
 
 

Pilot Shopping Center Improvement Program, 
For Properties Outside Redevelopment Areas 

 
 

SUMMARY 
 
• Key Issue: Throughout San José aging, under improved strip malls diminish the 

perceived value of San Jose’s neighborhoods.  
 
• The consequences are significant and contribute to 

o An appearance of neighborhood decline and disinvestment,  
o Reduced visibility for local retailers, compromising their economic vitality and 

potentially deterring new retailers, and 
o A loss of local revenue as residents pursue more inviting shopping experiences 

elsewhere. 
• In some instances, actual disinvestment is occurring due to ownership structures that 

provide little or no incentive for new investment because of satisfaction with current 
cash flow and return on investment.   

 
• At the request of both administrative and community leaders, and in accordance with 

the City’s Corporate Priority of Neighborhood-Focused Service Delivery and supported 
by its Economic Development Strategy, OED in conjunction with the Redevelopment 
Agency and the Department of Planning Building and Code Enforcement would like to 
take a solution-oriented approach to address these concerns. 

 
• The City of San José and the Redevelopment Agency share a history of successful 

partnership, and the Agency is home to the relevant Façade Improvement Program. 
 

GOAL 
 

• OED proposes an Alternate Service Delivery Model to upgrade 2 retail shopping 
centers outside of designated redevelopment areas every 2 years. 

 
o Who: OED, SJRA and PBCE  

 
o What: Pilot Shopping Center Improvement Program for 2-3 retail shopping 

centers outside of redevelopment areas 
 

o When: Two years for implementation (following Council/Board approval) 
 

o Where: Shopping Centers in District 10 
 

o Why: Many property owners have little incentive to invest in their shopping 
centers, i.e. low debt and low vacancies. A Pilot Shopping Center Improvement 
Program would create momentum, and working through an existing and 
successful SJRA mechanism, could be an innovative, quick-win concept. 
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o How: In short, the City would fund the Redevelopment Agency to implement 
this program and provide OED staff for support.  Early coordination with 
Department of Planning Building and Code Enforcement would facilitate the 
success of the pilot program.  

 Start-up funds are available from the CMO. 
 OED would build relationships with property owners and sell the idea. 
 OED would leverage existing Agency skill and facades improvement 

experience to implement the program. 
 
 

ESSENTIAL ELEMENTS 
 

Selection Criteria 
In current discussions with SJRA and OED staff, several criteria emerged that are mission-
critical in initiating the proposed pilot program: 
 

- Properties with one (1) owner/family ownership 
- Properties with no major structural changes required, i.e. ADA compliance changes, 

URM work, etc. 
- Properties with no major code violations; clean up of minor violations may be an 

incentive to participate in the program. 
- Properties whose shopping centers have a minimum 5-10 year viability forecast (as 

determined by vacancy rates, tenant mixes and lease terms) may be eligible for a basic 
improvement program, i.e. paint and minor upgrades. 

- Properties whose shopping centers forecast viability beyond ten years may be eligible 
for more in-depth public investment. 

 
In general, improvements eligible for the Pilot Program will be consistent with the SJRA’s 
existing Façade Program criteria: 
 

- Must be visible from the public right-of-way 
- May include enhancement of signs, awnings, doors, windows, paint, landscaping, and 

other façade details 
- Do not include roofing, structural or interior improvements 

 
 
How to Incentivize—Menu of Benefits to Property Owners 
 
The Pilot Shopping Center Improvement Program may draw from the menu of benefits 
outlined below to garner owner support regarding shopping center improvements. Once an 
owner commits to the Pilot Program, the project team will be driven by the SJRA for project 
implementation.  
 
First, staff may incentivize owners by presenting a list of possible off-site improvements for 
public investment, i.e. median landscaping and right-of-way repairs. 
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Second, the Agency offers a variety of architectural services capable of meeting the needs of 
the property owners and facilitating the retail potential of their site. Depending on the property 
and its forecasted viability, SJRA’s architectural services may include 
 

- Paint types and colors 
- Awning styles and colors 
- Landscaping 
- Exterior lighting 
- Signage 

 
It should be noted that Redevelopment Agency expertise and project experience point to 
significant challenges throughout the façade improvement process, particularly during in-depth 
investment projects. The Pilot Program will therefore be tailored in scope and utilitarian in 
nature: minimum expenditure for maximum output. The program will reduce project 
complexity where possible by promoting paint-based façade improvements and basic sign 
replacements.  
 
Third, the Pilot Shopping Center Improvement Program will offer program participants a 
variety of services to ensure the successful implementation of site improvements. Typically 
theses services include the following: 
 

- Architectural design services at no cost  
- Permit processing and fee payment assistance 
- Bidding and construction management assistance (for in-depth public investments)1 
- Funding assistance of up to $25,000 per storefront2 

 
Fourth, the City of San José requires a site adjustment permit before any exterior alterations can 
be made to a building. Therefore, in order to assist property owners with this process, SJRA 
staff provides the following services: 
 

- Upfront PBCE ownership and commitment to the Pilot Program 
- Coordinated review and analysis of façade projects prior to architectural design 
- Assignment of a PBCE Project Manager, ensuring one point of contact for property 

owners and staff throughout the façade improvement project 
- Assistance with completion of the permit application  
- Submittal of the permit application 
- Payment of the permit application fee from the grant funds, ensuring no out-of-pocket 

costs to the property owner 
 
Finally, should a project involve more in-depth public investment, SJRA staff and their 
architects would oversee the entire bidding and construction management process as well as the 
future maintenance of the property improvements. Their capability relieves property owners of 
negotiating with contractors and subcontractors for the project improvements.  
 

                                                 
1 In accordance with City policy, all construction costs will be based upon prevailing wages. 
2 Currently the matching funds ratio is $25K (Agency) to $5K (Owner). 
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Upon successful completion, staff will develop Owner Participation Agreements/covenants as 
needed to guarantee maintenance of the façade improvements. According to the current Agency 
standard, property owners commit to seven (7) years of regular maintenance. Under the Pilot 
Shopping Center Improvement Program, OED recommends a three (3) year maintenance 
commitment for paint-based improvements and five (5) years for facades requiring more in-
depth public investment. 
 
Measuring Success 
The key indicators of success will include the following outcomes: 
 

- The improved appearance of targeted San Jose neighborhoods that are ineligible for 
redevelopment funds and programs   

- The increased visibility, and therefore economic viability, of existing neighborhood 
retail offerings 

- Maximized revenues to the City through increased community business at the shopping 
centers 

- Attracting the interest of new retailers, leading to a diverse mix of jobs, products and 
services for city residents and visitors 

- Increased rapport with local property owners for enhanced business appreciation efforts 
and Council commendations 
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Issues Requiring Further Discussion 
 
The following issues remain outstanding and will be subject to further discussion as well as 
legal interpretation: 
 

 
- How to better establish the criteria for shopping center selection, i.e. define eligibility? 

o The suggested approach will be to work with existing interest in District 10 and 
conduct follow-up analysis after the Pilot Program is completed 

o This analysis will be presented to the Driving a Strong Economy Committee.  
 

- How to establish specific criteria for level of façade improvements, i.e. whether a center 
will need a paint-based façade improvement or require a more significant public 
investment? 

 
- How to determine what percentage of investment per shopping center must come from 

property owners and/or retail tenants? (Note: The property owner’s signature is 
required for the contract.) 

 
- How to determine what maintenance requirement/covenant will be sufficient, i.e. 

Agency’s standard or a more limited timeframe, especially for paint facades? 
 

- How to define budget, staffing, tracking and recording mechanisms? 
 

- How to develop support documents, i.e. replicating as much as possible from the 
Agency in order to first sell the story and, once completed, tell the story? 
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