village of Watkins Glen (2,100±) have also remained stable.  The 
population of Chemung County declined marginally over the last decade (down 
2.5%) and is projected to decline by an additional 2.5% over the next ten years.  The 
population of Tompkins County has increased marginally (up 2.5%) over the last 
decade, but is projected to grow 15.0% over the next decade. 
 
The percent of the population aged 25 to 34 years, typically those entering the labor 
force, forming families and starting on a path of household consumer spending, is 
smallest in the Village of Montour Falls and the Village of Watkins Glen when 
compared with the three counties. 
 
There has been only a nominal increase in the number of households in either of the 
two villages over the 1990s.  This limited household growth and a declining 
population in the family formation years is reflected in relatively low rates of home 
ownership, at about 50.0%, as compared to the national average of 65.0%.  The 
average household income for the two villages was less than $40,000 in 2000 and 
the percent of households earning less than $25,000 annually was around 40.0% for 
each of the two villages. 
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2. Employment and Business 
From 1990 to 2000, both of the villages experienced a decline in employment and in 
labor force, indicating a loss of jobs in the villages and a loss of workers, too.  In 
Montour Falls, the unemployment rate dropped from 7.6% in 1990 to 5.3% in 2000, 
reflecting a steeper decline in the labor force as compared to employment.  
Conversely, Watkins Glen experienced a steeper decline in employment with the 
unemployment rate rising from 7.7% in 1990 to slightly more than 10.0% in 2000. 
 
Between 1998 and 2001, there was a very limited growth in the number of business 
establishments (4) in Schuyler County.  Over the same period, there was a net 
growth of five businesses in the Village of Montour Falls and loss of three 
businesses in the Village of Watkins Glen. 
 
In the two villages, the number of businesses establishments increased from 218 to 
220 over the same period, reflecting growth of less than 1.0%.  Industry sectors that 
grew include health, arts/entertainment and construction.  The real estate industry, 
transportation/warehousing and professional sector all experienced significant 
declines.  The retail, hospitality and restaurant sector in the two villages accounted 
for 40.0% of all businesses in 2001. 

 

3. Consumer Spending and Demand 
Consumer spending demand for selected retail goods and services among Schuyler 
County residents is estimated to be $93.1 million, with $11.7 million coming from 
Watkins Glen residents (12.5%) and $8.2 million from residents of Montour Falls 
(8.8%).  The resident demand equates to approximately $11,300 per household in 
the Village of Montour Falls and $12,300 per household in the Village of Watkins 
Glen ($11,800 as a blended average). 
 
Retail sales in Schuyler County are estimated to be $104.8 million, suggesting that 
the stores and merchants in Schuyler County out-perform resident demand by about 
$11.7 million.  However, this does not factor in the sales occurring in Schuyler 
County from customers outside the county, including seasonal visitors, tourists and 
other day-trippers. 
 
Between 1997 and 2001, the reported tourism sales in Schuyler County rose from 
$31.5 million to $37.2 million, about an 18.0% increase.  This includes a $2.1 million 
increase, or 19.0%, in the purchase of retail goods and wines.  Despite the tourist 
influences there are some store types, or categories, where local sales are not 
meeting local demand.  The demand for appliances, housewares, furniture and 
home furnishings, grocery items, and dining and drinking among Schuyler County 
residents exceeds the estimated sales for these store types in Schuyler County.  As 
such, there may be sales leakage among these store types totaling $16.8 million in 
sales potential. 
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Re-capturing 25.0% to 35.0% of this leakage in the two villages could support an 
additional 21,000 SF to 29,000 SF of retail space.  Given the average store size in 
the two villages, this could represent an additional 10 to 15 storefronts.  Re-capture 
of this demand may also increase sales for existing merchants. 
 

4. Real Estate and Market Conditions 
The following summarizes selected real estate conditions in the commercial districts. 

 
 Montour Falls – The total building square footage (SF) in the commercial 

district of the Village of Montour Falls is estimated to be 123,700 SF and total 
ground floor square footage is approximately 78,200 SF, or about 63.0% of 
the total.  The total property assessment in the commercial district is 
$3,062,200 and the average assessment value, for improved lots, is less than 
$23.50/SF.  Of the total assessment value, slightly more than $437,000, or 
about 14.3%, is tax-exempt.  Ground floor space commercial and vacant 
space in the Montour Falls commercial district totals a little more than 59,200 
SF and of this, more than one third is vacant.  Less than 8,000 SF is 
dedicated to retail goods (excluding the drug store, which is a single user of 
7,900 SF) and less than 1,000 SF is dining and drinking.  The average store 
size for the ground floor space in Montour Falls is about 1,975 SF. 

 
 Watkins Glen - There are approximately 112 parcels in the commercial 

district of Watkins Glen.  The total assessed value of these properties is $18.6 
million.  These properties represent 426,100 SF of building improvements 
such that the average assessment value, on a per SF basis, is a little under 
$44.00/SF.  There are 14 tax-exempt properties, covering about 4.1 acres of 
land in total, which account for nearly 44.0% of the assessment value, or 
about $8.13 million.  Excluding residential properties there is approximately 
227,400 SF of ground floor space and about 22.0% of this inventoried space 
is retail while 16.0% is auto related services.  Dining and drinking space, at 
15.0% of the inventory, makes up the third highest use of space.  The 
average store size is 2,300 SF and the average vacant space is slightly larger 
at 2,875 SF.  General retail uses in Watkins Glen average 1,885 SF in size 
and as such, the average size of a vacant storefront is adequate to 
accommodate several alternative uses. 

 

5. Surveys 
Three (3) separate survey instruments were administered to consumers, employees 
and merchants within the two villages.  These questionnaires were designed to 
assist in understanding the strengths, weaknesses and opportunities for the 
commercial district from several different “user” perspectives. 

 
 Consumers – While the size of the consumer survey response was limited 

(approximately 15 responses out of 100 surveys), it does reveal that there is 
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an allegiance to the businesses in the two villages.  Dining and some 
specialty merchandise stores are believed to be strengths and pricing and 
value are believed to be competitive with alternative shopping venues.  A 
desire for additional basic consumer goods was mentioned, as was a desire 
for more entertainment and evening venues, noting that only a few 
respondents stated that they “use” the village commercial districts after 5 PM.   
Nearly one-half of the respondents stated that they spend more than $2,000 
annually in the commercial districts, while about one-fourth indicated annual 
purchases of $200 to $500 and the remaining one-fourth indicated purchases 
totaling $500 to $1,000 annually.  More importantly, considering that 
estimated average household expenditures for retail goods and services in 
the two village is around $11,800, then based on what these respondents 
stated, they are spending anywhere from around 3.0% to 17.0% of their 
annual retail budget in the shops and services in the two village commercial 
districts. 

 
 Employees – The employee survey had more than 425 respondents, but less 

than one-fourth indicated that they lived in either the Village of Montour Falls 
or the Village of Watkins Glen.  Among the respondents patronizing Montour 
Falls, about 25.0% stated that they did so during their normal working day, 
and nearly 30.0% indicated that they hardly ever “shop” in Montour Falls.  The 
reason most given for this was that there was nothing in Montour Falls.  This 
may be borne out in the way in which employees used Montour Falls, mostly 
for eating or dining and for conducting banking and going to the post office.  
This is reinforced by the reported average monthly expenditure in Montour 
Falls, which would suggest that the existing shops and merchants are only 
capturing about one-fourth of typical annual employee expenditures ($2,000 
to $2,500).  Conversely, about one-third of the employees shopping Watkins 
Glen indicated that they do so after work and only 10.0% indicated that they 
hardly ever shop in Watkins Glen.  Similar to Montour Falls, eating and dining 
out were the main reasons given for patronizing Watkins Glen, but dissimilar 
to Montour Falls, general retail shopping was the second most frequent 
response.  Among those indicating a typical monthly expenditure, the amount 
was almost $250 per month on average, in Watkins Glen, or about four times 
that in Montour Falls. 

 
 Merchants – More than two dozen merchants responded to a self-

administered survey in the two villages (approximately 75 surveys were 
distributed).  There was a reasonable mix of old and new businesses in the 
two villages, and when asked whether they would locate in either Watkins 
Glen or Montour Falls again, merchants responded by a near 4 to 1 ratio that 
they would.  Among responding merchants, approximately 60.0% owned their 
building (for a little less than 20 years, on average) and about 40.0% leased 
(with an average rent of $6 per SF).  Based on industry averages and 
guidelines, retailers typically pay about 5.0% of their gross sales per square 
foot as rent, suggesting that the average sales for these renters, as based on 
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this guideline, would be around $120 per square foot.  The average sales 
volume among the responding merchants was about $100 per SF, or about 
one-half that typically considered “strong” within the retail industry and less 
than the standard guideline relative to their rents.  Slightly more than one-third 
of the sales for the merchants come from customers and tourists outside of 
Schuyler County, indicative of the seasonal and tourism influence in the two 
villages.  Despite this, only about one-third indicated that either the Watkins 
Glen International Raceway or the Seneca Wine Trail had a positive impact 
on their business, possibly reflecting that 40.0% of the merchants stated that 
they either had no annual advertising budget or spent less than $1,000 
annually.  When asked what role the merchants may play in improving the 
retail and economic conditions, the responses varied.  Some merchants 
indicated that they were willing to do whatever needed to be done and some 
stated that they would undertake building and facade improvements but more 
than one-half of the respondents stated nothing, either positive or negative, or 
indicated bluntly that they were not prepared to do anything at all. 
 

 Public Investment(s) to 
Improve the Commercial 
District(s) – Three separate 
audiences were surveyed as 
a part of this analysis, in 
order to garner their 
opinions as to what public 
improvements are   
perceived as adding to the 
retail and economic vitality 
of the commercial districts.  
Respondents ranked 
various types of 
improvements on a scale of 
one (1), meaning that any improvements would have little impact, to five (5) 
whereby perceived positive impacts would be high.  Across all three survey 
audiences, including merchants, employees and consumers, investments in 
marketing to attract more and varied businesses was perceived as having a 
high return, while investments in creating more green and open space were 
generally perceived to have a low return on investment.  



 Business District Improvement Strategy for the Villages of Montour Falls & Watkins Glen, NY 

 
RKG Associates, Inc. Page 17 

II. BASELINE TRENDS AND CONDITIONS 
RKG Associates, Inc. is part of a comprehensive consultant team, retained by the 
Schuyler County Partnership for Economic Development (SCOPED), to assist in 
developing a strategy for improving the business and commercial districts of the 
Villages of Montour Falls and Watkins Glen, both situated in the southern tier of 
Schuyler County, New York.  As a part of preparing such a strategy, it is necessary 
to review selected socioeconomic, real estate and other market indicators that serve 
to define the context in which a strategy may be developed.  This review would 
include, but not necessarily be limited to, changes in population, households and 
income; employment and businesses; real estate indicators, noting existing 
merchants and economics of the village commercial district(s); tourism; and, 
consumer demand and sales. 
 
This chapter reviews the socioeconomic baseline indicators for the 1990 to 2000 
period, and presents projections for 2009 where appropriate and applicable.  This 
analysis focuses on preparing a baseline of measurable indicators and 
recommending market-based strategies for further enhancing the commercial 
business districts in the Villages of Montour Falls and Watkins Glen.  Selected 
baseline indicators for these two communities are presented, independently, and 
relative to Schuyler County and to Chemung and Tompkins Counties, to provide a 
regional and comparative context. 
 

A. Socioeconomic Indicators 
The section reviews a variety of socioeconomic baseline and trend indicators for 
Schuyler County, the Village of Montour Falls and the Village of Watkins Glen, as 
well as a comparison to Chemung and Tompkins Counties in order to provide a 
regional perspective.  Socioeconomic indicators that have been reviewed include, 
but are not necessarily limited to, population, age, housing and home values and 
income.  Additionally, trends in employment, the labor force and business 
growth/formations are presented. 

1. Population 
The population in Schuyler County was about 19,200 persons in 2000, reflecting a 
gain of less than 600 persons, or about 3.0%, over the decade.  In percentage 
terms, this compares favorably against a –2.3% decline in population in Chemung 
County and is similar to the 2.6% increase in population in Tompkins County over 
the same 1990 to 2000 period.  However, both of these counties have a population 
base nearly five times that of Schuyler County. 
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The population of Schuyler County 
is about one-fifth that of either 
Chemung or Tompkins County.  
Despite a nominal projected 
population increase in Schuyler 
County, another 600 persons by 
2009, its position relative to these 
two other counties remains the 
same. 
 
 
 
 
 
The population of the two villages 
has also been constant, much like 
that for Schuyler County.  As such, 
the Village of Montour Falls has 
represented about 9.5% of the 
county population.  A slight decline 
in the population of the Village of 
Watkins Glen has resulted in a 
decline from 12.0% of the county 
population in 1990 to a projected 
10.0% in 2009.  Considering the 
somewhat stagnant population, 
both in the villages and across 
Schuyler County, the likely 
opportunities for increased consumer and economic activity within the commercial 
districts of the Villages of Montour Falls and Watkins Glen would have to come from 
a better capture of the existing household spending.  Improvements could also come 
from an increased targeting of the seasonal population and tourist influences in the 
villages and throughout the region. 

 
The median age of the population in the Village of Montour Falls and in the Village of 
Watkins Glen is slightly greater 
than that for Schuyler County, in 
1990 and in 2000 and is projected 
to be so for 2009, when the median 
ages of the two villages will be 44.7 
and 42.9 years, respectively.  
These are well above the median 
age of the population for either 
Chemung or Tompkins County. 
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While the population base for all 
three counties as well as the 
Village of Montour Falls and the 
Village of Watkins Glen is aging, 
the percent of the population aged 
65 and older for the two villages is 
about 20.0%, well above that for 
the counties.  Often this elderly 
population has a greater 
discretionary income than that of 
other age cohorts, but at the same 
time, this elderly population may 
have a more fixed income than that 
of other cohorts. 

 
The percent of the population aged 
25 to 34 years, typically those 
considered in the family and 
household formation years, 
declined between 1990 and 2000 
for all counties as well as the 2 
villages.  While a slight resurgence 
of this population cohort is 
projected for 2009 (excluding the 
exceptional growth for Tompkins 
County), the percent of the 
population in both villages is less 
than 12.0% of the total population. 

 

2. Households & Housing 
There were nearly 7,400 
households in Schuyler County in 
2000.  This represents an increase 
of slightly more than 8.0% over 
1990, exceeding the growth in 
population.  Similarly, the projected 
(2009) growth in households for 
Schuyler County is nearly 9.0%, or 
about 650 households, which also 
exceeds projected population 
growth.  Chemung County and the 
Village of Watkins Glen both 
experienced a loss of households 
during the 1990s.  Schuyler County 
and the Village of Montour Falls both realized an increase in households during the 
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1990s.  In comparison, all areas, including the two villages, are projected to have an 
increase in the number of households from 2000 to 2009, albeit a nominal increase 
for the Village of Watkins Glen. 

 
Owner occupied housing in 
Chemung County and Schuyler 
County are around the national 
average of 65.0%.  The percent of 
owner occupied housing in the 
Village of Montour Falls is slightly 
below that for Schuyler County, 
and declining.  Owner occupied 
housing in Watkins Glen is 
projected to decline below 50.0% 
by 2009. 

 
 
Schuyler County experienced a 
9.0%, in vacant housing units over 
the 1990s when compared with 
Chemung County (33.0%) and 
Tompkins County (10.0%).  There 
is still an approximate 20.0% 
vacancy rate (seasonal and year-
round) in Schuyler County, well 
above that for the other two 
counties.  The total vacancy rate in 
the Village of Watkins Glen is 
11.0%, not quite double that for the 
Village of Montour Falls. 
 
About 70.0% of the vacant housing 
units in Schuyler County are 
seasonal vacancies and as such, 
these seasonal vacancies 
represent nearly 15.0% of all 
housing units in Schuyler County.  
This far surpasses the experience 
of either Chemung County or 
Tompkins County, as well as that 
for the Village of Montour Falls and 
the Village of Watkins Glen.  The 
seasonally vacant housing in 
Schuyler County reflects, in part, 
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the market’s seasonal/tourist influences.  Although not occupied on a year round 
basis, the seasonal housing also represents additional consumer and spending 
potential for retail goods and services. 

 
Estimated median home values for 
Schuyler County and the two 
villages are similar to those for 
Chemung County, and one 
another.  Growth in the median 
home value in these areas, from 
1990 to 2000, all were slightly 
ahead of the estimated rate of 
inflation.  The growth in Tompkins 
County lagged inflation but median 
home values are nonetheless well 
above the other areas. 

3. Income 
The average household income in 
the Village of Montour Falls and 
the Village of Watkins Glen were 
below $40,000 in 2000 and as 
such were the lowest for all the 
comparative areas (as was the 
case in 1990).  Nonetheless, the 
growth in average household 
income for the two villages (and 
the counties) exceeded inflation 
over the decade indicating that 
there was real income growth.  
Projections for 2009 indicate an 
average household income in the 
Village of Watkins Glen to be a little over $51,000, while the Village of Montour Falls 
is a little under $42,000. 
 
Despite growth in the number of 
households earning $75,000 or 
more from 1990 to 2000, as well as 
projected growth from 2000 to 
2009, the Village of Montour Falls 
and the Village of Watkins Glen are 
continue to have the fewest 
number of households earning 
$75,000 or more. 
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Despite improving household 
incomes in the two villages, there 
remained in 2000 more than 260 
households (38.0%) in the Village 
of Montour Falls and 400 
households (42.0%) in the Village 
of Watkins Glen earning less than 
$25,000 annually.  
 

4. Resident Labor Force 
During the 1990s, the resident 
labor force in Schuyler County and 
in Tompkins County increased 
more (in absolute terms) than did actual employment, while in Chemung County the 
labor force and employment both declined by around –1,950 workers.  Similarly, 
both the Village of Montour Falls and the Village of Watkins Glen experienced 
declines in both their labor force and in their employment levels. 
 
Montour Falls lost both labor force 
and employment during the 1990s, 
however, the unemployment rate 
dropped from 7.6% (1990) to 5.3% 
(2000), reflecting a steeper decline 
in the labor force as compared to 
employment.  Conversely, Watkins 
Glen experienced a steeper 
decline in employment and as 
such, the unemployment rate went 
from 7.7% in 1990 to slightly more 
than 10.0% in 2000. 
 

The unemployment rate in 
Schuyler County has consistently 
been above that for either 
Chemung County or Tompkins 
County.  Since 1998 the 
unemployment rate for Schuyler 
County has been around 6.0% or 
greater, rising to 8.7% in 2002.  
Recent data, for 2004 indicates 
that there was a decline in the 
unemployment rate, to 5.9%, for 
Schuyler County.  
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5. Business / Industry Trends 
Information from the US County Business Patterns, for the 1998 to 2001 period, 
indicates that there has been limited growth in the number of business 
establishments, at four, in Schuyler County.  Over the same period, there was a 
growth of five businesses in the Village of Montour Falls and loss of three 
businesses in the Village of Watkins Glen. 

 
Overall, there was a 1.2% increase in 
businesses in Schuyler County 
between 1998 and 2001, a rise from 
344 firms to 348.  Industry sectors that 
experienced growth include 
construction, manufacturing, real 
estate and health.  Industry sectors 
experiencing significant declines 
include transportation, information 
services and professional businesses.  
In both years, the retail, hospitality and 
restaurant businesses accounted for 
about one-third of all businesses in the 
county but less than 18.0% of the payroll.  Total payroll increased by 7.2% and was 
nearly $74.0 million in 2001.  Actual employment declined –3.2% or by about 100 
positions. 

 
In the two villages, the number of businesses establishments increased from 218 to 
220 over the same period, reflecting growth of less than 1.0%.  Industry sectors that 
grew include health, arts/entertainment and construction.  The real estate industry, 
transportation/warehousing and professional sector all experienced significant 
declines.  The retail, hospitality and restaurant sector in the two villages accounted 
for 40.0% of all businesses.  Total payroll increased by slightly less than 5.0% and 
was $57.3 million in 2001.  Similar to Schuyler County, total employment declined by 
–4.7% or by 111 positions, indicating that there were net employment losses in the 
villages greater then those countywide. 

B. Retail and Consumer Trends 
This section reviews trends in taxable retail sales, consumer demand and tourism 
related sales/influences for Schuyler County.  The balance, or lack of balance, from 
these various spending and consumer sales indicators are then summarized in 
terms of the potential for additional stores and retail development. 
 

1. Taxable Sales 
Data reported by the New York State Department of Taxation and Finance, for 
Schuyler County, indicates that taxable sales increased by 6.9% over the 1999 to 
2001 period.  This compares with a 4.9% increase in Chemung County and a 9.3% 
increase in Tompkins County over the same period.  However, taxable retail and 
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hospitality sales in Schuyler County increased by 1.2% over the same period as 
compared with a-3.6% decline in such taxable sales in Chemung County and a 
marginal gain of 0.1% in Tompkins County. 
 
Taxable retail and hospitality sales in Schuyler County accounted for nearly 49.0% 
of all such taxable sales in 1999 but declined to 46.0% by 2001.  The decline was 
sharper in Chemung County where taxable retail and hospitality sales represented 
58.0% of taxable sales in 1999 and 54.0% in 2001.  The percent decline was similar 
for Tompkins County at 54.0% in 1999 for taxable retail/hospitality sales and 50.0% 
in 2001. 
 
The greatest percent increase in 
taxable retail sales in Schuyler 
County occurred in general 
merchandise items, followed by 
furniture and gas.  Growth in these 
sectors, for Schuyler County far 
exceeded the change in the same 
sectors for either Chemung County 
or Tompkins County.  All three 
counties realized a decline in 
taxable apparel sales, likely 
reflecting changes in taxation for 
clothing in the State of New York.  
Another sharp decrease in taxable 
sales in Schuyler County was 
observed for specialty retail stores. 
 
WalMart stores developed a retail unit 
in Watkins Glen in the third quarter of 
2003 and as such increased the retail 
sales activity in Schuyler County, 
perhaps largely by preventing a 
leakage of resident demand to other 
markets.  As a result the sales tax 
returned to Schuyler County, as well 
as to the Village of Watkins Glen and 
the Village of Montour Falls, increased 
by more than 50.0% over the third 
quarter of 2003 (pre-WalMart).  This 
increase in returned sales tax to the 
county and the two villages represents 
not only a source of revenue but also a potential source of additional consumer 
activity as more consumer demand may be being met locally and Schuyler County 
may now be importing sales (for everyday consumer goods) as opposed to exporting 
resident sales. 
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2. Consumer Spending Demand 
Estimated consumer spending demand for selected retail goods and services among 
Schuyler County residents is $93.1 million, and of this, an estimated $11.7 million is 
from Watkins Glen residents (12.5%) and $8.2 million from residents of Montour 
Falls (8.8%).  The resident demand equates to approximately $11,300 per 
household in the Village of Montour Falls and $12,300 per household in the Village 
of Watkins Glen.  Total demand in Schuyler County equates to $12,200 per 
household.  Considering the population and household growth in the county, as well 
as these two villages, the potential for increased retail sales activity, in either of the 
village commercial districts, would be well served by better capturing, or penetrating, 
local sales demand.  This is coupled with increased capture of tourism and seasonal 
sales potential. 
 
The demand for grocery store 
purchases, totaling nearly $30.7 
million for Schuyler County, is about 
one third of the county’s total 
consumer spending demand.  This 
equates to an annual demand of 
$4,000 per household for the county.  
Demand among households in the 
Village of Montour Falls is slightly 
lower at $3,700, while demand among 
households in the Village of Watkins 
Glen is slightly higher at $4,100. 
 
 
Resident demand for apparel sales is 
also strong, representing $14.9 million 
countywide.  The demand among 
residents of the Village of Montour 
Falls is $1.3 million and among the 
residents of the Village of Watkins 
Glen $1.9 million.  Leading the 
resident demand is that for women’s 
apparel and accessories, representing 
more than one third of the county 
demand for apparel. 
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Resident demand for selected 
specialty retail sales equates to $575 
per household annually in Schuyler 
County, $550 in the Village of Montour 
Falls and $580 in the Village of 
Watkins Glen.  Estimated retail sales 
in Schuyler County for 2004 are 
slightly less than $186.0 million.  Once 
adjusted for the estimated sales of 
autos, hardware, lumber and service 
stations, the sales approximate $104.8 
million. 
 
The estimated resident demand for 
retail goods and services is a little more than $93.1 million, suggesting that the 
stores and merchants in Schuyler County out-perform resident demand by about 
$11.7 million.  However, this does not factor in the sales occurring at local Schuyler 
County merchants from customers outside the county, including seasonal visitors, 
tourists and other day-trippers.  Nonetheless there are some store types, or 
categories, where it local sales are not meeting local demand. 
 
Estimated demand for appliances and 
housewares, furniture and home 
furnishings, grocery items, and dining 
and drinking among Schuyler County 
residents exceeds the estimated sales 
for these store types in Schuyler 
County.  As such, there may be sales 
leakage among these store types 
totaling $16.8 million in sales potential. 
 
 
 
 
It is unlikely that local merchants could 
ever re-capture all resident sales 
leakage, as people will continue to 
shop away from home and via non-
traditional “bricks and mortar” stores.  
However, if village merchants re-
captured 25.0% to 35.0% this could 
support an additional 21,000 SF to 
29,000 SF of retail, which could 
represent 10 to 15 storefronts.  Re-
capture of this demand may also 
increase sales for existing merchants. 
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3. Tourism Influences 
Information compiled by Dean Runyan Associates in March of 2002, and presented 
to the Finger Lakes Wine Country Tourism Marketing Association, indicates that 
there has been an increase in tourism spending in Schuyler County, of 
approximately 18.1%, over 1997 to 2001, as presented in the following table. 

 
Table 1 

Change in Tourism Spending 1997 – 2001 for Schuyler County, New York (in $000s) 
Component 1997 2001 %Change # Change 

Accommodations $4,440.0 $5,420.0 22.1% $980.0
Eating & Drinking $10,490.0 $12,260.0 16.9% $1,770.0
Recreation $5,470.0 $6,300.0 15.2% $830.0
Retail Goods & 
Wines $11,070.0 $13,180.0 19.1% $2,110.0
  
TOTAL $31,470.0 $37,160.0 18.1% $5,690.0
Source: Dean Runyan Associates and RKG Associates, Inc. 

 
The estimated rate of inflation over this period was approximately 10.0% and would 
indicate that there was real growth in tourism spending in Schuyler County for all of 
the above sectors.  In terms of taxable sales, as reported previously, the estimated 
tourism spending for these four sectors represents an average of about 29.0% of all 
taxable sales (1999 to 2001). 
 
Over the 1999 to 2001 period tourism 
spending for accommodations in 
Schuyler County represented about 
4.2% of the total taxable sales in the 
county.  Tourism spending for eating 
and drinking accounted for an 
average of 9.6% of total taxable sales 
and recreation accounted for 5.0%.  
Tourism spending for retail goods 
and services, including the purchase 
of wine, accounted for 10.2%.  
 
Considering the tourism spending 
data compiled by Dean Runyan, it 
suggests that perhaps 30.0% of the consumer spending activity (in these selected 
areas), in Schuyler County, is derived from non-local or non-resident sources.  This 
would further reinforce the estimated potential for additional retail and store 
development in the county, focusing on the Village of Montour Falls and the Village 
of Watkins Glen, to capture local demand and to serve seasonal demand.  
Tabulations from merchant and local business surveys are presented elsewhere in 
this report. 
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Tourism and seasonal influences, meaning visitors and their related spending 
potential, are extremely important in Schuyler County and in the Village of Montour 
Falls and the Village of Watkins Glen.  Studies and research completed by 
numerous organizations, including SCOPED and the Finger Lakes Wine Country 
Tourism Marketing Association, as examples, indicate the following: 
 

 The Gorge at Watkins Glen State Park – according to information compiled in 
2001, the Gorge attracts over three-quarter of a million visitors a year. 

 
 Wine Trail – a March 2002 report prepared by Dean Runyon Associates 

estimates that in 2000 there were approximately 600,000 visitors/customers 
in Schuyler County and Steuben County, combined, taking in the wineries. 

 
 Watkins Glen International (WGI) Raceway – according to interviews with 

representatives of WGI  (June 2001 report) the raceway hosted nine races in 
the prior year, with attendance ranging from about 10,000 fans to a high of 
170,000 fans per event. 

 
 Finger Lakes Wine Country (FLWC) – a visitor intercept survey completed for 

the 2003 season found that visitors to the Finger Lakes Wine Country 
(including Chemung, Schuyler, Steuben and Yates Counties) spent $27.0 
million in the local economy, representing an increase of more than 135.0% 
over the estimated $11.4 million spent in 2000. 

 

C. Real Estate Conditions 
This section reviews the commercial districts of the Village of Montour Falls and of 
the Village of Watkins Glen, in terms of existing real estate conditions.  SCOPED 
provided a delineation of these districts.  This analysis then utilizes assessment and 
real property data, as maintained by the Schuyler County Office of Real Property 
Services (ORPS) for presenting land area, assessment and other property related 
data.  This information is combined with data collected informally by “walking the 
street” and talking with merchants, property owners, brokers and the like.  The 
existing conditions provide a snapshot of the mix and type of businesses in each of 
the commercial districts and proposed BIDs, vacancy rates and the capacity to 
“fund” a business improvement district. 

 

1. Village of Montour Falls 
There are approximately 43 properties included in the business district of the Village 
of Montour Falls.  These properties run along West Main Street, from Catherine 
Street (Route 14) to South Genesee Street, and have frontage to West Main Street.  
The estimated total acreage of the commercial district BID is slightly more than 8.8 
acres and the average acreage of the 43 parcels is 0.21 acres (or about 9,150 
square feet).  According to the ORPS tax information, this total acreage has an 
assessed value of $143,900, or about $16,300 per acre.  The total building square 
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footage (SF) is estimated to be 123,700 SF (excludes the post office) and ground 
floor square footage is approximately 78,200 SF, or about 63.0% of the total.  Total 
assessment in the business district, inclusive of land and the post office, is 
$3,062,200.  The average assessment value within this commercial center, for 
improved lots (excluding the post office) is less than $23.50/SF.  Of the total 
assessment value, slightly more than $437,000, or about 14.3%, is tax-exempt 
properties.  Another $544,500 is residential, representing 17.8% of the assessment 
value of the commercial district.  The remaining commercial assessment, inclusive of 
upper story space that could be residential, is slightly under $2.1 million.  Ground 
floor square footage within the business district includes 9,500 SF of residential use; 
5,600 SF of exempt properties; 38,500 SF of commercial use; 20,800 SF of 
vacancy; and, 3,900 SF of other uses. 
 
An estimated 27.0% of the ground 
floor square footage in the commercial 
district of the Village of Montour Falls 
is vacant space and an estimated 
7.0% is exempt square footage.  As 
noted previously, exempt properties 
comprise more than 14.0% of the 
assessment in the business area.  Not 
all of the approximate 38,500 SF of 
ground floor commercial space is used 
as retail or shopping goods space. 
 
 
 
Ground floor space in the Montour 
Falls commercial district, inclusive of 
commercial uses and vacant space, 
totals a little more than 59,200 SF.  
More than one third of this is vacant.  
Less than 8,000 SF is dedicated to 
retail goods (excluding the drug store) 
and less than 1,000 SF is dining and 
drinking.  The average store size for 
the ground floor space in Montour 
Falls is about 1,975 SF.  This varies 
from an average of less than 500 SF 
for eating places to nearly 2,600 SF 
for vacant properties (although a 
couple of properties significantly affect the vacant square footage).  The average 
size of general retail is 1,270 SF, or one-half the size of the average vacant space. 
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2. Village of Watkins Glen 
There are approximately 112 parcels in the proposed BID for Watkins Glen.  These 
parcels include nearly 18.9 acres of land with an assessed value of $2.53 million, or 
slightly less than $134,300 per acre.  The average lot size is approximately 0.17 
acres or a little over 7,400 SF.  According to information from Schuyler County 
ORPS, the total assessed value of these properties is $18.6 million.  These 
properties represent 426,100 SF of building improvement such that the average 
assessment value, on a per SF basis, is a little under $44.00/SF (inclusive of parking 
lots) and that the amount of development density or floor area ratio (FAR) is 52.0%.  
There are 14 tax-exempt properties, covering about 4.1 acres of land in total, 
situated in the commercial district of Watkins Glen.  These properties account for 
nearly 44.0% of the assessment value in the proposed BID, or about $8.13 million.  
These tax-exempt properties account for only 10.5%, or 43,500 SF, of the building 
improvement in the commercial district.  There are two residential properties in the 
proposed BID (1 North Franklin and 805 North Franklin) accounting for 0.5% of the 
assessed value ($96,000) and 0.9% of the building SF (3,820 SF). 
 
Ground floor space in the Watkins 
Glen commercial district, inclusive 
of commercial, residential and 
vacant space, totals nearly 231,200 
SF.  An estimated 11.4% of the 
square footages are vacant, nearly 
25,800 SF.  Exempt properties 
account for 10.9%, commercial 
properties for 72.0%. 
 
 
 
 
Excluding residential properties 
there is approximately 227,400 SF 
of ground floor space in the 
Watkins Glen commercial district.  
About 22.0% of this inventoried 
space is utilized for retailing while 
16.0% is for auto related services.  
Dining and drinking space, at 
15.0% of the inventory, makes up 
the third highest use of space. 
The overall average store SF 
(ground floor) in Watkins Glen is 
2,300 SF and the average vacant 
space is larger at 2,875 SF.  Auto 
dealers and uses have an average size of 3,900 SF while dining and drinking places 
have an average size of 2,100 SF.  General retail uses in Watkins Glen average 
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1,885 SF in size and as such, the average size of a vacant storefront is adequate to 
accommodate several alternative uses. 
 
Any potential BID funding is “capped” at an approximate 20.0% of the Village taxes 
actually collected within the proposed district.  Based on a preliminary analysis of the 
Village taxes, this would result in an approximate “cap” for a Watkins Glen BID of 
slightly more than $22,600 or about $2.36 per $1,000 of assessed value. 

 

3. Residential Market 
Conversations with area brokers and real estate professionals indicate that over the 
2001 to 2003 period there were typically 100 to 120 residential units turning on the 
market, annually, averaging prices of $80,000 to $120,000.  In recent times, there 
are typically 60 homes or fewer that have been on the market, which includes some 
trailers.  While the brokers suggest that the residential market for Schuyler County, 
in terms of new buyers, may be shrinking overall, there is still high demand for 
lakefront properties and a market of would-be buyers that is geographically diverse.  
Waterfront residential properties (single-family housing) could average 3,500 SF in 
size and sell for more than $525,000 (averaging $150/SF).  Waterfront condominium 
properties, on the other hand, of 1,500 SF could sell for $250,000 to $300,000, 
averaging $167/SF to $200/SF.  According to area realtors, there may also be a 
need for more apartments, potentially as upper story residential to downtown 
locations, averaging 2-bedrooms and renting for $600 to $650 per month. 
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III. COMMUNITY INPUTS 
As part of this research and analysis, numerous opportunities have been provided to 
garner public and community inputs.  These include charettes and workshops that 
are reported and summarized elsewhere by other members of the consulting team 
working with SCOPED, as well as one on one interviews conducted throughout the 
process.  In addition, three (3) separate surveys of targeted audiences have been 
administered including the consumer, the employee with access to the village’s 
commercial districts and the actual merchants and businesses within those districts.  
Input from the one on one interviews are presented throughout this analysis, where 
appropriate and applicable.  This chapter summarizes the findings from each of the 
separate survey instruments (copies of these survey instruments are provided in the 
Appendix). 

A. Consumer Surveys 
Participants at a community meeting, for both the Village of Watkins Glen and the 
Village of Montour Falls, were asked to respond to a questionnaire designed to help 
gauge the “use” or the “lack of use” of the two commercial districts by the 
surrounding residents.  The public meeting covered a wide variety of topics, 
including an assessment of the strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats 
facing each of the village commercial districts.  To some extent, the self-
administered survey was redundant of the open discussion and debate, nonetheless 
the response to the survey was just under 15.0% (of about 100 distributed) and 
many of the findings are summarized as follows: 

 
 Nearly all respondents indicated that they shop and visit the commercial 

districts of the Village of Montour Falls and the Village of Watkins Glen.  
However, some did state that the store and shops closed too early for their 
schedules. 

 
 All respondents stated that they utilize the villages’ commercial districts for 

retail food shopping such as grocery, convenience store goods and drug store 
merchandise.  Most also indicated that the commercial districts are used for 
other retail purchases and for dining out.  However, less than one third stated 
that they have use of any professional services (such as accountants, 
lawyers, etc.) and only one-half indicated that they utilize personal services 
(such as hair salons). 

 
 Three-fourths of the respondents (75.0%) stated that they shop in the villages’ 

commercial districts about once or twice a week. 
 

 Nearly one-half of the respondents stated that they spend more than $2,000 
annually in the commercial districts, while about one-fourth indicated annual 
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purchases of $200 to $500 and the remaining one-fourth indicated purchases 
totaling $500 to $1,000 annually. 

 
 When asked what times of day they “use” the commercial district only one 

respondent stated that they conduct activity there before 8AM.  More than 
two-thirds stated that they most frequently come to the commercial district 
between 11AM and 2PM (typically considered a lunch break time) and less 
than one third stated that they come to the commercial district after 5PM. 

 
 According to the respondents, the types of stores and services most needed 

in Montour Falls included a full-line grocery, specialty foods, butcher shop and 
bakery.  Clothing stores and finer gift shops were also mentioned, as were 
electricians and plumbers for services. 

 
 The desired list for businesses in Watkins Glen was similar to that for Montour 

Falls but also included a deli and more restaurants and evening entertainment 
venues.  Additional desired retailers included higher quality and selection in 
office supply stores and pet/pet supply stores.  The desire for furniture and 
nice antique stores was also noted for Watkins Glen. 

 
 The survey asked respondents to quantify what types of public improvements, 

or investments, could best improve the commercial districts.  In other words, 
what types of investments in the commercial districts were believed to have 
the highest economic return?  These attributes were ranked on a scale of 1 
(little to no improvement) to 5 (high level of improvement). 

 
Sidewalk and streetscape improvements, with a mean ranking of 4.00, were 
considered to have the biggest potential return for the village districts.  This 
was followed by a desire for landscaping improvements (3.70) and marketing 
campaigns to attract new stores and businesses (3.67) as having potentially 
high economic returns.  The desire for additional lighting (3.50), more parking 
(3.36) and more promotions and special events (3.33) all registered with 
about a middle of the road perceived economic return.  The desire for more 
green space and parks fell around 2.11. 

 
 About three-fourths of the respondents stated that they believed the pricing of 

goods and services in the villages to be competitive with other shopping 
areas and stores, while about one-fourth believed that goods in the villages 
were slightly more expensive than elsewhere. 

 
 Respondents stated that store types and services where they believed they 

received good value for their money, included wineries, bookstores, 
hardware, restaurants, clothing/shoes and banking.  Store types where they 
believed they received the least value for their money, included jewelry, 
souvenir/gift shops, tourist type goods and groceries. 



 Business District Improvement Strategy for the Villages of Montour Falls & Watkins Glen, NY 

 
RKG Associates, Inc. Page 34 

 
Conclusions 
While the size of the consumer survey response was limited, it does reveal that 
there is an allegiance to the businesses in the Village of Montour Falls and in the 
Village of Watkins Glen.  Dining and some specialty merchandise stores are 
believed to be strengths and pricing and value are believed to be competitive with 
alternative shopping venues.  A desire for additional basic consumer goods was 
mentioned, as was a desire for more entertainment and evening venues, noting that 
only a few respondents stated that they “use” the village commercial districts after 5 
PM.  More importantly, considering that estimated average household expenditures 
for retail goods and services in the two village is around $11,800, then based on 
what these respondents stated, they are spending anywhere from around 3.0% to 
17.0% of their annual retail budget in the shops and services in the two village 
commercial districts. 
 

B. Employee Surveys 
Self-administered questionnaires were distributed to numerous businesses, of all 
sizes, throughout Montour Falls and Watkins Glen, in order to better understand how 
employees use, or do not use, the Village commercial districts, as well as to garner 
their perceptions of the strengths and weaknesses of their commercial districts and 
how they might be improved. A copy of the survey instrument is included in the 
Appendix of this report.  Selected tabulations and summaries follow. 
 

 Slightly more than 425 employees responded to this survey with 41.0% 
indicating that they worked in the Village of Montour Falls and 48.0% 
indicating that they worked in the Village of Watkins Glen.  Although the 
places of employment and hours worked varied across the respondents, on 
average, most worked an eight-hour day, typically 7:30 AM to 5:30 PM. 

 
 Of the total respondents, only 9.0% stated that they live in the Village of 

Montour Falls, while 14.0% indicated that they live in the Village of Watkins 
Glen.  However, approximately 11.0% of the respondents who work in the 
Village of Montour Falls also live in the Village of Montour Falls.  Conversely, 
about 16.0% of the respondents who work in the Village of Watkins Glen also 
indicated that they live in the Village of Watkins Glen. 

 
 Nearly 59.0% of the responding employees stated that their typical one-way 

commute to work was 20 minutes or less and fewer than 2.0% indicated that 
they had a one-way commute of an hour or more.  About 56.0% of the 
respondents stated that they had a half an hour or less for lunch break, while 
slightly less than 25.0% had 45 minutes or longer for lunch. 

 
 Among respondents that shop the commercial district of Montour Falls the 

distribution of “when” they shopped was split with 29.0% shopping on 
weekends, 27.0% shopping after work and 25.0% shopping during the 
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workday.  Only 6.0% indicated that they shop before work.  Approximately 
20.0% of the respondents stated that they patronize the shops in Montour 
Falls once or twice a week while about 34.0% indicated that they shop in the 
Village once or twice a month.  Slightly more than 30.0% indicated that they 
hardly ever shop or patronize businesses in Montour Falls.  Among those 
offering an opinion as to why they do not shop in Montour Falls, slightly more 
than 21.0% stated that there was nothing in Montour Falls that interested 
them or that it was an inconvenient destination. 

 
 The most common reason for patronizing Montour Falls was to eat or get 

food, as cited by 23.0% of the respondents.  About 18.0% of the respondents 
stated they conduct banking in Montour Falls.  About 17.0% of the 
respondents stated that they go to Montour Falls for the post office as well as 
for general shopping.  As such, dining and banking account for more than 
40.0% of the “reason” respondents utilize the commercial district in Montour 
Falls.  Among those indicating a typical monthly expenditure in Montour Falls, 
the average was about $58 per month. 

 
 Among those respondents patronizing the commercial district of Watkins Glen 

slightly more than 33.0% indicated that they did so after work and 28.0% 
indicated that they did so on the weekends.  About 23.0% of the respondents 
patronized Watkins Glen during their workday and only 9.0% before they went 
to work.  About one-third of the respondents stated that they patronize the 
shops in Watkins Glen once or twice a week while another third indicated that 
they shop Watkins Glen once or twice month.  Slightly less than 10.0% stated 
that they hardly ever shop Watkins Glen, compared with 30.0% for Montour 
Falls, with no clear reasons given as to why. 

 
 Similar to Montour Falls, the most common reason cited for patronizing 

Watkins Glen was to eat or dine-out, noted among 25.0% of the respondents.  
However, unlike Montour Falls about 23.0% of the respondents stated they go 
to Watkins Glen for shopping in general while 16.0% conduct banking and 
about 12.0% go to the post office.  Among those indicating a typical monthly 
expenditure, the amount was almost $250 per month on average, or about 
four times that in Montour Falls. 

 
 Employees were asked to quantify what types of public improvements, or 

investments, could best improve the commercial districts.  In other words, 
what types of investments in the commercial districts were believed to have 
the highest economic return?  These attributes were ranked on a scale of 1 
(little to no improvement) to 5 (high level of improvement).  Marketing 
campaigns to attract new stores and businesses ranked highest (mean 
ranking 3.69) followed by a desire for additional parking (3.51).  A desire for 
promotions came in at 3.38 while sidewalk and streetscape improvements 
had a mean ranking of 2.79.  The desire to increase landscaping, create more 
open and green space, or increase lighting all fell below 2.50. 
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 Slightly more than 25.0% of the employee respondents stated that the 

commercial district of the Village was not conveniently located to their place 
of employment and, as such, they did not walk to the district during the 
workday.  Among those employees stating that they could walk to the 
commercial district during the workday the average estimated walking time 
was a little under 10 minutes. 
 

 When asked what could improve the shopping and retail vitality of Montour 
Falls, the responses, as might be expected, varied widely.  However, 
comments that were often given included: having more and better retail stores 
in general; creating more unique stores and being different than Watkins 
Glen; having merchants advertise, promote themselves, offer sales and stay 
open later hours; and, a desire for more restaurants and dining options.  The 
desire for increased parking, although noted, was not mentioned as 
prominently as the desire for a diversity of stores and improved store 
operations. 

 
 Employees offering an opinion on what might be done to improve the retail 

vitality of Watkins Glen were more focused with the desire for stores to have 
extended hours and be open year-round, for stores to have more sales, 
specials, lower prices, promotions and advertising and to improve the traffic 
patterns and parking conditions cited most frequently as needed 
improvements.  The desire for shopkeepers to improve their storefronts and 
to clean up their businesses, in general, was also mentioned.  These 
operational concerns, as well as a desire for certain public improvements, 
were more noted than the desire for any particular additional stores or types. 

 
Conclusions 
Although the employee survey had more than 425 respondents, less than one-fourth 
indicated that they lived in either the Village of Montour Falls or the Village of 
Watkins Glen.  Among the respondents patronizing Montour Falls, about 25.0% 
stated that they did so during their normal working day, and nearly 30.0% indicated 
that they hardly ever “shop” in Montour Falls.  The reason most given for this was 
that there was nothing in Montour Falls.  This may be borne out in the way in which 
employees used Montour Falls, mostly for eating or dining and for conducting 
banking and going to the post office.  Patronization of Montour Falls for general retail 
and shopping was limited.  This is reinforced by the reported average monthly 
expenditure in Montour Falls, which would suggest that the existing shops and 
merchants are only capturing about one-fourth of the typical annual employee 
expenditure.  Conversely, about one-third of the employees shopping Watkins Glen 
indicated that they do so after work and only 10.0% indicated that they hardly ever 
shop in Watkins Glen.  Similar to Montour Falls, eating and dining out were the main 
reasons given for patronizing Watkins Glen, but dissimilar to Montour Falls, general 
retail shopping was the second most frequent response. 
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C. Merchant Surveys 
A self-administered survey was distributed to a businesses and establishments in 
the commercial districts of the Village of Watkins Glen and the Village of Montour 
Falls.  About 25 surveys were returned (of an approximate 75 that were distributed) 
for tabulation, 6 from businesses in Montour Falls and 19 from establishments in 
Watkins Glen.  A copy of that survey instrument is included in the Appendix of this 
report.  Selected tabulations and summaries are presented next. 
 

 On average, responding businesses stated that they have been in business in 
their current location for just under 20 years, and as such indicates that there 
are many established businesses within the two Villages. 

 
On the other hand, approximately one-third of the respondents have been in 
business for less than two years, suggesting that new businesses and 
entrepreneurs are attracted to the two Villages as business locations. 

 
 About one-third of the respondents stated that they have some plans to 

reinvest in their properties over the next three years, including physically 
expanding, possibly relocating or completing facade and other building 
improvements.  Slightly more than 60.0% stated that they own their buildings. 

 
For those stores in rented or leased space, the average estimated rent was 
just under $6.00 per square foot.  Based on industry averages and guidelines, 
retailers typically pay about 5.0% of their gross sales per square foot as rent, 
suggesting that the average sales for these renters, as based on this 
guideline, would be around $120 per square foot. 
 

 Slightly more than one-third of the respondents indicated that their sales had 
been up over the last three years, while only about one in six stated that their 
sales had generally been down over the last three years, with some 
suggesting that a decline in tourism activity had negatively influenced their 
sales. 

 
 When asked to break down their sales and source of sales, respondents 

stated that 26.0% of their sales were from Schuyler County residents 
(excluding residents of the two Villages); 25.0% of sales were from tourists to 
the area:; 17.0% from residents of the Village of Watkins Glen; 15.0% from 
residents of the Village of Montour Falls; and, 12.0% from residents outside of 
the County. 

 
 Approximately one-third of respondents stated that the Watkins Glen 

International Raceway had a positive or valuable impact on their business 
while a corresponding one-third suggested that there little to limited benefit.  
The impact of the Seneca Wine Trail was similarly reported to be about one-
third positive and one-third limited.  
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 On average, the responding businesses had four full time employees and two 
part time employees.  Average store size was about 2,400 SF, but ranged 
from a low of 150 SF to a high of more than 10,000 SF.  One-third of the 
stores were 1,000 SF or less. 

 
 When asked whether or not they would still locate their business in its present 

location, if starting all over, respondents stated by a near 4 to 1 ratio that they 
would in fact locate, again today, in their respective place of business. 

 
 One-third of respondents indicated that Saturday was their busiest day of the 

week, followed by Monday.  Approximately 44.0% of the respondents 
maintained a customer mailing list, and 68.0% stated that they maintained a 
website. 

 
 The average annual advertising budget for the responding merchants was 

reported to be around $12,000 or about $1,000 per month.  However, some 
respondents skew this, as 40.0% of the respondents stated that they either 
had no advertising budget or spent less than $1,000 annually. 

 
 While individual sales data is proprietary and confidentiality is maintained, 

taken together the responding merchants indicated that average sales were a 
little more than $100 per square foot.  This is less than the hypothetical $120 
per square foot as discussed previously, reflecting sales that are “in line” with 
rents, and it is well below the standard of around $200 per square foot, which 
is typically considered “healthy” for independent merchants. 

 
 Similar to the survey of consumers and employees, the merchant survey 

asked respondents to quantify what types of public improvements, or 
investments, could best improve the commercial districts.  In other words, 
what types of investments in the commercial districts were believed to have 
the highest economic return?  These attributes were ranked on a scale of 1 
(little to no improvement) to 5 (high level of improvement). 

 
Marketing campaigns to attract new stores and businesses ranked highest 
(mean ranking 4.00) followed by sidewalk and streetscape improvements, 
with a mean ranking of 3.43, this is followed by promotions (3.26), lighting 
(3.25) and additional parking (3.23).  The desire for additional landscaping 
and the desire for increased open space or green space fell at or below 3.00. 
 

 When asked to describe the advantages of the Montour Falls commercial 
district, respondents generally indicated the area’s natural beauty and the 
Falls themselves.  The small, close-knit and pedestrian scale of the 
commercial district was also cited, as were the availability of parking and the 
lack of truck traffic.  Conversely, the district was also perceived as “tired” and 
as having too many vacant storefronts. 
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 When asked to describe the advantages of the Watkins Glen commercial 
district, respondents indicated the area’s natural beauty and proximity to the 
lake, tourism influences, the impact of the race fans and wine crowd and the 
busy Route 14 location that provides good traffic flow. 

 
 When asked what role the merchants may play in improving their commercial 

district’s retail and economic vitality responses were generally mixed as a 
couple of merchants indicated that they were willing to do whatever needs to 
be done, some stated that they would undertake building and facade 
improvements but more than one-half of the respondents stated nothing, 
either positive or negative, or indicated bluntly that they were not prepared to 
do anything at all. 

 
Conclusions 
In general, there was a reasonable mix of old-time and newer businesses in the two 
villages, and when asked whether they would locate in either Watkins Glen or 
Montour Falls again, merchants responded by a near 4 to 1 ratio that they would.    
This not withstanding, the average sales volume among the responding merchants 
was estimated to be around $100 per SF, or about one-half that typically considered 
“strong” within the retail industry.  Slightly more than one-third of the sales for these 
merchants come from customers and tourists outside of Schuyler County, indicative 
of both a seasonal and tourism influence in the two villages.  Despite this, only about 
one-third indicated that either the Watkins Glen International Raceway or the 
Seneca Wine Trail had a positive impact on their business.  Approximately 40.0% of 
the merchants stated that they either had no annual advertising budget or spent less 
than $1,000 annually.  Marketing campaigns to attract additional businesses to the 
two Villages, as well as sidewalk and streetscape improvements, were most cited as 
efforts that could, or should, be undertaken to improve the retail and business 
climate in the two Villages.  However, when asked what role the merchants may play 
in improving the retail and economic conditions, the responses varied mixed.  Some 
merchants indicated that they were willing to do whatever needed to be done, some 
stated that they would undertake building and facade improvements but more than 
one-half of the respondents stated nothing, either positive or negative, or indicated 
bluntly that they were not prepared to do anything at all. 
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IV. APPENDIX 
 
The following section contains copies of survey instruments, supporting analysis, 
tabular data and spreadsheets. 
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Watkins Glen & Montour Falls Business District Advisory Committee
Key Issue Summary

Design & Appearance
· Preserve historic structures & architectural features
· Improve the appearance of buildings & storefronts
· Increase the quality of business & directional signage
· Maintain and expand the mixed use pattern of the central business

district
· Enhance the existing streetscape
· Ensure ongoing maintenance is adequate to maintain a quality

appearance
· Connect downtown Watkins Glen to Seneca Lake
· Maintain public access to Seneca Lake

Marketing & Promotion
· Capitalize on the regional location and the name recognition of

Watkins Glen
· Develop marketing campaign for the Villages
· Create events to attract visitors to the area
· Target existing tourists from attractions such as Watkins Glen

International, the wine trail, and the outdoor recreational
opportunities

· Focus outreach efforts on regional population centers such as
Ithaca, Corning, and Syracuse

Community Attitude & Leadership
· Improve enforcement efforts (parking, zoning, etc.)
· Improve relationship with regional agencies, specifically NYSDOT
· Reduce the amount of apathy within the community
· Taxes?
· Ensure community planning efforts are kept up to date
· Engage the service organizations in any re-vitalization efforts,

especially in Montour Falls
· Select one or two projects that everyone can agree upon and

accomplish them
· Facilitate development and investment within the community

Infrastructure
· Develop a capital improvement program to guide public

investment in the downtown area
· Support a truck bypass around Watkins Glen
· Relocate sewer plant
· Improve bicycle and pedestrian facilities
· Ensure convenient and adequate parking is available
· Increase transportation connections to Geneva, Horseheads, and

Ithaca
· Keep utility costs affordable
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Economic Development
· Maintain basic goods and service within downtown area
· Foster the existing entrepreneurial spirit that exists within the

community
· Ensure that parking supplies keep pace with economic activity
· Develop a downtown anchor to attract visitors throughout the year
· Promote the use of upper floor space for residential uses
· Increase the capture rate of visitors to existing destinations (such as

WGI, the wine trail, etc.)
· Ensure development efforts do not diminish the environmental

quality and the scenic beauty of the area
· Utilize natural resources to create attractions for residents and

visitors (i.e. Watkins Glen State Park, fishing etc.)


