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1.0 EXECUTIVE SUMMARY  

Throughout Chester, recent developments such as the new soccer stadium, Harrah’s Casino and 
Racetrack, and the organization of Overtown Festivals and events, have brought new workers 
and visitors to the City and Overtown (the City’s historic downtown). These changes have 
contributed to increases in economic activity and City revenue and have been generally very 
encouraging in two ways: first, recent developments indicate that, given the right conditions, there 
is private interest for the City of Chester which could trickle to Overtown, and second, the events 
and Festivals show that residents and the City can successfully work together to animate the 
streets of Overtown.  
 
A successful strategy, or economic development action plan, will need to mirror this collaborative 
approach. The City can only succeed if it actively includes representatives of local organizations, 
City officials, county staff, retailers and businesses, not only in the formulation of an action plan, 
but in its direct implementation. Generally, Chester should focus on a step-by-step, main street 
approach to bring more economic development and activity.  
 
Chester's challenge is to bring new development to Overtown, and in particular to leverage the 
foot-traffic and activity that is associated with the Chester Transportation Center (CTC) - a major 
transportation hub. This challenge presents a number of questions. Are certain types of 
developments more likely to happen? Can retail be brought into the CTC itself? Can Chester 
leverage CTC traffic to support retail uses in and around the station?  What role can transit play 
and are there improvements that can help better leverage the riders using the CTC?  
 
Our study offers recommendations to the City of Chester and stakeholders on redeveloping 
Overtown through new retail and increased economic activity. The four pillars of the proposed 
action plan include: 

1. Improving the streetscape and physical appearance of Overtown. This will be crucial in 
the short-run in order to encourage visitors to visit Overtown and overcome negative 
perceptions regarding safety. The City should focus on the area near the CTC, the Amtrak 
bridge, and Avenue of the States. 

2. Focusing on current successes and supporting local retailers and home-owners. 
Overtown has a small number of successful retailers who should be supported, especially 
those with expansion plans. That support would entail focusing on strategies that lower 
barriers to small businesses and support their development. This can be done in part by 
working with partners such as the Widener Small Business Development Center (SBDC) 
or the Chester Business Association (CBA). Residents who are working hard to improve 
Overtown should also be championed and encouraged by City government. 

3. Leveraging, in a holistic way, the economic strengths that the CTC and the local market 
offer (beyond Overtown). The CTC, the riverfront developments, and the public sector 
offices along Avenue of the States represent potential patrons who should be encouraged 
to visit Overtown stores. While the redevelopment of certain parcels in Overtown is more 
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achievable in the long run, short-term opportunities exist for retail given the right 
circumstances;1 

4. Taking a collaborative approach to implementation. No economic development action plan 
will ever be successful in Overtown if City Council, the Chester Economic Development 
Authority (CEDA), the CBA, and other groups do not work hand-in-hand. Collaboration 
must be the cornerstone of any initiative undertaken for economic development purposes. 
Other partners who will also be of help include the Delaware County Planning Department 
and SEPTA. 

Economic Development and Retail Considerations 
Basic economic indicators do not favor Chester, nor Overtown. Chester has a low income 
population and a high unemployment rate. While there is some housing in Overtown, Census 
data show an extremely low total residential population within its borders.2 The City also has 
relatively high tax rates, which can discourage economic activity. 
 
Currently, significant economic activity in and near Overtown comes from government employees 
– City Hall, the Chester Water Authority, the US Post Office, the Police Department headquarters 
and others are located within the Overtown boundaries. Aside from limited retail and a series of 
small offices and industrial uses (which are low density for an urban core), there is a substantial 
amount of undeveloped space, including vacant lots and parking in Overtown. Redevelopment of 
certain parcels could be an option, but only in the long-term. 
 
In regards to retail, the market fundamentals of the Chester trade area do not support much new 
retail at the present time. Given the total population, low daytime population, low household 
income, limited disposable income, and an abundance of grocery store and retail alternatives 
within relatively close distance to Chester, there is not much space left for new retailers.  The 
potential for new retail development will be accelerated when market fundamentals are 
strengthened by a combination of demographics, driven by residential density and incomes, and 
increased daytime population. In addition, there may be an opportunity to grow and expand 
certain niches of the existing retail base by capturing the portion of the consumer market that is 
currently leaving the City to shop, including students and faculty from Widener, commuters, 
tourists and visitors.  
 
The market characteristics of Chester’s downtown neighborhood are more closely aligned with 
that of a neighborhood commercial corridor rather than a traditional downtown.  Dining and 
entertainment tend to be the most sought after uses in these types of environments, driven by 
local residents and daytime population. In this context, walkability is fundamental and essential to 
providing easy access to goods within a safe, comfortable distance. The physical environment 
and local attributes also play an important role in attracting retail and customers.   
 
While retail development will be slow considering the current economic environment, other 
commercial uses (e.g.: office space), institutional or government uses might be more appropriate 

                                                 
1 See Appendix A for full strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats (SWOT) analysis.  
2 Daytime population increases with local employees. 
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in the shorter term. However, such uses will only be sought once specific revisions to the zoning 
code have successfully been implemented, in particular regarding to parking and yard space.   
 
Finally, opportunities for retail at the CTC are very limited at present. Smaller train stations tend 
not to have retail primarily due to the lack of a suitable footprint and the high cost of overhead 
including the cost of utilities, and liability insurance. Under this scenario, retail uses are frequently 
found adjacent to the stations, and serve the local commuter network as well as the community at 
large. The retail circumstances at the Chester CTC are similar to those found at smaller stations 
elsewhere.   
 
Transportation Analysis 
Prior to this study, SEPTA indicated its expectation that the current Highland Avenue Station 
(located south of the CTC along the Wilmington/Newark Line) would close in three to five years 
due to deteriorated conditions and the extremely high cost to construct an ADA-compliant station 
at the site. SEPTA has identified that there are significant infrastructure improvements required to 
keep the station open. The CTC will therefore be the only station open in the City in five years. 
 
The CTC itself is a fairly busy commuter station for workers travelling to both Wilmington and 
Philadelphia. SEPTA provides regional rail service along the Wilmington/Newark Line to and from 
the CTC.  The weekday rail ridership for the CTC ranks 73rd out of 151 stations within the SEPTA 
Regional Rail System.3  SEPTA also provides bus service to and from the CTC via numerous 
routes including the 37, 109, 113, 114, 117, 118, and 119.   
 
Renovations to the CTC were completed in 2001 which addressed the interior space as well as 
improvements to bus access, circulation and bus canopies. There is a pedestrian network 
including sidewalks surrounding the CTC; however, the network lacks continuous connections in 
all areas. The CTC is in good condition with all of the basic amenities needed by a passenger 
including waiting areas, restrooms, and ticketing. There are stairs and an elevator to the second 
floor of the CTC where the station platforms are accessed. Also on the second floor, separated 
from the platform access, is an Amtrak office and a Community Room.  
 
Finally, and with regard to transportation access to the Riverfront, the density and land use along 
the riverfront at this time do not constitute the levels which would be necessary to generate the 
ridership which would support a daily, dedicated jitney transit service for this area. 
 
  

                                                 
3 Per the SEPTA FY 2014 Annual Service Plan 
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Recommendations 
For the City to encourage economic activity in Overtown, including retail or residential 
development, we suggest taking action immediately, in the short-term (or in the next three years), 
and the years thereafter.  

 
Table ES1 - Economic Development and Retail Action Item Summary 

 
Topic Action Responsibility 

Economic 
Development 
Policy 

Immediate Recommendations   

Continue development incentives programs such as KOZ and LERTA to 
encourage private investment in Overtown; 4 

CEDA 

Promote Widener Small Business Development Center (SBDC) services to 
small business members;  

Chester Business 
Association 

Short-Term Recommendations (3 Years)  

Enable temporary uses of vacant spaces (lots and buildings) to help animate 
the streets, through pop-up retail, short-term leases, street events (e.g. farmers 
markets, art shows, concerts, flea markets); 

CEDA, CRA, City 
Council 

Long-Term Recommendations (3+ Years)  

Work with Widener Small Business Development Center (SBDC) to help 
applicants with CEDA small loans and grants applications; 

CEDA 

Secure funds for a retail loan program to provide ongoing operating capital for 
smaller businesses in Overtown; 

CEDA 

Secure funds for a retail grant program to help start-ups looking to locate in 
Overtown with initial expenses; 

CEDA 

Develop a local retail and arts attraction plan and program; CEDA, Chester 
Business Association 

Encourage artistic uses of public and private space; CEDA, Chester 
Business Association 

Land Use and 
Planning 

Short-Term Recommendations (3 Years)  

Sell promising publicly owned buildings and lots.  Include clawback provisions 
that allow recapture if buyer does not develop the property; 

CEDA, CRA, City 
Council 

Fast-track zoning ordinance in Overtown, with relaxed or eliminated parking 
minimums and a streamlined retail and street signage design program to foster 
a walkable urban downtown environment; 

City Council 

Work with property owners to resolve code issues preventing upper floors being 
placed in service; 

City Council, CEDA 

Long-Term Recommendations (3+ Years)  

Support existing retail in Overtown and the Triangle area, building on and 
promoting successes such as Phatso’s and Kim’s Food Market; 

CEDA 

Focus on land assemblage opportunities to make parcels more attractive for 
large developments; 

CEDA 

                                                 
4 Read more on public and private support funding programs in Appendix B. 
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Topic Action Responsibility 

Encourage development of vacant spaces for office, residential, and other non-
retail uses; 

CEDA 

Organization & 
Capacity Building 

Short-Term Recommendations (3 Years)  

Sign up for The Philadelphia Grant Center membership business marketing 
program; 

Chester Business 
Association 

Long-Term Recommendations (3+ Years)  

Strengthen training for retail and commercial tenants focused on marketing, 
promotion and operations, and customer service; 

Chester Business 
Association 

Physical 
Improvements 

Immediate Recommendations   

Seek product donation from Home Depot Foundation to paint façades and 
grates;  

Chester Business 
Association 

Short-Term Recommendations (3 Years)  

Engage  local artists and art students to paint all roll-up gates in Overtown;  CEDA 

Seek funding from PA Arts Alliance, Kresge Foundation, Knight Foundation, 
Surdna Foundation for revitalization activities or use crowdfunding for smaller 
projects; 

CEDA, CRA 

Seek funding from corporations supporting arts programs, such as Glaxo Smith-
Kline; 

Chester Business 
Association 

Re-implement façade improvement program, and seek financial support from 
Preservation Alliance and Historical Foundation;  

Chester City, CEDA 

Retail Attraction, 
Marketing & 
Outreach 
 
 

Immediate Recommendations   

Provide City Council an action plan for a marketing and business attraction 
program (See Appendix C for more details); 

CEDA 

Organize and host economic development and business attraction events; CEDA 

Develop and implement a proactive public relations and marketing campaign – 
online and offline – (See Appendix C for details); 

CEDA, Chester 
Business Association 

Announce new businesses, prepare marketing collateral to support business 
announcements and attraction; 

Chester Business 
Association 

Establish ties between existing websites and post an online directory listing all 
current retail tenants; websites should include the City’s, Widener’s Student 
Service Directory, Philadelphia Union; Distribute a print version to all major 
employers; 

Chester Business 
Association 

Plan for coordinated marketing campaign (and hours) for Overtown retailers.  
Organize networking events, encourage business participation in special events 
; 

Chester Business 
Association 

Capture media attention on local businesses in community newspapers and 
newsletters; 

Chester Business 
Association 

Include information on CTC hours as well as bus and rail lines on the "Getting 
Around" page of the University website; 

Widener University 

Short-Term Recommendations (3 Years)  

Educate and inform visitors, commuters, and patrons of Harrah’s and PPL CEDA 
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Topic Action Responsibility 

Union about the offerings near the CTC; 

Communicate with workers and employers (near the CTC and around Chester) 
about Overtown coffee, dining and catering options; 

Chester Business 
Association 

Provide Widener University with information on Overtown stores, businesses, 
and events for their Facebook page; 

Chester Business 
Association 

Distribute a directory of Overtown businesses at the start of each academic year 
as part of Widener freshman orientation; 

Widener University 

Create a new volunteer base for CTC events and activities starting with the 
Widener University Environmental Club and other student organizations with an 
interest in transit, walking and bicycling; 

Widener University 

Long-Term Recommendations (3+ Years)  

Collaborate with real estate transactional professionals on intelligence gathering 
and promotions; 

Chester Business 
Association 

Continue coordinating with bars, restaurants, and other retailers for discounts to 
event tickets; 

Chester Business 
Association 

Market incentives and tools available to support retail attraction and investment 
provided by CEDA; 

Chester Business 
Association 

With CEDA, take on an active business recruitment campaign, including for 
nonretail uses to bolster the employment base; 

Chester Business 
Association 

Link the “Getting Around” section of the University website to a CTC webpage 
once it is up;  

Widener University 

Retail 
Development 

Short-Term Recommendations (3 Years)  

Seek funding from The Kellogg Foundation and The Food Trust to bring a 
farmers market or co-op truck to Chester (See Fresh Food Hub in Philadelphia); 

CEDA 

Make carts available for vendors near the CTC (for rent or subsidized sale) to 
facilitate  presence in Overtown; 

CEDA 

 
Table ES2 - Transportation Action Item Summary 

 
Topic Action Responsibility 

Rail 
 

Immediate Recommendations (5 Months)  

Link individual websites to SEPTA’s webpage and the CTC webpage for additional 
information about the CTC, and update/improve SEPTA’s CTC webpage with 
additional information or links to Chester websites; 

CEDA, RDA, Parking 
Authority,  Chester 

Business Association 

Short-Term Recommendations (3 Years)  

Develop a comprehensive maintenance plan for the rail station; SEPTA 

Increase hours of operation at the station building and respect official hours; SEPTA 

Add wayfinding signage from the station platform area to the Harrah’s and PPL 
Park bus stops/shuttle; 

SEPTA 

Support request to paint Amtrak bridge in Overtown; City Council 

Paint Amtrak bridges in Overtown; AMTRAK, SEPTA 
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Topic Action Responsibility 

Consider aesthetic improvements to the immediate station area (planters, banners, 
public art); 

SEPTA 

Long-Term Recommendations (3+ Years)  

Conduct a study on the design of a high-level platform in accordance with the 
historic nature of the station5; 

SEPTA 

Upgrade SEPTA rail platforms to high-level platforms; SEPTA 

Immediate Recommendations (5 Months)  

Bus Finalize removal of the redundant Route 119 bus stop at East 6th Street and 
Avenue of the States; 

SEPTA 

Short-Term Recommendations (3 Years)  

Bus shelters or canopies should be constructed for all bus stop waiting areas, such 
as the stops along East 6th Street or Routes 109, 114, 118; 

SEPTA 

Short-Term Recommendations (3 Years)  

Pedestrian Create fully ADA-compliant pedestrian routes in station, eliminate any vertical 
elevation differences or horizontal gaps and provide curb ramps where needed; 

SEPTA 

Complete regular maintenance of sidewalk and other pedestrian routes at the 
station including trimming vegetation and removing debris as needed; 

CEDA, RDA, Parking 
Authority 

Add East Coast Greenway route signage for pedestrians, cyclists and visitors; East Coast Greenway 

Support CEDA’s application for deviating the East Coast Greenway through 
Overtown; 

Delaware County 
Planning Dept 

Long-Term Recommendations (3+ Years)  

Conduct a planning study to determine the best pedestrian route between the 
Widener campus and the CTC/Overtown; 

Delaware County 
Planning Dept 

Provide a safe, continuous pedestrian route between the Widener University 
campus and the CTC/Overtown; 

Chester City, CEDA 

Short-Term Recommendations (3 Years)  

Bicycle Add bicycle lockers for CTC commuters; SEPTA 

Install “Share the Road” signs in Overtown, especially in the vicinity of the CTC; Chester City, CEDA 

Add bicycle racks near retail areas; Chester City, CEDA 

Add East Coast Greenway route signage for pedestrians, cyclists and visitors; East Coast Greenway 
Alliance 

Long-Term Recommendations (3+ Years)  

Conduct a study to determine which streets are best suited for designated bicycle 
routes; 

Delaware County 
Planning Dept 

Support CEDA’s application for deviating the East Coast Greenway through 
Overtown; 

Delaware County 
Planning Dept 

Immediate Recommendations (5 Months)  

Parking Advertise available parking near the CTC on SEPTA’s website; SEPTA 
                                                 
5 The station does have “mini-high” platforms at the head ends whereby access via ramps to a raised level makes one 
set of train doors accessible. Full high-level platform access allows for more efficient and expedited general boarding 
and alighting, thereby decreasing dwell time at the station which contributes to punctual overall scheduled train times. 
Study should be completed to design a high-level platform in accordance with the historic nature of the building. 
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Topic Action Responsibility 

Rotate the parking meters on Avenue of the States so that the user screen faces 
the sidewalk; 

Chester City 

Authorize SEPTA to disclose municipal parking available at the CTC on the SEPTA 
website; 

CEDA, RDA, Parking 
Authority 

Short-Term Recommendations (3 Years)  

Consider converting some municipal parking lots into dedicated park-and-ride 
facilities for the CTC free of charge; 

CEDA, RDA, Parking 
Authority 

Advertise the park-and-ride facility on website, flyers and at the CTC (if 
implemented);  

CEDA, RDA, Parking 
Authority, SEPTA 

Maintain existing municipal parking areas (clean, improve lighting); CEDA, RDA, Parking 
Authority 

Use wayfinding signage to indicate transit-specific parking for CTC commuters; CEDA, RDA, Parking 
Authority 

Trim vegetation and clear debris and trash in parking areas; CEDA, RDA, Parking 
Authority 

Long-Term Recommendations (3+ Years)  

Conduct a parking supply and demand analysis if warranted by future demand; CEDA, RDA, Parking 
Authority 

Monitor utilization rate of park-and-ride facility to potentially introduce fee structure; CEDA, RDA, Parking 
Authority 

Long-Term Recommendations (3+ Years)  

Circulation Conduct a study to address how two-way operations on Avenue of the 
States/Edgmont Avenue will affect intersecting roadways, intersections, and  
SEPTA bus circulation; 

Delaware County 
Planning Dept 

Redevelop Avenue of the States/Edgmont Avenue for two-way circulation. Delaware County 
Planning Dept 

Highland Station 
Closing 

Undertake a detailed assessment of the station’s closing to include community 
engagement and a full analysis of the broad consequences 
(physical/environmental, social, and economic/financial) of the station closing. 
 

Chester City, CEDA 
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2.0 INTRODUCTION  

This study was commissioned by the City of Chester, including the Planning Department and the 
Chester Economic Development Authority (CEDA), the Delaware County Planning Department 
(DCPD), the Delaware Valley Regional Planning Commission (DVRPC), and the Southeastern 
Pennsylvania Transportation Authority (SEPTA). The group commissioned this report to study 
transit and economic development options for the area surrounding the Chester Transportation 
Center (CTC), and look at the potential for the CTC to catalyze the revitalization of the City of 
Chester's central business district (CBD). While there has been new development in Chester, 
including the arrival of Harrah's and Major League Soccer's Philadelphia Union PPL Park, the 
development of a technology park, and the gradual expansion of Widener University's campus, 
the area around the CTC -- the historic downtown locally known as "Overtown" -- has largely 
languished.   
 
FIGURE 1 – THE CHESTER TRANSPORTATION CENTER AND OVERTOWN 
 

This study looks at the CTC as a 
catalyst for development, particularly 
with regards to retail, and for 
economic development in Chester 
and more specifically in “Overtown”.  
While this study involved addressing 
both transportation planning issues 
and economic development potential, 
our team mostly focused on the 
potential for retail development and 
opportunities in the long-term.  
Considering the current investment 
environment in Overtown, our team 
analyzed the current successes that 
showed to be promising for the 
Overtown area, and offers long-term 
suggestions for larger economic 
development goals.  While the 
purpose of this study is to provide an 
action plan for the redevelopment of 
the Overtown area, we have clearly 
separated what is feasible today, and 
can be done immediately, from more 
long-term recommendations.  
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2.1 METHODOLOGY 

This study was conducted between February 2013 and June 2013.  The work included: 
 An initial kickoff meeting, which brought together the project partners to discuss and agree 

on the goals and objectives for this project. 
 More than 25 stakeholder interviews from a list prepared by CEDA and the City of 

Chester. Stakeholders included project partners, developers, residents, local business 
owners, employers, industry associations, members of the local press, representatives of 
Widener University, and elected City officials. 6 

 Numerous analyses, including transportation, financial feasibility, retail trade area, and 
retail potential, as well as investigating the adequacy of the CTC facilities.7 

 Two public meetings at Chester City Hall.  The first took place on March 14, 2013, to get 
citizen input and priorities, and the second on April 30, 2013, to present initial findings and 
receive feedback to ensure any alternatives considered would be accepted by Chester 
residents.  

 Incorporating the issues and concerns addressed during the stakeholder interviews and at 
the public meetings, draft recommendations were prepared and presented to the project 
steering committee, followed by a presentation to City Council and the Mayor of Chester.  

2.2 OUTLINE OF THE REPORT 

Our report is organized into five sections. Sections 1.0 and 2.0 review the overall background and 
context for the action plan, looking at Overtown and the City of Chester’s economic and physical 
characteristics. This overview reveals certain limits to specific opportunities for retail and other 
types of development, presented in Section 3.0. Section 4.0 in turn addresses all transportation 
elements of this action plan, and highlights the improvements necessary on a transportation 
planning perspective to turn Overtown into a more coordinated transit hub. The findings and 
proposed recommendations are addressed in the final section (5.0) of the report, and address the 
types of actions to be implemented, including a timeframe and entity responsible for implementing 
this development action plan. 

 
  

                                                 
6 See Appendix D for more details on the stakeholder interviews and Appendix E for a review of the previous studies 
reviewed and sources utilized. 
7 See Appendix F for a summary of the best practices drawn from other cities. 
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3.0 CONTEXT 

3.1 THE CITY OF CHESTER 

The City of Chester shares economic challenges with other Delaware County riverfront 
municipalities.  Table 1 shows that the City has a lower income population ($27,661 compared to 
$63,677) and a higher unemployment rate (14 percent compared to 8 percent).  Additionally, 
while most working Chester residents commute by car, more than ¼ use another method. (See  
 
Table 1) Overall, the data show that households in Chester are transit-dependent to a large 
degree and face significant financial burdens in covering the cost of housing. (See Table 2) 
 

TABLE 1 – SELECTED ECONOMIC CHARACTERISTICS (2011) 
 

Economic Characteristics City of Chester Delaware County 

Median Household Income $27,661 $63,677 
Population in Labor Force (% population over 16) 14,090 (53%) 290,802 (65%) 
Unemployment Rate (2012)* 14% 8% 
Percent of Workers Commuting by Bus 15% 4% 
Percent of Workers Commuting by Train 2% 3% 
Percent of Workers Commuting by Walking/Biking 9% 4% 

Sources: American Community Survey 2007-2011, *5 year Estimates (unemployment from BLS Local Area Unemployment Statistics) 

 
Census data show that almost half (48 percent) of the City’s housing units are renter-occupied. 
(See Table 2) Additionally, 20 percent of the property is vacant, making it much more likely that 
those properties are in poor condition.   
 

TABLE 2 – SELECTED HOUSING CHARACTERISTICS (2011) 
 

Housing Characteristics City of Chester Delaware County 

Housing Units 14,910 222,794 
  Percent Owner Occupied 32% 66% 
  Percent Renter Occupied 48% 27% 
  Percent Vacant 20% 7% 
Average Household Size 2.9 2.7 
Median Household Value (Owner-Occupied) $71,700 $234,700 
Median Rent $781 $933 
Percent Spending 30% or more of Income on Housing 48% 38% 
Percent of Households without a Vehicle 37% 11% 

Source: American Community Survey 2007-2011, 5 year Estimates 

 
Chester’s racial composition differs drastically from the rest of the County, and the population is 
significantly younger. (See Table 4) 



 
 

 

  

16

 

Econsult Solutions   |   1435 Walnut Street, Ste. 300   |   Philadelphia, PA 19102   |   215.717.2777   |   econsultsolutions.com 

 The Chester Transportation Center & Economic Development | Action Plan | Draft Report  

 
TABLE 3 – SELECTED SOCIAL CHARACTERISTICS (2011) 

 
Social Characteristics City of Chester Delaware County 

Total Population 34,336 557,648 
  Percent White Alone 18% 73% 
  Percent Black Alone 76% 19% 
  Percent Asian Alone 0% 5% 
  Other or More than One Race 6% 3% 
  Percent Hispanic (Any Race) 8% 3% 
  Percent Foreign Born 4% 9% 
Median Age 30.4 38.7 

Source: American Community Survey 2007-2011, 5 year Estimates 

 
Chester also has high tax rates, which discourages economic activity.  Table 4 compares the 
City’s rates to those in Media, PA, another older municipality in Delaware County that is easily 
accessible.  Chester’s rates are equal to or greater than Media’s in every category, in many cases 
significantly greater. 
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TABLE 4 – CHESTER AND MEDIA TAX RATES OVERVIEW (2013) 
 

 Chester, PA Media, PA 

Tax Type 
Municipal 

Rate 

School 
District 

Rate  
Total 
Rate 

Municipal 
Rate  

School 
District 

Rate  
Total 
Rate  

Debt Service (mills) 2.4  2.4   0 
Real Estate - General Purpose (mills) 29.8  29.8 3.0 22.9 25.9 
Realty Transfer (percent) 0.0% 1.0% 1.0% 0.5% 0.5% 1.0% 
Library (mills) 1.5  1.5   0 
Earned Income Tax - Nonresident 1.15%  1.15% 1.0% 0.0% 1.0% 
Earned Income Tax - Resident 2.15%  2.15% 1.0% 0.0% 1.0% 
Local Services Tax (dollars) $52  $52 $42 $10 $52 
Mercantile/Business Privilege - Other (mills) 4.2  4.2 0.7  0.7 
Mercantile/Business Privilege - Retail (mills) 3.6  3.6 1.5  1.5 
Mercantile/Business Privilege - Wholesale (mills) 2.7  2.7 0.7  0.7 
Per Capita (dollars)    $0 $0 $5 $5 
Per Capita Code (dollars)    $0 $0 $5 $5 
Homestead Exclusion    $0   $9,230 

Source: Municipal Stats (2013) 

 

3.2 THE PROJECT AREA 

The CTC is located at the intersection of Welsh and East 6th Streets.  The project area extends 
between 4th and 8th Streets and between Welsh Street and Sproul Street / Edgmont Avenue, and 
includes parcels fronting on those streets.  The area includes 185 parcels, with 126 buildings.  
Local retail includes Phatso’s Bakery, the Cambridge Diner, Dollar Store, Bill’s Deli, as well as a 
barbershop and small tax and convenience stores along Avenue of the States (See Figure 4). 
 
While there is some housing in Overtown, Census data show a total residential population of 39 
people within its borders.  Daytime population increases with local employees who either work 
within Overtown boundaries (at Wells Fargo, local restaurants, convenience stores, and in many 
of the public agencies based in Overtown) or for nearby employers, just outside the Overtown 
boundaries (at Harrah’s, Kimberly-Clark, PPL Park).  The area also includes both metered and 
non-metered street parking as well as public and private parking lots.   
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FIGURE 2 – THE STUDY AREA, CHESTER CITY, AND ITS IMMEDIATE ENVIRONS 
 

 
 
The CTC is one of many rail stations on the Wilmington/Newark line that are owned by Amtrak 
and leased to SEPTA for regional rail use.  The CTC is a convenient location for commuters 
travelling to either Philadelphia or Wilmington and parking is available for free or for a nominal 
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charge.  The CTC serves over 4,500 passengers every weekday on seven bus routes, and a 
commuter rail line. 
 
The CTC is located in what used to be a major hub for retail and shopping in Delaware County.  
In the 1950s, Chester’s population peaked at more than 66,000 residents, but is now only slightly 
more than 34,000. With post-WWII de-industrialization, Chester’s economic core weakened, and 
many residents left the City for the newly constructed suburbs.  Furthermore, the construction of 
suburban shopping centers and malls provided modern, auto-friendly shopping in direct 
competition with Overtown stores. 

3.3 LAND USE AND PARCEL ACTIVITY 

The retail and commercial space in the CTC is too small by itself to have more than a minor 
influence on the perceived attractiveness of the Overtown commercial corridor.  Accordingly, in 
addition to opportunities at the CTC, we have examined the surrounding area for revitalization 
potential.   
 
In contrast to many older commercial cores, the area immediately surrounding Overtown is 
relatively undeveloped.  There is significant economic activity in Chester, but the activity is not 
close to Overtown.  Instead, the existing economic activity takes the form of several independent 
nodes.  For example, Widener University, Kimberly Clark, Harrah’s, PPL Park, and the Wharf at 
Rivertown surround Overtown, yet are not significantly economically linked to the area.  The 
significant economic activity in and near Overtown is governmental in nature – City Hall, the 
Chester Water Authority, the US Post Office, the Police Department headquarters and others.  
The balance of economic activity, in addition to the retail uses, comes from a series of small 
offices and industrial uses.  These uses are low density for an urban core, and there is a 
substantial amount of undeveloped space, including vacant lots and parking areas. 
 
The relative lack of economic activity means that there is not a significant enough daytime 
population bordering Overtown to support additional retail businesses at this time. 

3.4 PROPERTY SURVEY 

A visual survey was conducted to assess the activity and condition of parcels in the Overtown 
area. Parcels that were either within, or directly adjacent to, the Overtown boundary were 
identified using a parcel map, and then surveyed in the field on two dates in April 2013.  The 
Delaware County Planning Department (DCPD) staff assisted in this effort.  
 
The survey covered the 185 parcels in the Overtown Area and showed active uses on 
approximately half of those parcels, including 77 buildings in full or partial use and 17 lots in use 
(as either parks or parking areas). The other half of the parcels were divided between 49 vacant 
or dilapidated buildings and 42 vacant lots.  
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TABLE 5 – PARCEL ACTIVITY INVENTORY 
 

Activity Count Percent 

Building in Use 77 42% 
Vacant or Dilapidated Building 49 26% 
Lot in Use 17 9% 
Vacant Lot 42 23% 

Total 185 100% 

Source: DCPD, ESI (2013) 

 
The survey counted 126 lots with buildings in Overtown. A visual survey of their condition (See 
Table 7) reveals that many of the buildings are in below average condition (29 percent) or are 
sealed up or appear to be structurally compromised (16 percent).  
 
 
 
 
 

TABLE 6 – VISUAL SURVEY OF BUILDING CONDITION 
 

Condition Count Percent 

New/Rehabbed 3 2% 
Above Average 13 10% 
Average 53 42% 
Below Average 37 29% 
Sealed/Structurally Compromised 20 16% 

Total Buildings 126 100% 

Source: DCPD, ESI (2013) 
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BUILDING CONDITION 

There are relatively few new buildings or buildings in good condition, while there are relatively 
more vacant parcels, vacant buildings, and buildings that appear are sealed or structurally 
compromised. (See Figure 3) 
 

Figure 3 – Current Building Condition Near the CTC 
 

 
 

Source: DCPD, ESI (2013) 

 

 

 



 
 

 

  

22

 

Econsult Solutions   |   1435 Walnut Street, Ste. 300   |   Philadelphia, PA 19102   |   215.717.2777   |   econsultsolutions.com 

 The Chester Transportation Center & Economic Development | Action Plan | Draft Report  

LAND USE 

Of the 94 parcels that were surveyed to be in current use, 13 of them (14 percent) are residential. 
Taken together, private and government offices are the most common uses, with 9 and 10 sites, 
respectively, or 19 overall (21 percent). There are 15 sites (16 percent) devoted entirely to 
parking. The survey also counted 9 restaurants (9 percent) and 8 service-oriented businesses (8 
percent). The balance of the uses is divided between shopping, religious, and other uses (see 
Table 8).  The land use analysis shows a variety of uses, with no single use predominating.  The 
area hosts retail stores (both occupied and vacant), commercial offices, government uses, 
residences, parking and open space. (See Figures 4 and 5) 
 

TABLE 7 – VISUAL SURVEY OF PRIMARY USE 
 

Primary Use Count Percent 

Residential 13 14% 
Private Office 10 11% 
Government Office 9 10% 
Educational 2 2% 
Historic 2 2% 
Religious 5 5% 
Grocery Store 3 3% 
Pharmacy 0 0% 
Restaurant 9 10% 
Clothing Store 4 4% 
Home Goods Store 3 3% 
Service 7 7% 
Parking8 15 16% 
Park 2 2% 
Other 10 11% 

Total 94 100% 

Source: DCPD, ESI (2013) 

 
  

                                                 
8 The parking areas identified included both public and private facilities. This review of parking facilities is based on the 
visual assessment conducted by DCPD staff. The City might find it useful to conduct a full parking analysis in the 
future, that would distinguish types of parking facilities. 
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FIGURE 4 – PRIMARY USE FROM VISUAL SURVEY 
 

 
Source: DCPD, ESI (2013) 
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FIGURE 5 – CURRENT LAND USE NEAR THE CTC 
 

 

Source: DCPD, ESI (2013) 

OWNERSHIP 

Though the majority of the parcels are in private ownership, the public sector owns a significant 
number of properties in the area. Some publicly-owned properties are used for public purposes, 
such as City Hall, but there are many publicly-owned properties that appear not to be in use and 
therefore are not generating revenue for the City. (See Figure 6) 
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FIGURE 6 – CURRENT PUBLIC OWNERSHIP NEAR THE CTC 
 

 
Source: CEDA (2013) 

 
The implication of these patterns (land use, ownership and condition) is that demand for space in 
Chester is not sufficient enough to fill the available spaces at rents that justify keeping the 
buildings in service. 
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3.5 SUMMARY OF TAX RECORDS 

The total assessed value of property in the study area is approximately $23.1 million.9 Of that, 
$14.9 million (64 percent) is classified as Tax Exempt. The next largest category is Commercial, 
with $6.7 million in assessed value (29 percent).  Properties classified as Residential have a total 
assessed value of $1.2 million (5 percent). In total, there are more Commercial Properties than 
Tax Exempt, however the Tax Exempt properties are worth, on average, approximately three 
times more than the commercial. Tax Exempt properties include City Hall ($3.5 million), the 
Chester Water Authority Offices ($1.6 million), and the Post Office ($1.5 million). (See Table 9) 
 

TABLE 8 – COMPARING ASSESSED VALUE BY PROPERTY CLASS  
IN OVERTOWN AND CITY OF CHESTER 

 

Parcels by Land Use Count10 
Average 

Value Total Value % of Total 

Tax Exempt 61 $244,072 $14,888,369 64% 
Commercial 78 $85,342 $6,656,681 29% 
Residential 19 $64,377 $1,223,170 5% 
Ground 22 $13,726 $301,980 1% 
Public Utility - Tax Exempt 1 $33,070 $33,070 0% 

Total  181 $127,642 $23,103,270 100% 

Source: DCPD, ESI (2013) 

 
Compared to the City of Chester as a whole, Overtown has fewer residential (5 percent compared 
to 43 percent), more commercial (29 percent compared to 18 percent) and more exempt (64 
percent compared to 37 percent) properties.  By value, "Ground" (vacant land) is 1 percent of 
Overtown and 2 percent the City as a whole. (See Figure 7 and Figure 8) 

 
  

                                                 
9 Per Delaware County assessment records as of April 2013.  
10 In addition to our visual survey of parcels, we looked at property tax records from the Delaware County Assessment 
Office. Because of discrepancies between data sources (e.g. not all parcels in the map have a unique and active tax 
ID), the number of tax parcels is not the same as the number of properties. 
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3.6 CONTEXT SUMMARY 

The lesson from the context analysis is that the Overtown area has numerous abandoned and 
underutilized buildings and many vacant lots.  In addition, the physical condition of many of the 
remaining structures is poor, as is much of the public realm.  This situation both reflects a lack of 
market demand for Overtown and inhibits commerce and investment in Overtown.  This is the 
challenge that a development strategy must overcome. 

 

  



 
 

 

  

29

 

Econsult Solutions   |   1435 Walnut Street, Ste. 300   |   Philadelphia, PA 19102   |   215.717.2777   |   econsultsolutions.com 

 The Chester Transportation Center & Economic Development | Action Plan | Draft Report  

4.0 ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT AND RETAIL 
CONSIDERATIONS 

The economic situation and growth opportunities for Overtown are complex, therefore strategies 
for development must investigate a variety of potential paths.  We analyzed the potential 
opportunities for retail development, commercial office uses, and residential, institutional, and 
government uses in Overtown.  These opportunities are guided and constrained by physical 
factors such as building condition, land use and zoning, as well as by economic factors, such as 
existing supply and demand for a given use.  
 
Our retail analysis describes the market, analyzes retail potential, and recommends potential 
actions Chester can take to improve its retail environment and the area immediately surrounding 
the CTC. (Section 4.1) We investigated other types of potential uses, and their feasibility given 
the current investment environment and market conditions (Sections 4.2), and we analyzed 
Chester’s zoning code as it relates to development in the Overtown area. (Section 4.3) 
 

4.1 RETAIL ANALYSIS 

THE EXISTING RETAIL LANDSCAPE IN CHESTER 

The following maps reveal the concentration of two retail sectors that are a priority for the 
community within the study area: grocers and restaurants.   
Figure 9 shows full service grocers within the market area, these are primarily outside the CTC 
primary trade area, but within a 15-minute drive time or a 20 to 30 minute bus ride.  The 
restaurants and eateries are those within the City and are more closely aligned with the 
secondary trade area, as shown in Figure 10.11 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

                                                 
11 The restaurant list was provided by CEDA, and it was cross referenced by ESI.  Grocers were researched via 
internet and visual review. 
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FIGURE 9 - CHESTER EXISTING GROCERS AND SHOPPING CENTERS 
 

Source: CEDA, ESRI, ESI (2013) 
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THE TRADE AREA  

Trade areas are useful to understand typical retail consumer patterns, and are commonly used by 
retailers, investors and lenders to analyze a market.  Trade area definition will help the City of 
Chester understand which types of retail to target and why.  Overtown is the hub for our trade 
area analysis and the CTC is the center point for mapping the trade areas.  
 

 The typical primary trade area for a downtown environment is ½ to 1 mile, (assumes 
concentric circles).  The typical secondary trade area for a downtown environment 
averages between 3 to 5 miles, depending on density, road network, and the geography.  
Drive times that correspond to concentric geographies are often used when physical 
topography and natural features such as interstates, mountains and water bodies interfere 
with symmetry. 

 We used drive times for this assessment due to the City’s waterfront location and the 
physical geography and development landscape (lack of density). We calculated drive 
times that roughly correspond to distance and mapped the primary and secondary areas to 
gain better understanding of the potential retail market, competitive retail projects and sites, 
and their juxtaposition to the CTC and Overtown; 

 The five minute drive time corresponds closely to the 1 mile area and is the primary trade 
area; 

 A ten-minute drive time best fits the secondary trade area for the CTC, based on the auto 
dependent environment, density challenges and geography of the City. (See Figure 10) 

FIGURE 10 – CHESTER PRIMARY AND SECONDARY TRADE AREAS 

 
Source: ESRI (2013) 
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It is important to recognize these trade area definitions have some limitations, especially in a City 
such as Chester, where many residents rely on public transit. The routes of the local bus lines 
and limited commuter facilities make it almost impossible to accurately account for ridership time 
related to retail access.   
 
The traditional retail trade area for local, convenience retail goods and services (grocery, dry 
cleaner, local restaurants) falls within the one- to three-mile range and even below one-mile for 
certain types of retail such as convenience stores or coffee shops. The trade area for larger, more 
destination-driven retail (big box, department stores, specialty stores, and home improvement) is 
significantly broader.  This can vary slightly depending upon the individual community, landmass, 
density of population, and the local road network. 
 
 

THE CHESTER MARKETPLACE PROFILE 

 
As part of this effort, we also looked at the demographic and income characteristics within the 
primary and secondary trade areas for the CTC, as shown in  
Table 10. 
 

TABLE 9 – CHESTER RETAIL CHARACTERISTICS FOR 5 AND 10 MINUTE DRIVE TIMES 
 

2012 5 Minute Drive 
10 Minute 

Drive 

Total Population 28,411 127,678 
Total Daytime Population 11,294 49,713 
Median Age (in years) 30 37 
Total number of Households 10,013 49,101 
Average Household Size 2.64 2.52 
Number Family Households 6,237 31,757 
Average Family Size 3.32 3.14 
Households with Children (%) 0.37 0.34 
Number of Housing Units 11,517 53,721 
Owner Occupied (%) 34% 56% 
Renters Occupied  (%) 53% 36% 
Vacant (%) 13% 9% 
Median Home Value $85,067 $171,972 
Median Household Income $29,057 $45,516 

Source: ESRI (2013) 

 



 
 

 

  

33

 

Econsult Solutions   |   1435 Walnut Street, Ste. 300   |   Philadelphia, PA 19102   |   215.717.2777   |   econsultsolutions.com 

 The Chester Transportation Center & Economic Development | Action Plan | Draft Report  

RETAIL OPPORTUNITY - RETAIL DEMAND & SUPPLY IN STUDY AREA: LEAKAGES SUMMARY 

 
Retail sales and demand were compiled by category within the trade area (grocery, general 
merchandise, restaurants, and others).  Table 12 highlights the general retail demand and sales 
characteristics within the primary trade area, or a five-minute drive. These characteristics would 
also apply within a ten to fifteen minute bus ride, assuming no transfers.  We selected this 
geography because it is the primary retail trade area of the CTC and the core downtown market 
area. 
 
 

TABLE 10 - 5 MINUTE DRIVE RETAIL CHARACTERISTICS SUMMARY 
 

Industry 
Demand (Retail 

Potential) $M 
Supply (Retail 

Sales) $M Retail Gap $M 
Leakage / Surplus 

Factor 

Total Retail Trade and Food & Drink $189.0 $126.1 $62.9 20.0 

Food Services & Drinking Places $27.8 $15.0 $12.8 29.9 

Grocery Stores $36.8 $20.5 $16.3 28.4 

Specialty Food Stores $1.7 $2.9 -$1.2 -25.9 

Clothing & Clothing Accessories Stores $8.3 $4.7 $3.7 28.2 

Other Retail $114.2 $82.9 $31.4 - 

Source: ESRI (2013) 

 
We further analyzed retail surplus and leakage in detail within each category, presented in Figure 
11.  A positive value represents ‘leakage’ of retail opportunity outside the trade area (“leakage” is 
defined as consumers who leave the trade area for goods and/or services that they want, but 
cannot find, in it.).  A negative value represents a surplus of retail sales, a market where 
customers are drawn in from outside the trade area to it.  The Retail Gap represents the difference 
between Retail Potential and Retail Sales.12  
 
Figure 11 shows the Leakage/Surplus Summary within the study area, based on data prepared 
by ESRI, Inc.  The retail sales and leakage is calculated for individual retail categories.  A 
negative value indicates that sales are coming from outside the area. Positive numbers indicate 
that consumers are leaving the market to shop: 
 

 Supply (retail sales) estimates sales to consumers by establishments, and sales to 
businesses are excluded.  

                                                 
12 ESRI uses the North American Industry Classification System (NAICS) to classify businesses by their primary type of 
economic activity.  Retail establishments are classified into 27 industry groups in the Retail Trade sector, as well as 
four industry groups within the Food Services & Drinking Establishments subsector. 
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 Demand (retail potential) estimates the expected amount spent by consumers at retail 
establishments.13 

 
FIGURE 11 – CHESTER RETAIL LEAKAGE/SURPLUS SUMMARY 

 

 
Source: ESRI (2013) 

 

                                                 
13 Demand in this analysis is based on residential population only and does not account for daytime population or 
visitors.  All supply and demand estimates are in current dollars. 
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Retail Potential 
 
Understanding retail requirements will be effective in understanding what is achievable.  Table 11 
is a snapshot of retail criteria for individual retail uses in a neighborhood commercial corridor.  It 
shows the population needed to support these types of stores and other characteristics typical of 
these stores. In comparison to the numbers below, for example, the city of Chester’s daytime 
population is approximately 1,300 with a quarter mile and 2,400 within half a mile, including 
workers and residents.14  
 

TABLE 11 – OPTIMAL CRITERIA FOR RETAIL USES FOUND IN NEIGHBORHOOD/COMMERCIAL 

CORRIDORS 
 

  
Neighborhood 
grocery/Bodega 

Food and Beverage 
(regional sit down 
restaurant)  Convenience Retail  

Neighborhood Goods 
and Services 

Population At least 7,000 within 
1/2 mile 

7 - 10,000  in 1/2 mile 1 - 2,000 within 1/4mile 30,000 within 1 mile 

Daytime Population 3-5,000 within 1/2 mile  12 - 15,000  in a 1/2 
mile 

At least 5 - 7,000 within 
1/2 mile 

10,000 within 1/2 mile 

Traffic (pedestrian 
and vehicular) 

Local grocers 
customers are primarily 
local, approx. 20% 
arrive on foot.  
Customer traffic tends 
to peaks in the morning  
and evening hours  
concentrated around  
commuting times 

40 - 60 pedestrians per 
hour is ideal.  Coffee 
shops, deli's and ice 
cream stores 
need lots of customers 
who make quick 
purchases. 

Convenience stores 
rely on frequent but 
limited purchases from 
local customers -  
“impulse goods” (i.e. 
gum  or  candy, soda) 
The  majority of 
customer traffic is 
pedestrian, thus 
vehicular traffic is less  
important.  

These stores (apparel, 
home furnishing, etc.) 
are more destination 
oriented relying on 
deliberate purchases. 
Close to 15%  of sales 
originate from  daytime 
populations 

Miscellaneous 
Preferences & 
Requirements 

Corner locations 
appealing; areas for 
sidewalk displays.  
Loading and refuse 
areas key 

Like to locate near 
other restaurants & 
cafes, and 
entertainment uses or 
large employers and 
anchors.  Ventilation 
and grease traps  

 Off-street parking 
and/or convenient  
street parking, 
pedestrian access; 

Parking is key - onsite 
or near the door.  
Storage/stock space. 
Access to loading is 
important - some 
require proprietary 
loading docks.     

Average Store Size 2,500-6,000 sf 1,500-5,000 sf  2,400-2,500 sf   5,000-20,000 SF 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
14 US Census and ESRI data. 
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Retail Profitability Analysis 
 
Demand for space depends on a host of factors, including local taxes, the overall environment, 
the level of activity on the streets, and complementary uses.  The amount of rent a store-owner is 
willing to pay depends on the profit the user can make at the location, which is directly tied to the 
location and its traffic potential.   
 
Table 14 shows the pro forma of a representative 1,500 square foot retail business in Overtown, 
with annual sales of approximately $133 per square foot.  The pro forma shows revenues and 
expenses from running the store.  The business generates $200,000 in revenue, and 
approximately $17,000 of profits (before taxes).  However, this business offers no compensation 
to the owner for the owner’s efforts, and after accounting for the need to pay the business owner, 
there is little to no surplus.  The limited profitability means that entrepreneurs have little incentive 
to locate in Overtown. 
 

TABLE 12 - PRO FORMA FOR A REPRESENTATIVE RETAIL BUSINESS 
 

  Sales 200,000 

  Square Feet 1,500 

    
 % of sales Annual Monthly 
Sales 100% $           200,000 $          16,667 
Cost of Sales 70% $           140,540 $          11,712 

Gross Income  $             59,460 $            4,955 
   $                   - 
Rent    
Amortization. & Depreciation  1% $               2,620 $               218 
Insurance (non-health) 1% $               1,360 $               113 
Other SG&A Exp. 7% $             13,780 $            1,148 

Total Expenses  $             17,760 $            1,480 
    
Salary-Wages 1.50  $             25,000 $            2,083 

Total Expenses with Salaries  $             42,760 $            3,563 
   $                   - 

Net Profit Before Taxes  $             16,700 $            1,392 
Source: ESI, BizStats (2013) 

 
Profits, and hence the willingness to invest in Overtown, can be changed from two directions – 
reducing operating costs or increasing revenue.  Cost reduction could occur because of tax relief, 
regulatory relief or other factors.  Revenue increases would occur if there were more customers, 
and if the income of the customers increased. 
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RETAIL FINDINGS  

Based on the supply and demand analysis, a review of the marketplace psychographics and 
demographics and of retail trends, and a store-level profitability analysis, there is limited 
opportunity to support new retail at the present time.  This is based on the total population, low 
daytime population, low household income, limited disposable income, and an abundance of 
groceries and retail alternatives within relatively close distance to Chester. This includes stores 
and centers located in surrounding jurisdictions that are serving the Chester population. The 
potential for new retail development will be accelerated when market fundamentals are 
strengthened by a combination of demographics, driven by residential density and incomes, and 
increased daytime population.15 

 
Our analysis suggests that there is limited market opportunity in Chester for restaurants and food 
and grocers today. The majority of the local grocery demand is already being satisfied by 
neighborhood grocers, food markets in the City and communities adjacent to Chester.  The new 
Philabundance store at 3103 W. 9th Street and the Bottom Dollar planned for 15 Street and 
Edgmont Avenue will likely capture the unmet demand ($16M) as well as a portion of those 
grocery sales that are currently leaving the City.  Any opportunity to further increase local grocery 
sales is at existing grocers and neighborhood food stores, such as Kim’s Food Market. Potential 
growth will depend on the acceptance and performance of Philabundance and Bottom Dollar and 
increased consumer traffic in the City and near the CTC.   
 
Present Opportunity 
The one area that might present potential is for unique local independent business concepts, 
providing the cost to entry remains low, which might appeal to the local market as well as a larger 
and/or discreet audience. This really is a niche strategy that, if developed organically could help 
create a critical mass of retail uses that collectively will help to turn Overtown and the CTC area 
into a more vibrant destination. However, success requires considerable effort and commitment 
from local partners and a willingness of the local community to support these businesses. If all of 
this occurs, the following retail categories offer the highest probability for success: 
  
Entertainment-oriented retail   
Special food services/eating establishments (niche menus, full service low cost family style, 
limited service eating places, ethnic food)   
General merchandise/GAFO15 (including discount department stores, apparel, accessories, 
children's’ retail, home products - except for furniture) 
 
Expanded Retail Demand 
However, there may be an opportunity to strengthen and expand certain components of the 
existing retail base by capturing the portion of the consumer market that is currently leaving the 
City to shop and those consumers that have been overlooked in Chester, including Widener 
students and faculty, commuters, tourists and visitors.  Serving these consumers would require 

                                                 
15 General Merchandise, apparel, furnishing and other. 
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marketing existing businesses, especially those that are unique, and even tweaking the goods 
and offerings available.  The prospect for expanding the retail base is largely dependent upon an 
increase of customer traffic.  We believe demand for retail will grow if the residential and 
employment base expands and traffic to the City increases. 
 
Unmet demand for restaurant and eateries is estimated to be close to $13 million. Specifically, 
unmet demand for full service restaurants is estimated to be approximately $4.7 million and just 
over $5 million for limited service restaurants. Current demand for restaurants and eateries is 
restricted by the limited residential base, low household income and low daytime population.16  
The figures suggest that the Overtown area might be able to support three to five new eating 
establishments in the near future.  This assumes a mix of fast-casual or take-out alternatives, or 
even one moderately priced sitdown restaurant.  Demand for restaurants and eateries should 
increase as the workforce grows, and the daytime and visitor traffic to the downtown market 
expands. Marketing and promotion activities directed to the neighborhood and to promote area 
restaurants could further enhance the demand.  
 
Demand for general retail is also limited at just over $50 million. Any opportunity for expanding 
the retail base relies upon an increase of customer traffic and the recapture of sales that are 
leaving the City and capturing traffic that passes through and by the City.  
 
Regardless of the current uncertainties facing the local economy, there are several factors that 
could positively impact the CTC and the City of Chester’s retail mix long-term, in particular: 
 

 New	residential	units	in	the	development	pipeline;	
 Improved	access	to	the	Widener	student	body	and	faculty;	
 Increased	awareness	of	Union	patrons	and	Harrah’s	customers;		
 Workers	already	in	the	market;	
 Word	of	mouth	marketing	about	the	businesses	already	there.	

 
Additionally, leveraging the large volume of traffic on Route 291 by increasing signage and 
wayfinding signs to Overtown and existing retail, may bring additional foot traffic to the area, all 
representing potential future patrons of Overtown stores. 

RAIL-RELATED RETAIL 

We examined retail uses at and adjacent to train stations, locally and nationwide.  The most 
commonly found retail uses in train stations include: newsstand, coffee shop, donut or pastry 
shop, convenience store, restaurant/bar, fast casual/take out (deli, burgers, and smoothies), book 
store, and a florist kiosk/vendor. 
 

                                                 
16 The average McDonalds generates $2.7million in annual sales, and the typical 4,000 square feet Denny’s full service 
restaurant generates $1.7 million in annual sales, www.burgerbusiness.com 
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Few of the regional stations within the Philadelphia regional market have commercial tenants, 
primarily professional services, which do not rely on foot traffic, or ridership for support.  Those 
stations with commercial tenants also have exterior access to the business.  
 
Smaller train stations tend not to have retail primarily due to a lack of suitable footprint and the 
high cost of overhead including the cost of utilities, and liability insurance.  Under this scenario, 
retail uses are frequently found adjacent to the stations, and serve the local commuter network as 
well as the community at large.  
 
The retail circumstances at the CTC are similar to those found in and at smaller stations 
elsewhere.  There are several retailers and restaurants operating within easy walking distance 
from the station that currently cater to commuter traffic including the donut and pastry store 
(Phatso’s), the combined news stand and water ice kiosk, Kim’s Food Market, and the Carters 
Stop & Go.  According to the individual proprietors, a sizable portion of their customers are 
commuters, and the majority of sales occur in the morning hours.17 We also heard that sales of 
certain food items tend to decrease after the second week of the month.18 
 
 

4.2 COMMERCIAL, RESIDENTIAL, AND INSTITUTIONAL USES 

 
Commercial office, residential, and other non-retail uses offer the opportunity to fill in some of the 
many vacant or underutilized parcels and buildings in Overtown.  In addition, these uses can 
bring additional people to Overtown to supplement retail and other activity.  This section 
discusses several potential uses and then crafts financial analyses to identify feasibility. 
 
Commercial Office 
Commercial office would be a good use for many of the vacant spaces in Overtown.  Overtown 
needs more activity, and tenants of commercial office space can bring activity and vitality to the 
neighborhood.   
 
Commercial office space in Chester could draw from a much wider geography than retail stores.  
Many offices are flexible enough regarding location that all visitors looking to relocate anywhere 
in Eastern Delaware County could consider Chester.  On the other hand, offices can also choose 
to locate in many other municipalities.  The locational choice depends in large part by how one 
location compared to another in terms of rents, quality of space, ease of access, amenities, 
perceptions of safety, and the local regulatory and tax environment. 
 
Overtown is attractive to tenants because it is easy access from many parts of the region 
because of its proximity to public transportation and major highways.  Potential commercial 
spaces in Overtown are fairly small, so professional offices or small firms are the most likely 

                                                 
17 Derived through conversations with proprietors. 
18 Food items purchased with SNAP (Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program) 
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tenants.  In addition, Kimberly Clark, Widener, or other Chester institutions could locate some of 
their back-office space in Overtown. 
 
From an investment perspective, commercial office space can be configured in a variety of ways 
and generally does not need the same level of investment as a residential unit does and therefore 
is less expensive to build out than residential.  Furthermore, office tenants do not depend on foot 
traffic to generate revenue, so a lack of street activity is not a deterrent so long as the street is 
perceived as safe. 
 
However, there are several factors that harm Overtown's potential for commercial tenants, 
including the many vacant or ill-kept buildings, high taxes, perceptions of crime, and limited 
amenities.  If these demand side factors can be overcome or reduced in severity, interest would 
potentially increase. 
 
Residential Uses 
Residential use is also a desirable and will help make the area more vital.  Unlike many other 
uses, residential units bring round-the-clock activity to the streets, which will improve safety 
perceptions and bring additional customers for stores.  Furthermore, residential uses increase the 
constituency for improvement, especially if some units are owner occupied. 
 
People choose residences based on convenience to work, family and friends, amenities, the 
quality of the space and the environment, safety, rent, taxes and public services, including 
schools.  Demand for residential space could come from existing Chester residents, workers at 
some of the major local employers, or students. 
 
The investment required can be a barrier because residential uses are difficult to implement in 
many of the existing structures due to the physical condition of the buildings, code issues, and 
because residences need more interior fit-out and systems than non-residential uses.  The 
additional fit-out for residents drive up costs, which is a critical issue where rents are low. 
 
The current physical environment in Overtown, the lack of amenities and concerns of 24-hour 
safety discourage residence.  As with commercial office, if these demand side factors can be 
overcome or reduced in severity, interest would increase. 
 
Institutional & Government Uses 
Some institutional uses, such as higher education or professional training, can bring activity to the 
streets and fill vacant buildings. 
 
Institutional uses are slightly different from retail, residential or commercial uses as their location 
decisions are more mission driven and less bottom-line driven.  In other words, institutional uses 
will locate in Overtown if that location makes sense for their goals, rather than for revenue and 
expenses, though financial considerations do come into play as well. 
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However, space requirements for institutional uses are often specialized, and many Overtown 
buildings might not be appropriately configured.  Furthermore, some institutional uses would not 
be a good fit for Overtown.  For example, schools for young children or elder care facilities would 
not generate positive externalities. 
 
Government is an appropriate use for currently vacant or underutilized spaces.  Governments are 
similar to institutions in that they are mission driven, and are able to locate in Overtown if that 
suits their mission.  Indeed, there is already a heavy government presence in Overtown.  Locating 
additional government operations in Overtown could help fill space and finance renovations, but 
successful commercial districts are not based solely or even principally on government functions.   
 

FINANCIAL FEASIBILITY OF NON-RETAIL USES 

 
The development of Overtown or any commercial area relies on two related phenomena – 
businesses (for profit and not-for-profit) finding it economically sensible to locate in an area and 
developers finding it economically sensible to provide space for businesses. 
 
Private sector development depends on the developer being able to make a profit on 
development.  In other words, the rent that a tenant is willing to pay must be sufficient to pay 
development and operating costs, and deliver a sufficient return to the developer to make it worth 
the developer’s time and effort to put the building into service. The developer’s costs include land 
acquisition (or building acquisition), renovation expenses and operating expenses, such as 
insurance, utilities, and taxes. 
 
For many buildings in Overtown, substantial investment is needed to bring the buildings up to 
code so that they can be leased out.  For some buildings the entire structure needs renovation, 
while for others the ground floor can be brought up to code relatively easily, but the upper floors, 
because of advanced deterioration and because of fire safety concerns, are very expensive to 
make ready for use.   
 
 
Table 15 shows the pro forma of a representative 1,500 square foot building in Overtown.  The 
building exists, but is in need of substantial renovation to make it suitable for rental.  If it were 
renovated, it could command a rent of $12,000 per year, or $4,986 after taxes and operating 
expenses.  This rent justifies a building valuation of approximately $71,200 based on a 7% cap 
rate.  However, the cost to make the building ready for use is $100,000, or approximately $28,800 
more than the building would be worth if it were generating rent.  Therefore it is not profitable to 
redevelop the building. 
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TABLE 13 - PRO FORMA FOR A REPRESENTATIVE BUILDING 
 

 Revenue 

Rent per Month $          1,000 
Rent per Year $        12,000 
Vacancy 5% 
Net Rent $        11,400 
Other Income - 

Total Income $        11,400 
  
Operating Costs  

Utilities $             300 
Insurance $          2,000 
Maintenance $             300 
Real Estate Taxes19 $          3,814 
Other Operating Expenses - 

Total Operating Costs $          6,414 
  

Net Operating Income $          4,986 
Cap Rate 7% 
Implied Value $        71,229 
  
Rehabilitation Costs to Make Ready $      100,000 
  

Funding Gap $        28,771 

Source: ESI (2013) 

 
The gap between value and renovation cost can be closed from two directions – reducing costs 
or increasing rents.  Cost reduction could occur because of tax relief, regulatory relief on code 
provisions, or subsidies.  Rents increase only if demand increases. 
 
Each building will have its own rent potential and development cost.  A sensible redevelopment 
strategy is to start with the buildings that have the smallest gaps.  If those get leased, and rents 
improve, other buildings may become viable targets for renovation.  In order to determine which 
buildings should initially be redeveloped, the City needs to conduct a comprehensive building 
assessment.  Our visual survey provided an initial idea of uses and conditions in Overtown but 
cannot replace a real assessment.  Also note that if market conditions become favorable for 
development, building owners will naturally renovate the buildings most suited for redevelopment. 

 

                                                 
19 Real estate taxes are obtained by applying the total millage from all real estate taxes and applying those to the 
assessed value of $60,000 which is consistent with local property found in Overtown.  Millages include 5.4 for the 
County, 24.4 for the School District, 33.6 for the City for a total of 63.5 millage to apply to the property value.  
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IMPLICATIONS 

The short run implication of the pro forma analysis is that there will be little market rate 
development or redevelopment of space because the pro forma does not “pencil out.”  This 
financial gap is common in other older municipalities, and overcoming the gap is the goal of 
redevelopment efforts.  The point of improving Overtown’s environment is to increase demand 
enough to make market rate development more feasible. 
 
The implication of the analysis is that commercial office is perhaps the most feasible use because 
of lower construction costs, because of the relative accessibility, and because tenants do not 
need foot traffic.  Residential rehabilitation is less likely to be feasible due to costs.  Also since 
there are currently not many residents living in Overtown and there is limited evening activity, 
demand might be limited for residential uses too. 
 
 

4.3 ZONING ANALYSIS 

 
Ideally, a zoning code should create clear guidelines that guide development towards forms and 
uses that fit with the local vision for the area.  As a resource, the zoning code should set clear 
expectations to allow potential developers and business owners to plan their projects with greater 
certainty that their designs will be acceptable to the community. The core of City of Chester 
zoning ordinance was written more than 60 years ago.  Periodic revisions have been made since, 
but the overall thrust of the document is still saddled with the outdated anti-urban view of what 
kinds of development are desirable.   
 
Chester's zoning regulations for the Overtown area are fundamentally inconsistent with the vision 
of an active, walkable, vibrant downtown. The parking and bulk requirements of the CBD Zone (in 
which nearly all of Overtown falls) are better suited to suburban style development than that 
associated with an urban central business district.  Our analysis of the code largely echoes the 
critique of the 2004 City of Chester/EDAW report, the recommendations of which have not been 
implemented (with the notable exception of cafes and restaurants now being permitted as a by-
right use).20  To illustrate how the zoning code is incompatible with downtown development, we 
discuss two examples: parking and lot coverage. 
 

PARKING 

The parking requirements of the zoning code are uniform throughout the City.  The prescribed off-
street parking minimums are inappropriate in a walkable downtown area, such as Overtown.  For 
example, the code requires a convenience store to supply one off-street parking space for every 

                                                 
20  An amendment to ordinance passed in May 2009 added "Restaurant or cafe" to the list uses permitted in the CBD 
Commercial District.  



 
 

 

  

44

 

Econsult Solutions   |   1435 Walnut Street, Ste. 300   |   Philadelphia, PA 19102   |   215.717.2777   |   econsultsolutions.com 

 The Chester Transportation Center & Economic Development | Action Plan | Draft Report  

A zoning ordinance in Overtown would help turn the streets into more 
walkable and welcoming public spaces.  

125 square feet of gross floor area. That means that a smaller 7-11 or Wawa of approximately 
2,500 square feet would need to provide 20 parking spaces (2500 ÷ 125 = 20).   At 180 square 
feet per space, the parking area would need to be at least 3,600 square feet — even before 
accounting for the aisle (12 to 24 feet wide) and landscaping required by the code. All in, the 
parking area would likely be twice the size of the store itself. In a walkable area, well-served by 
transit, and with adequate on-street parking, the requirements are an onerous and unnecessary 
burden on potential business owners. Furthermore, the suburban style pattern of development 
dictated by the parking requirement is inconsistent with a vibrant urban Overtown.  
 
The code also allows parking lots and parking structures as a by-right use in the CBD zone. 
Parking lots should be discouraged, not permitted by right.  Parking structures should, at 
minimum, be required to have active uses on the ground the floor.    
 

LOT AND BUILDING AREA: YARDS 

Similar to the parking requirements, the requirements regulating building area and yards are 
better suited to suburban-style development than an urban downtown.  For a residential parcel, 
the building may occupy only 50 percent of the lot; for all other uses, the building may occupy 
only 80 percent.  Likewise, the code requires rear yards of 15 feet for all buildings, as well as a 
front yard of 15 feet for residential buildings.  In an urban downtown such as Overtown, there 
should be uniform setbacks (i.e. no front yards) and full-lot building coverage.  
 
Though it may be possible to overcome these and other anti-urban zoning requirements, any 
effort to do so will cost money and take time, both of which make development cost more 
expensive. 
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5.0 TRANSPORTATION ANALYSIS 

5.1 THE CHESTER TRANSPORTATION CENTER 

 
The existing CTC originally 
opened in 1903. It is owned 
by AMTRAK and leased to 
SEPTA. The CTC is 
bounded by East 6th Street 
to the north, the CTC bus 
loop to the south, Avenue of 
the States to the west, and 
Welsh Street to the east.  
In the vicinity of the CTC, 
East 6th Street is one-way 
operating eastbound and 
Avenue of the States and 
Edgmont Avenue are both 
one-way operating 
southbound.  The AMTRAK / 

SEPTA railroad tracks run parallel to East 6th Street and are elevated on bridge structures above 
Avenue of the States, Edgmont Avenue, and Welsh Street. Stairs to the rail platform are located 
at the immediate CTC building area as well as at the southeast corner of the intersection of 
Avenue of the States and East 6th Street. 
 
In general, the interior of the CTC is in good condition with all of the basic amenities needed by a 
passenger including waiting areas, restrooms, and ticketing. There are stairs and an elevator to 
the second floor of the CTC where the station platforms are accessed. Also on the second floor, 
separated from the platform access, is an Amtrak office and a Community Room. There are no 
restrooms on the second level. The Ticket Office hours of operation at the station are 5:45 a.m. to 
12:45 p.m. Monday through Friday (closed on Saturday and Sunday). The building itself is open 
until 4 p.m. (per ticket office staff) but appears to close earlier.  
 
Renovations to the CTC were completed in 2001 which addressed the interior space as well as 
improvements to bus access, circulation and bus canopies. There is a pedestrian network 
including sidewalks surrounding the CTC; however, the network lacks continuous connections in 
all areas. There are no existing bicycle facilities at the station (e.g. bicycle racks or lockers).  
Additional amenities on the exterior of the CTC include benches and awnings (see photo on p. 
52), with the exception of the waiting areas for SEPTA bus routes 109, 114 and 118, where no 
shelter is provided. Lighting in the vicinity of the CTC is generally good. 
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5.2 RIDERSHIP  

 
SEPTA provides daily regional rail service along the Wilmington/Newark Line to and from the 
CTC.  The weekday rail ridership for the CTC is 626 riders, ranking 73rd out of 151 stations within 
the SEPTA Regional Rail System.21  SEPTA also provides bus service to and from the CTC via 
numerous routes including the 37, 109, 113, 114, 117, 118, and 119.  These routes and other 
local transit service are illustrated in Figure 12. Weekday total bus ridership for the CTC is 3,911.  
Saturday total bus ridership is 2,172 with Sunday service totaling 1,623 riders.  
 
Specific SEPTA bus routes of interest include the 37 and the 113, which provide a connection to 
the Harrah’s Casino, just east of the CTC.  For connections to PPL Park, home of the 
Philadelphia Union, a free shuttle service operates on game days to take fans from the CTC to 
the stadium, and from the stadium to the CTC after the game has ended.  Service begins four 
hours prior to game time and runs on 20-minute headways until all fans have left the stadium.  
Other modes of transportation at the CTC include taxi cab service provided by the Chester City 
Cab Company. 

FIGURE 12 – CITY OF CHESTER LOCAL TRANSIT SERVICE 
 

 
Source: SEPTA, Bing Maps (2013) 

 

                                                 
21 Per the SEPTA FY 2014 Annual Service Plan 
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5.3 SURROUNDING TRANSPORTATION FACILITIES 

 
The roadway network in the vicinity of the station is sufficient to provide good access for vehicles 
including buses. Based upon multiple site visits, there is adequate parking capacity in the area of 
the CTC for transportation users.22  Sites were visited on different days of the week and at 
different times of day. Parking spaces were available at each visit.  There is on-street parking 
available along East 6th Street, East 5th Street, West 5th Street, Avenue of the States, and Wall 
Street.  There is surface parking available for CTC users at the Welsh Street lot.  These parking 
facilities are illustrated in Figure 13.  
 

FIGURE 13 – PUBLIC PARKING NEAR THE CTC 
 

 
Source: Bing Maps (2013)  

                                                 
22 Chester City and DCPD may want to conduct an additional parking analysis separately. 
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While there is sufficient parking near the CTC, there are insufficient way-finding signs for those 
wishing to park near the CTC.  Parking is available within blocks of the CTC at a City of Chester 
lot at a rate of $.50/day.  There is a public (non-SEPTA) lot across Welsh Street from the CTC 
provided primarily for SEPTA commuters.  This lot and other parking in the area is not visible due 
to lack of signage as well as a lack of information online.  The SEPTA website only provides 
information on SEPTA-owned parking lots and municipal parking lots only after a municipality has 
indicated to SEPTA that they may disclose this information for potential riders.  The SEPTA 
webpage for the CTC states however, that “there is no parking available at this station,” which 
may need to be updated. 
 
While AMTRAK owns the CTC, there is no AMTRAK service at the station. Based on current 
SEPTA ridership and AMTRAK's station spacing, AMTRAK has no immediate plans to make the 
CTC an Amtrak stop. However, with the planned possible introduction of High Speed Rail within 
the next 10 to 15 years on a separate right-of-way, there is possibility of an inter-city type of 
Amtrak service returning to Chester on the existing Northeast Corridor. 
 
 

5.4 HIGHLAND AVENUE STATION  

 
SEPTA has identified that there are significant infrastructure improvements required to keep the 
current Highland Avenue Station open.  Prior to this study, SEPTA indicated its expectation that 
the current station (located south of the CTC along the Wilmington/Newark Line) would close in 
three to five years due to deteriorated conditions and the extremely high cost to construct an ADA 
compliant station at the site.  The Highland Avenue Station, with 87 boarding and 98 alighting 
passengers, operates above SEPTA’s minimum performance standards of 75 boardings or 
alightings per day.23  The Highland Avenue Station was previously classified by SEPTA as a "low 
performance" station with daily ridership less than 75 boardings or alightings.  Given the relatively 
low ridership at this station, the closing of the station will not have a significant impact on the 
SEPTA regional rail ridership at the CTC.  There are bus routes that can take the individuals from 
the Highland Avenue Station area to the CTC for continued SEPTA regional rail service. 
 
The City of Chester may want to undertake a separate, detailed assessment of the impacts of the 
station’s closing, focusing on community engagement, and a full analysis of the broad 
consequences (physical, social, and financial) of the station closing.  
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
23  Per the SEPTA FY 2014 Annual Service Plan. 
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5.5 EAST COAST GREENWAY 

 
The East Coast Greenway is an urban trail project linking Maine to Florida along public right-of-
way, incorporating a number of different facility types along the way.  The current designation for 
the East Coast Greenway through Chester is along 2nd and 4th Streets (PA 291).  The facility is 
a signed on-road shared route. The City of Chester, through the Chester Economic Development 
Authority (CEDA), has developed proposed alignments of the East Coast Greenway (see Figures 
14 and 15) which would deviate from East 4th Street and pass through the Overtown area. 
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Figure 14 – Northbound East Coast Greenway Revision Proposed by CEDA 
 

 
Source: CEDA (2013) 

 
Figure 15 – Southbound East Coast Greenway Revision Proposed by CEDA 

 

 
Source: CEDA (2013) 
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Many buses stop at the CTC, including shuttles to the Riverfront. The station offers 
an outdoor waiting area. 

the Wells Fargo Automotive Finance World Headquarters, SIG’s North American Headquarters, 
Synergy, Power Home Remodeling Group, and Franklin Mint Federal Credit Union.  An adjacent 
“Annex” to the Wharf at Rivertown is planned, but not yet developed. 
 
Existing transit service to the Riverfront area is provided by SEPTA’s 113 bus route.  The route 
originates at the Tri-State Mall in Delaware and terminates at the 69th Street Transportation 
Center in Upper Darby. There are stops in the vicinity of the Riverfront area at the intersection of 
Flower Street and Seaport Drive and at the Wharf at Rivertown along Seaport Drive.  Route 113 
also stops at the CTC in downtown Chester. Supplementary transit to the Riverfront area is 
provided on Philadelphia Union home game days with a free shuttle originating from the CTC to 
PPL Park beginning four hours prior to game time and running on 20 minute headways until the 
end of the game. 
 
A similar type of shuttle route to and from the CTC and the Riverfront area, but on a daily basis, 
was considered as a part of this study.  While the Riverfront area has been significantly 
redeveloped in the past decade to include new uses where there was once a vacant brownfield 
site, the density and land use at this time do not constitute the levels which would be necessary 
to generate the ridership which would support a daily, dedicated jitney transit service for this area.  
As the Riverfront area continues to develop, the City and SEPTA should reevaluate the density 
and uses of the site to determine if transit service upgrades are feasible at that time. 
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Mural arts programs help make areas more 
welcoming.  

Mural arts programs help make areas more 
welcoming.  

6.0 RECOMMENDATIONS  

Many factors can influence 
investment and development, in the 
downtown and Citywide. The 
memory of Chester’s vibrant 
downtown as the central place for 
gathering and business is long past. 
Despite Overtown’s many 
challenges, there have been some 
small wins that can help to build a 
foundation and even encourage 
other investment.  Some of these 
seem to have eluded the regional 
audience and even potential local 
champions and anchors.  

 
The market characteristics of 
Chester’s downtown neighborhood 
are more closely aligned with that of a neighborhood commercial corridor rather than a traditional 
downtown.  Looking at the market this way provides an easier understanding of retail demand 
and potential. Dining and entertainment tend to be the most sought after uses in these types of 
environments, driven by local residents and daytime population. 
 
Creating a sense of vibrancy for a place to live, work, and play has been the most powerful 
approach yet to commercial corridor revitalization in other cities.  The most successful urban 
corridors and neighborhoods enjoy defining characteristics that set them apart from their 
suburban counterparts.  Walkability is fundamental and essential to providing easy access to 
goods within a safe, comfortable distance. The physical environment and local attributes also play 
an important role in attracting retail and customers.   
 
A successful strategy, or economic development action plan, will need to mirror this collaborative 
approach. The City can only succeed if it actively includes representatives of local organizations, 
City officials, county staff, retailers and businesses, not only in the formulation of an action plan, 
but in its direct implementation. Generally, Chester should continue to focus on a step-by-step, 
Main Street approach to bring more economic development and activity to its streets.  
 
Our study offers recommendations to the City of Chester and stakeholders as to how to continue 
to successfully redevelop Overtown through new retail and increased economic activity. The four 
pillars of the proposed action plan include: 

1. Improving the streetscape and physical appearance of Overtown. This will be crucial in 
the short-run in order to encourage visitors to visit Overtown and overcome negative 



 
 

 

  

54

 

Econsult Solutions   |   1435 Walnut Street, Ste. 300   |   Philadelphia, PA 19102   |   215.717.2777   |   econsultsolutions.com 

 The Chester Transportation Center & Economic Development | Action Plan | Draft Report  

perceptions regarding safety. The City should focus on the area near the CTC, the Amtrak 
bridge, and Avenue of the States. 

2. Focusing on current successes and supporting local retailers and home-owners. 
Overtown has a small number of successful retailers who should be supported, especially 
those with expansion plans. That support would entail focusing on strategies that lower 
barriers to small businesses and support their development. This can be done in part by 
working with partners such as the Widener Small Business Development Center (SBDC) 
or the Chester Business Association (CBA). Residents who are working hard to improve 
Overtown should also be championed and encouraged by City government. 

3. Leveraging, in a holistic way, the economic strengths that the CTC and the local market 
offer (beyond Overtown). The CTC, the riverfront developments, and the public sector 
offices along Avenue of the States represent potential patrons who should be encouraged 
to visit Overtown stores. While the redevelopment of certain parcels in Overtown is more 
achievable in the long run, short-term opportunities exist for retail given the right 
circumstances; 

4. Taking a collaborative approach to implementation. No economic development action plan 
will ever be successful in Overtown if City Council, the Chester Economic Development 
Authority (CEDA), the CBA, and other groups do not work hand-in-hand. Collaboration 
must be the cornerstone of any initiative undertaken for economic development purposes. 
Other partners who will also be of help include the Delaware County Planning Department 
and SEPTA. 

The following recommendations are in the context of realistic expectations about what is 
achievable in the immediate, short-term (next three years), and long-term (after three years), 
which may be useful to guide decisions and resources.   
 

6.1 ACTION PLAN: ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT AND RETAIL RECOMMENDATIONS 

 
In regards to economic development and retail, the following recommendations are based on our 
retail market, feasibility, best practices, and zoning analyses. We have taken into consideration 
the City’s assets and market potential, and have organized each recommendation by theme and 
the entity responsible for leading its implementation. The themes covered are Economic 
Development Policy, Land Use and Planning, Physical Improvements, Organization and Capacity 
Building, Retail Attraction/Marketing/Outreach, and Retail Development.  
 
Much of this action plan will need to be implemented by CEDA and the CBA, with support of other 
groups and entities. The role of CEDA is mainly outlined as that of a Main Street Manager 
(regardless of the designation being attributed to the City), and the role of the CBA is that of full-
fledged retail council (acting as the non-profit partner eligible to fundraise for specific, local 
revitalization projects). We understand that CEDA and the CBA, as currently organized and 
funded, have limited resources and time, and we therefore anticipate that both groups will benefit 
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from external technical assistance and additional funds to implement this action plan. However, 
many of these recommendations will come at no cost.  
 

Table 14 - Economic Development and Retail Recommendations 
 
Topic Action Responsibility 

Economic 
Development 
Policy 

Immediate Recommendations   

Continue development incentives programs such as KOZ and LERTA to 
encourage private investment in Overtown; 24 

CEDA 

Promote Widener Small Business Development Center (SBDC) services to 
small business members;  

Chester Business 
Association 

Short-Term Recommendations (3 Years)  

Enable temporary uses of vacant spaces (lots and buildings) to help animate 
the streets, through pop-up retail, short-term leases, street events (e.g. farmers 
markets, art shows, concerts, flea markets); 

CEDA, CRA, City 
Council 

Long-Term Recommendations (3+ Years)  

Work with Widener Small Business Development Center (SBDC) to help 
applicants with CEDA small loans and grants applications; 

CEDA 

Secure funds for a retail loan program to provide ongoing operating capital for 
smaller businesses in Overtown; 

CEDA 

Secure funds for a retail grant program to help start-ups looking to locate in 
Overtown with initial expenses; 

CEDA 

Develop a local retail and arts attraction plan and program; CEDA, Chester 
Business Association 

Encourage artistic uses of public and private space; CEDA, Chester 
Business Association 

Land Use and 
Planning 

Short-Term Recommendations (3 Years)  

Sell promising publicly owned buildings and lots.  Include clawback provisions 
that allow recapture if buyer does not develop the property; 

CEDA, CRA, City 
Council 

Fast-track zoning ordinance in Overtown, with relaxed or eliminated parking 
minimums and a streamlined retail and street signage design program to foster 
a walkable urban downtown environment; 

City Council 

Work with property owners to resolve code issues preventing upper floors being 
placed in service; 

City Council, CEDA 

Long-Term Recommendations (3+ Years)  

Support existing retail in Overtown and the Triangle area, building on and 
promoting successes such as Phatso’s and Kim’s Food Market; 

CEDA 

Focus on land assemblage opportunities to make parcels more attractive for 
large developments; 

CEDA 

Encourage development of vacant spaces for office, residential, and other non-
retail uses; 

CEDA 

                                                 
24 Read more on public and private support funding programs in Appendix B. 
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Topic Action Responsibility 

Organization & 
Capacity Building 

Short-Term Recommendations (3 Years)  

Sign up for The Philadelphia Grant Center membership business marketing 
program; 

Chester Business 
Association 

Long-Term Recommendations (3+ Years)  

Strengthen training for retail and commercial tenants focused on marketing, 
promotion and operations, and customer service; 

Chester Business 
Association 

Physical 
Improvements 

Immediate Recommendations   

Seek product donation from Home Depot Foundation to paint façades and 
grates;  

Chester Business 
Association 

Short-Term Recommendations (3 Years)  

Engage  local artists and art students to paint all roll-up gates in Overtown;  CEDA 

Seek funding from PA Arts Alliance, Kresge Foundation, Knight Foundation, 
Surdna Foundation for revitalization activities or use crowdfunding for smaller 
projects; 

CEDA, CRA 

Seek funding from corporations supporting arts programs, such as Glaxo Smith-
Kline; 

Chester Business 
Association 

Re-implement façade improvement program, and seek financial support from 
Preservation Alliance and Historical Foundation;  

Chester City, CEDA 

Retail Attraction, 
Marketing & 
Outreach 
 
 

Immediate Recommendations   

Provide City Council an action plan for a marketing and business attraction 
program (See Appendix C for more details); 

CEDA 

Organize and host economic development and business attraction events; CEDA 

Develop and implement a proactive public relations and marketing campaign – 
online and offline – (See Appendix C for details); 

CEDA, Chester 
Business Association 

Announce new businesses, prepare marketing collateral to support business 
announcements and attraction; 

Chester Business 
Association 

Establish ties between existing websites and post an online directory listing all 
current retail tenants; websites should include the City’s, Widener’s Student 
Service Directory, Philadelphia Union; Distribute a print version to all major 
employers; 

Chester Business 
Association 

Plan for coordinated marketing campaign (and hours) for Overtown retailers.  
Organize networking events, encourage business participation in special events 
; 

Chester Business 
Association 

Capture media attention on local businesses in community newspapers and 
newsletters; 

Chester Business 
Association 

Include information on CTC hours as well as bus and rail lines on the "Getting 
Around" page of the University website; 

Widener University 

Short-Term Recommendations (3 Years)  

Educate and inform visitors, commuters, and patrons of Harrah’s and PPL 
Union about the offerings near the CTC; 

CEDA 

Communicate with workers and employers (near the CTC and around Chester) Chester Business 
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Topic Action Responsibility 

about Overtown coffee, dining and catering options; Association 

Provide Widener University with information on Overtown stores, businesses, 
and events for their Facebook page; 

Chester Business 
Association 

Distribute a directory of Overtown businesses at the start of each academic year 
as part of Widener freshman orientation; 

Widener University 

Create a new volunteer base for CTC events and activities starting with the 
Widener University Environmental Club and other student organizations with an 
interest in transit, walking and bicycling; 

Widener University 

Long-Term Recommendations (3+ Years)  

Collaborate with real estate transactional professionals on intelligence gathering 
and promotions; 

Chester Business 
Association 

Continue coordinating with bars, restaurants, and other retailers for discounts to 
event tickets; 

Chester Business 
Association 

Market incentives and tools available to support retail attraction and investment 
provided by CEDA; 

Chester Business 
Association 

With CEDA, take on an active business recruitment campaign, including for 
nonretail uses to bolster the employment base; 

Chester Business 
Association 

Link the “Getting Around” section of the University website to a CTC webpage 
once it is up;  

Widener University 

Retail 
Development 

Short-Term Recommendations (3 Years)  

Seek funding from The Kellogg Foundation and The Food Trust to bring a 
farmers market or co-op truck to Chester (See Fresh Food Hub in Philadelphia); 

CEDA 

Make carts available for vendors near the CTC (for rent or subsidized sale) to 
facilitate  presence in Overtown; 

CEDA 
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6.2 ACTION PLAN: TRANSPORTATION RECOMMENDATIONS 

 
A great deal of the necessary infrastructure is in place, but requires improvement for its use to be 
maximized. Additional improvements will be necessary in the short- and long-term to ensure the 
continued success of the CTC in providing quality transportation services to the surrounding 
community.  
 

Table 15 - Transportation Recommendations 
 
Topic Action Responsibility 

Rail 
 

Immediate Recommendations (5 Months)  

Link individual websites to SEPTA’s webpage and the CTC webpage for additional 
information about the CTC, and update/improve SEPTA’s CTC webpage with 
additional information or links to Chester websites; 

CEDA, RDA, Parking 
Authority,  Chester 

Business Association 

Short-Term Recommendations (3 Years)  

Develop a comprehensive maintenance plan for the rail station; SEPTA 

Increase hours of operation at the station building and respect official hours; SEPTA 

Add wayfinding signage from the station platform area to the Harrah’s and PPL 
Park bus stops/shuttle; 

SEPTA 

Support request to paint Amtrak bridge in Overtown; City Council 

Paint Amtrak bridges in Overtown; AMTRAK, SEPTA 

Consider aesthetic improvements to the immediate station area (planters, banners, 
public art); 

SEPTA 

Long-Term Recommendations (3+ Years)  

Conduct a study on the design of a high-level platform in accordance with the 
historic nature of the station25; 

SEPTA 

Upgrade SEPTA rail platforms to high-level platforms; SEPTA 

Immediate Recommendations (5 Months)  

Bus Finalize removal of the redundant Route 119 bus stop at East 6th Street and 
Avenue of the States; 

SEPTA 

Short-Term Recommendations (3 Years)  

Bus shelters or canopies should be constructed for all bus stop waiting areas, such 
as the stops along East 6th Street or Routes 109, 114, 118; 

SEPTA 

Short-Term Recommendations (3 Years)  

Pedestrian Create fully ADA-compliant pedestrian routes in station, eliminate any vertical 
elevation differences or horizontal gaps and provide curb ramps where needed; 

SEPTA 

Complete regular maintenance of sidewalk and other pedestrian routes at the 
station including trimming vegetation and removing debris as needed; 

CEDA, RDA, Parking 
Authority 

                                                 
25 The station does have “mini-high” platforms at the head ends whereby access via ramps to a raised level makes one 
set of train doors accessible. Full high-level platform access allows for more efficient and expedited general boarding 
and alighting, thereby decreasing dwell time at the station which contributes to punctual overall scheduled train times. 
Study should be completed to design a high-level platform in accordance with the historic nature of the building. 
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Topic Action Responsibility 

Add East Coast Greenway route signage for pedestrians, cyclists and visitors; East Coast Greenway 

Support CEDA’s application for deviating the East Coast Greenway through 
Overtown; 

Delaware County 
Planning Dept 

Long-Term Recommendations (3+ Years)  

Conduct a planning study to determine the best pedestrian route between the 
Widener campus and the CTC/Overtown; 

Delaware County 
Planning Dept 

Provide a safe, continuous pedestrian route between the Widener University 
campus and the CTC/Overtown; 

Chester City, CEDA 

Short-Term Recommendations (3 Years)  

Bicycle Add bicycle lockers for CTC commuters; SEPTA 

Install “Share the Road” signs in Overtown, especially in the vicinity of the CTC; Chester City, CEDA 

Add bicycle racks near retail areas; Chester City, CEDA 

Add East Coast Greenway route signage for pedestrians, cyclists and visitors; East Coast Greenway 

Long-Term Recommendations (3+ Years)  

Conduct a study to determine which streets are best suited for designated bicycle 
routes; 

Delaware County 
Planning Dept 

Support CEDA’s application for deviating the East Coast Greenway through 
Overtown; 

Delaware County 
Planning Dept 

Immediate Recommendations (5 Months)  

Parking Advertise available parking near the CTC on SEPTA’s website; SEPTA 

Rotate the parking meters on Avenue of the States so that the user screen faces 
the sidewalk; 

Chester City 

Authorize SEPTA to disclose municipal parking available at the CTC on the SEPTA 
website; 

CEDA, RDA, Parking 
Authority 

Short-Term Recommendations (3 Years)  

Consider converting some municipal parking lots into dedicated park-and-ride 
facilities for the CTC free of charge; 

CEDA, RDA, Parking 
Authority 

Advertise the park-and-ride facility on website, flyers and at the CTC (if 
implemented);  

CEDA, RDA, Parking 
Authority, SEPTA 

Maintain existing municipal parking areas (clean, improve lighting); CEDA, RDA, Parking 
Authority 

Use wayfinding signage to indicate transit-specific parking for CTC commuters; CEDA, RDA, Parking 
Authority 

Trim vegetation and clear debris and trash in parking areas; CEDA, RDA, Parking 
Authority 

Long-Term Recommendations (3+ Years)  

Conduct a parking supply and demand analysis if warranted by future demand; CEDA, RDA, Parking 
Authority 

Monitor utilization rate of park-and-ride facility to potentially introduce fee structure; CEDA, RDA, Parking 
Authority 

Long-Term Recommendations (3+ Years)  
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Topic Action Responsibility 

Circulation Conduct a study to address how two-way operations on Avenue of the 
States/Edgmont Avenue will affect intersecting roadways, intersections, and  
SEPTA bus circulation; 

Delaware County 
Planning Dept 

Redevelop Avenue of the States/Edgmont Avenue for two-way circulation. Delaware County 
Planning Dept 

Highland Station 
Closing 

Undertake a detailed assessment of the station’s closing to include community 
engagement and a full analysis of the broad consequences 
(physical/environmental, social, and economic/financial) of the station closing. 
 

Chester City, CEDA 
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7.0 APPENDIX A – CHESTER SWOT ANALYSIS 

 
A "SWOT" analysis is short for strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats.  It is a strategic 
planning technique for identifying positives and negatives, both short- and long-term, internal and 
external. In the context of a retail market, a SWOT analysis takes stock of existing conditions 
(strengths and weaknesses), identifies areas for growth (opportunities) and potential obstacles to 
success (threats). A SWOT analysis can be a useful tool for guiding strategic planning toward 
realistic, achievable goals.    
   

RETAIL MARKET STRENGTHS 

 
Despite weak economic fundamentals, we have identified certain strengths within Chester that will 
help to support ongoing retail attraction: 

 Strong location between Wilmington and Philadelphia;  
 Successful local entrepreneurs (primarily food-related, though limited) with a steady 

following and demonstrated success; 
 Retail lease asking prices that are well below competitive markets;  
 A downtown that is easily walkable from the CTC; 
 The CTCs central location and consistent ridership; 
 Opportunistic gaps that exist in the local retail mix; 
 Plentiful and affordable parking; 
 A range of potential retail development sites, including surface parking lots, underutilized  

buildings;  
 Architecture and scale of buildings suitable for retail; 
 Streetscape improvements (underway); and 
 Committed local partners. 

 

RETAIL MARKET WEAKNESSES, CONSTRAINTS, AND CHALLENGES 

 
Challenges – even barriers – to new retail entry do exist both at the CTC and in Overtown. These 
can be categorized by capaCity, public and private issues, process and regulatory and general 
market issues, including:  

 Misinformation and/or negative perceptions about the City in the regional marketplace;  
 Lack of appropriate retail product – many spaces available for retail are either 

uninhabitable or do not have essential elements (loading, access, storage) and/or have 
outdated infrastructure; 

 Cost of renovation exceeds potential return from lease rates; 
 Storefronts are gated, closed, and in disrepair; 
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• Inconsistency in store hours among key businesses (entrepreneurs, restaurants), not 
open on weekends;  

• High tax rate/cost of doing business;  
• Physical and organic boundaries, such as the width and orientation of Avenue of the 

States, the train tracks, and Route 291 which create natural boundaries;   
• Lack of a central marketing voice constantly promoting local retail assets to potential 

audiences; 
• Low daytime population; 
• Sales are inconsistent, a significant portion of non-restaurant sales at many existing 

stores occur in the first two weeks of the month;26  
• Small downtown residential base; 
• Low inventory of available/leasable retail space; 
• High store failure rate and vacancy; 
• Building and block footprints (no alleys), inability to access upper floors; and 
• Retail not a priority for Amtrak within the CTC. 

 

RETAIL MARKET THREATS 

 
 Lack of police presence on streets; 
 Lack of foot traffic; 
 Corporate cafeterias/cafes; 
 Severe deterioration of building stock; 
 High commercial vacancy; 
 Cost of build-out/renovation exceeds potential revenue; 
 Limited local demand for retail goods; 
 Amtrak overhead legal requirements; and 
 Ending of Keystone Opportunity Zone (KOZ). 

 

RETAIL MARKET OPPORTUNITIES 

 
 Strengthening connections with Widener University students and faculty; 
 Widener University local procurement commitment; 
 Employees located  in the Wharf at Rivertown, Kimberly Clark, Harrah’s and others; 
 Civil servants along Avenue of the States; 
 Visitors to the riverfront; 
 Union and Harrah’s patrons; 
 Leverage successful local retailers and restaurants; 
 Promote existing businesses and individual entrepreneurs to the region;  

                                                 
26 Anecdotal information derived from several retailers. 
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 Foot traffic from Park-N-Ride; 
 Small increase of traffic at the CTC from Highland Avenue Station closing; and 
 Retail uses adjacent to and near the CTC. 
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8.0 APPENDIX B – OVERVIEW OF SELECTED FUNDING 
PROGRAMS, AND INITIATIVES 

Over the years, CEDA and CRA have accessed state, county, and federal support for planning 
processes and economic development projects such as DCNR C2P2, Department of Community 
and Economic Development (DCED) housing and redevelopment assistance which is now 
combined with the Keystone Communities Program, the Municipal Assistance Program for its 
planning studies, such as the zoning re-write and Department of Environmental Protection (DEP) 
funding for brownfields currently underway. 
 
The City has benefitted from recent developments, with a focus along the Waterfront and 
Widener University. In 2008 the first new hotel to Chester in 35 years, University Crossings, was 
brought to Widener’s campus, less than one mile from downtown Chester.  In 2010, the 
Philadelphia Union brought their stadium, most known for its stunning views of the Commodore 
Barry Bridge, to the waterfront. This recent development was part of a new strategy to reconnect 
downtown Chester with the Riverfront, and bring additional jobs to the City. The City also 
acquired 1,400 feet of land and transformed it into a pedestrian and bike path, the Chester 
Riverwalk from Highland Avenue to Norris Street, along the Delaware River.  
 
Most recent and current initiatives include: 
 

 The Strong Cities, Strong Communities (SC2) Initiative - In 2012 Chester was selected as 
one of six cities nationally to participate in the federal initiative, an initiative meant to 
enable partnerships between local governments and federal agencies. Under this 
program, the federal agencies do not directly provide funding, but provides them support 
and guidance in navigating “bureaucratic red tape and spark economic development”   

 TCSP – Transportation Communities, Systems Preservation Program  FHWA/DOT - 
$1,000,000 award for street enhancements 

 Hometown Streets – PennDot  $950,000 award for streetscape enhancements;  the above 
award will complete the Triangle Street Project;  design complete 

 Various Revitalization Assistance Capital Program grant awards for Philabundance Food 
Cooperative; Soccer Stadium; the Union Square Neighborhood revitalization project;  
these have been awarded and are either finished projects or underway for a total of about 
$29,000,000.  The City has had several of these RACPs over the years for different 
projects;  other requests are in the pipeline for projects around the City 

 Sears Building redevelopment – partial demolition funds have been awarded; request 
submitted at $300,000 

 Keystone Communities Funding – Main Street funding request for façade restoration grant 
program for the downtown and Main Street Designation 

 Overtown Committee working on Main Street designation, with DCED 
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 Alternative and Clean Energy program through DCED as incentives for the three 
alternative energy companies that are seeking assistance in locating along Rt. 291; This is 
project specific and is work through  the Commonwealth Financing Authority and DCED 

 PennVest Green award of $407,000 for the City for trees and shrubs;  The City recently 
received this award (the largest in PA) to enhance the greening project already started by 
Shade Tree Commission and CEDA, in partnership with DVRPC and PHS 

  

OVERVIEW OF KEY CITY DEVELOPMENT PROGRAMS  

  
Keystone Opportunity Zone 
The City of Chester is the only municipality in Delaware County that has been approved by the 
Pennsylvania Department of Community and Economic Development (DCED) for designation of 
parts of the City as Keystone Opportunity Zones (KOZ). In order to stimulate investment in 
underdeveloped or distressed sites, KOZ's are specific parcels that are virtually exempt from all 
state and local taxes through the year 2013. Eligible entities that invest in a KOZ may be exempt 
from City, county, and school district real estate taxes, Act 511 taxes including earned income/net 
profit taxes, business gross receipts taxes, occupancy taxes, and business privilege taxes. In 
addition, businesses that locate in a Chester KOZ may also be able to claim a credit against their 
state corporate income tax, capital stock franchise tax, and sales and use taxes. Current KOZ 
status will expire at the end of 2013, and the City plans to request an extension but will need the 
support of three taxing bodies to do so. 
 
Keystone Innovation Zone 
The Delaware County KIZ program was established in May 2006 as a state-designated area for 
the encouragement of innovative thinking, creativity and technology transfer through strong local 
partnerships and resources. Villanova University and Widener University are the host institutions 
of higher education for the Delaware County KIZ which assists local entrepreneurs, start-up 
companies, and progressive businesses with implementing an innovative idea from start to finish.  
 
The Delaware County KIZ facilitates partnerships between community players, economic 
development organizations and education institutions which provide clients with local resources 
and services for development, innovation, and growth that will enable emerging companies to 
move forward with developing and commercializing their products and processes. Equally as 
important, the Delaware County KIZ is a catalyst to partner emerging tech-based companies with 
Widener University and Villanova University. 
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Small Business Loan Program 
The Chester Economic Development Authority (CEDA) administers the Chester Small Business 
Loan Program in an effort to assist small businesses in expanding their operations and creating 
economic opportunities for low to moderate income persons. Due to the demand for loan 
products for revitalization activities, as well as business promotion, CEDA is currently updating 
the Small Business Loan Program. The new guidelines will provide term flexibility to better suit 
specific business needs. Eligible uses of loan proceeds include acquisition of land and buildings, 
building construction, leasehold improvements, building rehabilitation, machinery and equipment, 
training costs, and working capital.  
 
The Local Economic Revitalization Tax Assistance Act (LERTA)  
The City of Chester has adopted a provision under the Local Economic Revitalization Tax 
Assistance Act (LERTA) to encourage the revitalization of deteriorated properties in portions of 
the City of Chester. Under the LERTA program, a company interested in expanding or 
constructing a new facility can defer the increase in real estate taxes on the value of the 
construction over a period of ten years. During the first year, the real estate tax attributable to the 
increased assessment due to the actual costs of improvements is 100 percent exempt. In 
subsequent years, the additional real estate taxes are phased in at a rate of 10 percent per year 
until the full assessment is reached in year ten. 
 

OVERVIEW OF FUNDING OPPORTUNITIES FOR SELECTED INITIATIVES 

 
In the current economic context public funds and resources have become scarce, and more 
municipalities are competing for the same resources. Applying for funds does not necessarily 
mean that a project will receive funding, and this must be clear to applicants. Funding is project-
based and will be achieved through competitive applications or based on political support. 
 
Below is an overview of research conducted by the Delaware County Planning Department 
(DCPD) on sources of funds available and opportunities to look into, both for the City itself and for 
its non-profit or private partners, and that can be a part of an overall development strategy. The 
list below is organized by type of project and initiative envisioned. Some of these opportunities 
are already being sought by CEDA and the City, as indicated above.  
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TABLE 16 – DEMOLISHING BUILDINGS AND CONSTRUCTING TRIANGLE PARK 
 

Organization Brownfields Program Assistance Type Eligible 
Organizations 

Status 

Northeast 
Midwest 
Institute 

Industrial Sites Reuse Program (IRSP)  Technical Public Entities, NPOs Active 

PA DCED Tax Increment Financing Guarantee Program 
(TIF) 

Grant/ Loan 
 

Public Entities, NPOs 
 

Active 

 Infrastructure Development Program Credit 
Enhancement 

Municipalities, Public 
Entities 

Active 

 Infrastructure to facilities improvement 
program 

Grant/ Loan Municipalities/ 
Developers 

Active 

 Keystone Communities Program Grant Municipalities Active 

 Brownsfield Redevelopment Loans Grant/ Loan Municipalities/ 
Businesses 

Active 

PennVEST Brownsfield Area-Wide Planning Grant Loan Property Owners Active 

EPA Technical Assistance to Brownfields 
Communities Grant 

Grant Public Entities, NPOs New 

 Brownsfield Assessment Grant Grant Public Entities, NPOs New 

 Brownfields Revolving Loan Fund Grants Grant Public Entities, NPOs Active 

 Brownfields Cleanup Grants Grant Public Entities, NPOs New 

 Community Development Block Grant 
Program (CDBG) 

Grant Public Entities, NPOs New 

CEDA General Grants Grant  Municipalities/NPOs Active 

TreeVitalize Land and Water Conservation Fund Matching Grant Municipalities/NPOs Active 

NPS Green Region Open Space Grant Program Matching Grant Municipalities Active  

PECO Energy  General Grants Grant Municipalities Active 

William Penn 
Foundation 

Community Recreation and Conservation 
Program (C2P2) 

Grant Municipalities/NPOs Active 

PA DCNR Partnership Program 
(C2P2) 

Grant Municipalities/NPOs Active 

 Community Grants: Small Community 
Development 

Grant Municipalities Active 

 Brownfields Program Grant Municipalities Active 
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TABLE 17 - CONDUCTING A TRAFFIC STUDY 
 
Organization Program Assistance Type Eligible 

Organizations 
Status 

US DOT, FHWA Surface Transportation Program Grant Municipalities Active 

US DOT, FHWA Transportation, Community and System 
Preservation 

Grant Municipalities/NPOs Active 

CEDA CDBG Grant Municipalities/NPOs Active 
 

TABLE 18 - REPAINTING THE AMTRAK BRIDGE 
 
Organization Program Assistance Type Eligible 

Organizations 
Status 

Amtrak Capital and Operating Budgets Grant Amtrak Active 

SEPTA Capital and Operating Budgets Grant SEPTA, Municipalities Active 

Home Depot 
Foundation 

 Paint Donation NPOs Active 

 
TABLE 19 - REPAIRING ROADS AND POTHOLES 

 
Organization Program Assistance Type Eligible 

Organizations 
Status 

DVRPC Transportation and Community Development 
Initiative (TCDI) 

Grant Municipalities Active 

DVRPC Transportation Improvement Program (TIP) Funding Municipalities Active 

CEDA CDBG Grant Municipalities/NPOs Active 
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TABLE 20 - RENOVATING CITY-OWNED BUILDINGS ALONG AVENUE OF THE STATES 
 
Organization Program Assistance Type Eligible 

Organizations 
Status 

PA DCED Local Government Capital Projects Loan 
Program (LGCPL) 
 
Neighborhood Assistance Program and 
Special Program Priorities (NAP/SPP)  
 
Neighborhood Assistance Program – 
Neighborhood Partner Program (NAP/NPP) 

Loan 
 
 
 
 
 
Tax Credit 
 
 
 
 
Tax Credit 

Municipalities 
 
 
 
 
 
NPOs, Businesses 
 
 
 
 
Businesses 

Active 

The 
Reinvestment 
Fund 

Sustainable Development Fund Loan Public Entities/ 
Individuals 

Active 

CEDA CDBG Grant Municipalities/NPOs Active 

PHMC  Federal Historic Tax Credits 
 
State Historic Tax Credits 

Tax Credits Property Owners  Active 

 
TABLE 21- IMPROVING THE STREAM BED 

 

 
 
  

Organization Program Assistance 
Type 

Eligible 
Organizations 

Status 

PA DCNR (C2P2) River Conservation Grants Matching Grant Municipalities Active 

DCCD Mini-Grant Program Grant Environmental 
501©(3) organizations 

Active 

PA DEP Growing Greener Watershed Grants Grant Public Entities/NPOs Active 

PA DCED Keystone Communities Program Grants/Loans Municipalities/ 
Businesses 

Active 
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TABLE 22 - CONSTRUCTING BIKE TRAILS AND SMALL PARKS NEAR THE CTC 
 
Organization Program Assistance 

Type 
Eligible 
Organizations 

Status 

Bikes Belong 
Coalition 

General Grants Grant Municipalities/NPOs Active 

NPS Rivers, Trails, and Conservation Assistance 
(RTCA) Program 

Technical 
Assistance 

Municipalities/NPOs Active 

PA DEP Coastal Zone Management Program Grant Municipalities/NPOs Active 

PA DCNR 
 

(C2P2) Community Recreation and 
Conservation Program 

Grant Municipalities/NPOs New 

CEDA 
 

CDBG Grant Municipalities/NPOs Active 

PA DCED 
 

Keystone Communities Program Grants/loans Municipalities, 
Businesses 

Active 

 
TABLE 23 - SUPPORTING A MAIN STREET MANAGER 

 
Organization Program Assistance 

Type 
Eligible 
Organizations 

Status 

PA Downtown 
Center 

Technical Assistance Technical 
Assistance 

Members Active 

 
TABLE 24 - HOUSING CONSTRUCTION SUBSIDIES 

 
Organization Program Assistance 

Type 
Eligible  Status 

CEDA 
 

HOME Investment Partnership Program Grants, Loans Homeowners, Renters Active 

PA Housing 
Finance Agency 

PA Low Income Housing Tax Credit Program Tax credit Loans Owners of affordable 
rental housing 

Active 

CEDA CDBG Grant  Municipalities/NPOs Active 

PA DCED Keystone Communities Program Grants/loans Municipalities, 
Businesses 

Active 

 
TABLE 25 - GENERAL IMPROVEMENTS 

 
Organization Program Assistance 

Type 
Eligible 
Organizations 

Status 

Kimberly-Clark 
Corporation 

Kimberly-Clark Foundation Grants, 
volunteer time 

501©(3) organizations Active 
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TABLE 26 - STREETSCAPE IMPROVEMENTS 
 

Organization Program Assistance 
Type 

Eligible 
Organizations 

Status 

PennDOT/DVRPC Transportation Alternatives Reimbursement 
grant 

Public agencies & 
501©(3) organizations 

Active in 
late 2013 

Kresge 
Foundation, 
Surdna 
Foundation, PA 
Arts Alliance, 
Knight 
Foundation 

Revitalization Grants 501©(3) organizations  

 
TABLE 27 - CHURCH BUILDING REPAIRS 

 

  

Organization Program Assistance 
Type 

Eligible Organization Status 

Partners for 
Sacred Places 

Partners for Sacred Places Training and 
technical 
assistance in 
partnership 
building and 
fundraising 

Religious 
Organizations 

Active 
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9.0 APPENDIX C – MARKETING STRATEGY OVERVIEW  

Local residents and consumers must be educated and continuously informed about current 
retailers, downtown retail and entertainment activities, benefits of supporting local retail, ease of 
parking, store hours and any other related activities and events that will resonate positively.  A 
proactive marketing campaign must provide information on current and future available retail 
spaces, policies and tools available that support and encourage retail investment.  
 
We have identified four distinct target audiences for the City’s marketing effort.  Regular 
consistent direct and indirect communications are required for them to have the desired 
awareness of and interest in Chester. These audiences are: 

1. Media – Local business and general market, business and even retail trade press, 
including those that cover retail, food, real estate, architecture and planning, and local arts 
and entertainment; 

2. Local and national retailers – Targets within this group are senior corporate executives 
involved in making or influencing market and location decisions; 

3. Real estate professionals – Real estate brokers (local and national), owners/investors and 
site location consultants; and 

4. Consumers – Residents and workers in Chester and Delaware County, commuters who 
come to and through the station, visitors to Harrah’s and Union Games, and Widener 
University students all represent a potential customer base that could support area retail. 
They can be convinced to “buy in” and, residents in particular, are likely to be motivated 
(by civic pride) to help spread the good word about unique retail and food offerings in 
Overtown. 

Regardless of the segment, providing the audience with regular information about the current 
investment activity, and new and potential opportunities, as well as ongoing progress in Chester 
is key to establishing and maintaining awareness of “what’s up” in the City. Specific information 
can be tailored to the respective segment audience and distributed through a variety of channels. 
Proactive communication with all of the audiences must be consistent and dependable. 
Frequency of consistent messaging will only reinforce the power of Chester’s messages into the 
marketplace.  
 
Additionally, increasing Chester’s online presence and the CTC will be very beneficial. Specific 
components of this marketing strategy could: 

• Include a daily or weekly survey question to engage visitors to the site. Questions can be 
geared towards improvements to the CTC, events people might like to see held at the 
CTC, or favorite places to visit near the CTC. 

• Include a section with fun facts and history about the station. This can create additional 
interest about the CTC so that people consider it to be a destination in itself rather than a 
transfer or stopping point along their travels. 

• Complete search engine optimization so that the CTC website is prevalent in people’s 
web searches for the City of Chester, Harrah’s, PPL Park, Widener University, etc. 
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• Include a blog section to the website, which can be maintained separately with feature 
articles on a monthly or quarterly basis. The blog can serve as an online newsletter for the 
community to let people know what is coming up for the CTC in the next months. 

• In conjunction with the CTC website, create a home for the CTC on other social media 
outlets such as Facebook and Twitter. Social media pages dedicated to the CTC can be 
used to connect informal, yet highly visual, linkages with other area businesses, 
organizations and institutions. 

• Modify SEPTA's website to indicate that parking is available at the CTC. 
• Advertise free parking at a Park-and-Ride facility (if implemented). The increase in riders 

and commuters from the availability of free parking should result in increased retail 
activity. 
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10.0  APPENDIX D – STAKEHOLDER INTERVIEWS TAKEAWAYS 

The team conducted interviews with 25 stakeholders, including residents, property owners, 
retailers, prospective business owners, developers, employers, community leaders, and others 
who made numerous helpful observations and suggestions.  Some key points raised include: 
 

 SEPTA should identify the CTC as a regional hub; 
 The CTC should stay open later; 
 Transit service is generally good; 
 Roadway circulation is poor; 
 Parking is available, but needs adjustments; 
 The sidewalks need improvement; 
 There should be better wayfinding signs for parking and destinations; 
 There is little to no bicycle activity; 
 The CTC should be utilized for retail and/or community events; 
 Roll up gates are unwelcoming; 

 Façades need work; 

 There should be a greater variety of stores and eateries; 
 Overtown should endorse a “college town” or “arts community”, or Chester as a 

“Destination” themes; 
 Overtown should promote street festivals and events; 
 More grocery stores are needed; 
 Buildings are too expensive to fix.  They need outside investors; 
 One approach is to “wipe the slate clean” and demolish most existing structures and build 

new, modern space; and 
 Overtown businesses are not supported by the City. 
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11.0  APPENDIX E – PREVIOUS STUDIES AND RESOURCES 
EXAMINED 

For the purpose of this report, we conducted a thorough review of existing documents and studies 
previously conducted by the City of Chester, DVRPC, and SEPTA, as well as used relevant 
economic and demographic data sources. Specifically, our team reviewed: 
 
Studies:27 

 Chester City Vision – City of Chester, 2000 
 Chester Triangle Improvement Study – City of Chester, 2004 
 AMTRAK Service at Chester Transportation Center, Feasibility Study – DVRPC, 2009   
 Vision 2020: A City Beautiful Movement – City of Chester, 2013 
 Chester Consolidated Plan 2010-2014 – City of Chester, 2009 
 Chester Riverfront & Community Rail Access Study – DVRPC, 2011 
 Chester Remakes – City of Chester, 2012 
 Overtown Land Use Analysis – City of Chester, 2013 
 Overtown Revitalization Committee SWOT – City of Chester, 2013 

Data Sources: 
 Transit ridership for the CTC – SEPTA 
 Overtown buildings inventory – DCPD 
 Socio-demographic data for Chester and Delaware County – American Community 

Surveys, US Census  
 Property assessment data for Overtown – DCPD 
 Marketplace profile of Chester – ESRI 
 Marketplace profile of various retail trade areas – ESRI 
 Existing retail base (restaurants, grocers, centers) – ESRI 
 Various – Chester Yes website  

Key Recommendations: 
 Improve code enforcement to reduce blight; 
 Improve and expand the Façade Improvement Program and remove the Davis-Bacon 

Wage Law requirements; 
 Improve signage and impose signage regulations (particularly near the CBD and Triangle 

area) using the Commercial Signs guidelines; 
 Put in place a design review mechanism requiring building owners to seek advice and 

approval prior to implementing alterations to building exteriors; 
 Design review should be implemented as a condition of ownership or as a general 

requirement; 
 Fund staff to identify problematic buildings and ensure construction is in line with permit; 
 Include design review element in permitting process; 
 Revise CBD Zone and promote standards that will facilitate downtown development; 

                                                 
27 For more details on previous recommendations, see Appendix D 
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 Change parking requirements and reduce them to reduce costs to developers; 
 Permit joint-use or shared parking agreements between developers or property owners; 
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12.0  APPENDIX F - BEST PRACTICES  

Examples of communities with emerging and successful downtown and neighborhood corridor 
retail strategies include Milwaukee, Brooklyn, Detroit, Newark, Washington, D.C., and Baltimore.  
Many of these cities have incorporated entrepreneurial initiatives including minority business 
development strategies into their retail planning efforts.    
 

STRATEGY AND LEADERSHIP 

 
The single most influential element that affects a community’s ability to combat perception issues 
is strong leadership and a consensus governing and driving retail attraction program goals, 
strategies, tactics, development, delivery and overall stewardship. Second to that is the availability 
of resources (people and dollars) to dedicate to sustained retail marketing and attraction. The 
most successful strategies include precise implementation components. Some even recommend 
policies and organizational mechanisms to support desired retail.  
Cities’ dedicated retail attraction teams – focused entirely on new retailer attraction and existing 
retailer expansion – can significantly and positively influence retail investment and retail location 
decisions and, along the way, accelerate process timing. Retail councils and committees also 
have been launched to gain consensus on critical issues and to pursue awareness among 
broader audiences. Dedicated retail councils also allow a voice for retail development and 
recruitment and are useful vehicles within cities that help to support retail attraction and 
development. These groups also encourage dialogue between stakeholders, providing increased 
knowledge on the needs, demands and requirements of both retailers and landlords. The 
Overtown Revitalization Committee or Chester Business Association can easily assume this 
function. 
 

PHYSICAL IMPROVEMENTS 

 
Other components of these cities’ strategies include façade improvement programs, “buy local” 
campaigns, vacant lot strategies, anchor and business–to-business procurement programs, and 
retail incubators. Façade programs are very popular, especially in communities with older 
inventories and as part of commercial revitalization programs.  When reinvestment is dormant, 
simple paint up fix up and maintenance programs combined with temporary window displays are 
useful to improve a corridor’s visual appeal. 
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MARKETING STRATEGIES 

 
“Buy Local” campaigns have been used to promote retail and shopping to local markets and keep 
retail dollars within the community, enhance competitiveness and sustainability of area 
businesses and also to thwart shopping online. Often driven by retailers themselves or business 
associations, these campaigns have proved helpful in driving traffic into stores and business-to-
business exchange and include advertising, collateral material and websites. Awareness 
programs can be beneficial to boost customer traffic. Many communities create Retail Business 
Directories, which can be modestly produced and distributed to local businesses and residents 
(print and electronic).  
 

INTERIM USES  

Many cities also adopt interim approaches to retail development that embrace short-term even 
temporary uses that serve a market that is either tentative or evolving.  The objective of the short-
term uses is to animate street-level activity, reactivate vacant spaces, generate pedestrian traffic, 
and build a sense of comfort.   The uses span the gamut from arts and entertainment to 
commercial tenants including art galleries, theater and performance space, classrooms, medical 
space and professional offices.  The common theme here is that these uses tend to be 
destinations and do not rely on existing pedestrian traffic while generating demand for ancillary 
uses.  
 
Communities with a lot of vacant land are being creative in how they use that land and the 
temporary uses range from urban gardens to Container Parks.   
 
Animating the street is a priority in older commercial districts and downtowns that are suffering 
from decline and disinvestment.    
 
Temporary retail – also known as pop-up retail is increasingly popular in downtowns, 
underperforming retail and commercial spaces. Detroit has a pop-up program for restaurants and 
retailers that allows for rotation of locations.  Washington, DC is using a pop-up strategy to 
reintroduce retail uses, including national tenants, to the Anacostia neighborhood and as an 
interim use for the redevelopment of St. Elizabeth’s.  Retailers, landlords and lenders alike are 
becoming comfortable with this concept, and have used it to grow permanent retail tenants.  
Likewise short-term leases can be useful to generate traffic and build market share for an 
emerging neighborhood or corridor.   
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CAPACITY BUILDING 

 
Retail incubators are another helpful component of these communities’ strategies and can take 
several forms. Most often, they are located where several entrepreneurs can gather under one 
roof, open a store, learn the basics of retailing and business and eventually graduate into spaces 
of their own. New entrepreneurs then take their places in the incubator. Or, there can be an 
“incubator without walls,” where several retailers are trained over time and then placed in 
storefront locations and provided ongoing, technical assistance. Retail incubators have been 
used as well to build capaCity with local retail tenants and entrepreneurs.  These tend to be 
successful when located near other commercial uses or when tenants have a solid customer 
base that is independent of the address. Chester already has the advantage of having the 
Widener Small Business Development Center (SBDC) and should continue to build upon it.  
 

FINANCIAL PROGRAMS AND INCENTIVES 

 
Examples of successful retail attraction and development programs elsewhere have included tax 
abatements programs. The Washington, DC Supermarket Tax Exemption Act of 2000 exempts 
the owner of a qualified supermarket in a priority development area from sales taxes on the 
purchase of building materials and equipment for construction or substantial rehabilitation of a 
qualified supermarket. It also exempts the qualified supermarket from the payment of license 
fees, personal property taxes and real property taxes levied on the supermarket for 10 years. 
Currently, Corpus Christi is using tax abatement on improvements on a case-by-case basis to 
reinvigorate its downtown. The City just approved abatement for six years’ taxes on 
improvements to a building in downtown being renovated for new retail and residential space.  
A variety of loan and grant programs are being implemented to incentive retail in older corridors. 
Detroit has launched several financing programs to support emerging retail including a micro-
finance program for working capital for start-up entities and gap financing for larger tenants which 
is available for equipment and major fit-outs. Cleveland offers loans and grants to retailers 
locating in corridors targeted for economic investment, Washington, DC provides up to $85,000 in 
financing to retailers locating in emerging corridors.  Financial programs can also be quite 
successful, given the right level of intervention and support. Short-term startup rent subsidies by 
the landlords have been effective tools, forgivable loans and retail business grants have also 
worked elsewhere.  Currently, Chester’s KOZ designation, as well as the 10-year LERTA, is an 
example of a program and initiative that can continue to help impel development.  
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13.0 APPENDIX G – OVERVIEW OF LOCAL GOVERNANCE AND 
INSTITUTIONAL STRUCTURE 

A brief review of local governance, the institutional structure of the City, as well as its strengths 
and weaknesses in terms of moving projects forward resulted in some noteworthy elements: 
 

 The council-form government with the mayor as a council member with no veto power; 
while some policies and programs are implemented, those may not necessarily reflect the 
priorities that a City manager would otherwise take; 

 Existence of political and community tensions, including a lack of collaboration among 
those who would be the most likely partners (IED, CBA, CEDA, City Council) 

 Insufficient staffing or funding of CRA, CEDA, Parking Authority 
 Lack of resources of the Chester Planning Department to assist in economic development 

 
 


