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The APA Economic Development 
Division (EDD) held two virtual 

happy hours in April and May 
during which over 60 planners and 
economic development specialists 
from across the country discussed 
the economic and planning impacts 
of the COVID-19 pandemic. These brainstorming 
sessions revealed three emerging economic and planning 
themes: resiliency planning, adaptation of business 
operations, and spatial dispersion. All participants noted 
major upheavals in the local job markets, but many also 
described encouraging examples of how some businesses 
quickly adapted to a rapidly evolving economy. Cities 
are learning to adapt to an uncertain future of revenues 
and programmatic needs. 
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Need for Resiliency Planning
 Most participants acknowledged that many cities 
may need to do more to adapt current resiliency plans. 
Some cities may need to create new plans for economic 
upheavals and changes in needs for services, infrastruc-
ture, and facilities from a pandemic, natural disaster, or 
other crisis. Resiliency planning is needed to localize 
supply chains, diversify production capabilities of essen-
tial products, adapt public transit, provide technology 
preparedness for telecommuting, adapt buildings for 
new uses, and preserve the food supply.
 Several planners noted that more is needed for the 
public and private sectors on training and access to 
technology to enable telecommuting. Without access to 
the technology (such as broadband service) some rural 
and low-income residents and many small businesses are 
excluded from remote work opportunities. Some noted 
that businesses and individuals at home experienced 
disruptions of Wi-Fi service because of inadequate band-
width to respond to the surge in use from telecommut-
ing and online meetings. Some people also noted severe 
inadequacies of rural broadband access.
 The use of buildings also changed during the pan-
demic. Many public buildings were temporarily used for 
hospitals, as temporary homeless shelters, and supply 
distribution centers. Resiliency plans can identify how 
existing buildings can be utilized in crises. 
 Food supply issues also emerged as rural areas that 
depend upon migrant workers for farm harvesting are 
having difficulty attracting those workers during the crisis. 
Meat packing plants also have difficulties in safely main-
taining their workforce.

Adaptation of Business Operations
 Participants relayed many stories of businesses 
quickly adapting to the COVID-19 stay-at-home orders 
and social distancing measures. Restaurants, for instance, 

Rusty Taco in Denton, TX has re-opened as the governor 
institutes re-opening phases. The banner shows a variety of 
options for restaurant customers, from dine-in to pick-up and 
delivery. Many restaurants were pick-up and delivery only for 
many weeks during the stay-at-home orders.
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Join the conversation!

c l i c k  to  e n g a g e

Join us for a Virtual Happy Hour!
In light of the COVID-19 
situation, the EDD has 
organized a membership-
wide Virtual Happy Hour 
for July 8 & September 2,  
from 5-6:30 p.m. CST. 
Join us on Zoom with 
your favorite beverage 
in hand and connect with other planners across 
the Division (and across the country) to compare 
notes about surviving the coronavirus era and to 
chat about immediate and long-term implications 
for economic development planning. How can we 
best help position our communities for success as 
the economy rebounds from the pandemic? (See 
the lead article in this newsletter to read about the 
discussion that has taken place in prior sessions!)

Look for Zoom links to follow!

@APAEconDev @APAEconDevlinkedin.com/groups/2627191

in small and large cities created take-out menus, offered 
meal kits, and leveraged online platforms to stay open. 
Manufacturing facilities quickly changed their operations 
to manufacture masks, hand sanitizer, or other needed 
medical and sanitation supplies. Even municipalities al-
tered their operations to deliver essentials services. Some 
cities started new online business counters and experi-
enced a surge in the use of existing online permit systems.
 Some participants identified data collection at the 
local level as essential for cities to be able to calculate 
new economic impacts and business patterns. Economic 
planners identified the need to collect survey data from 
local businesses to track trends in job losses, business clo-
sures, retail transformation, and the creation of new busi-
ness models. Survey data at the local level may become 
extremely important to local governments, chamber of 
commerce organizations, and business improvement 
districts. Data may be useful for acquiring future federal 
aid money and for reallocating existing CDBG funds or 
other funds that are already being utilized in cities.
 Furthermore, there may be continued changes to 
consumer spending in retail, and local businesses will 
most likely benefit from monitoring these changes. On-
line shopping may replace or augment in-person shop-
ping. Cities will also need to monitor the gig economy 
and how many businesses may change in the coming 
months as services provided return after social distanc-
ing requirements or disappear altogether.

Economic PlannErs and thE coVid-19 Economy, cont. from P. 1

(continued on page 3)

Small businesses had to quickly adapt to stay-at-home orders 
for Covid-19. A Creative Art Studio in Denton, TX closed the 
store and became all-online overnight. 
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Spatial Dispersion in Land Uses and Public Spaces
 The reduction in urban population density and 
the intensity of uses may become long term planning 
issues and opportunities for design and programmatic 
improvements. Planners do not yet know the long-term 
implications on land use patterns or configuration of 
public spaces. Given the COVID-19 social distancing 
requirements, there was much discussion among par-
ticipants on whether there will be a need for long-term 
adaptation of park facilities, park programming, gather-
ing spaces, event venues, infrastructure, and spaces for 
the arts. Many planners identified place-making projects 
that have been put on hold.
 Major events, such as SXSW music festival in 
Austin, Texas were cancelled because of COVID-19. 
What will be the long-term impacts of COVID-19 on 
tourism and the arts as the public remains uncomfort-
able with using public spaces in traditional ways for 
summer concerts and other events? Some people noted 
that farmers markets adapted their events in California 
and Massachusetts to provide local food but maintain 
social distancing in an outdoor environment. During the 
pandemic, such markets became even more important 
as shopping venues in some cities. What other types of 
venues will do to re-open will be both a challenge and 
an opportunity over the next several months.
 Public spaces and public services are undergoing 
transformations or are on hold for 2020. Some cities 
adapted park spaces, such as making walking paths one-
way, to maintain social distancing. Other city facilities 
are closed or have reduced capacity. In the long term, 
will there be major changes to city operations and 
public offerings? 
How can Economic 
Development de-
partments prepare 
the local com-
munity and arts 
and culture for an 
eventual comeback 
of events, venues, 
and public spaces?
 Planners noted 
some examples 
of people fleeing 
the cities for the 
suburbs and rural 
areas during a rise 
of COVID-19 cases 
in urban areas. It is 
unknown whether 

spatial dispersion and migration from urban to suburban 
and rural areas will become a long-term trend or will be 
just a temporary event. How will such trends affect land 
use patterns in urban areas?
 The planning field may be changing for public 
engagement. Social distancing adds further obstacles to 
public input on comprehensive plans, land use plans, 
downtown plans, and other planning efforts that are all 
linked to the economy. Since Wi-Fi access is not even-
ly distributed to the population, planners during this 
COVID-19 crisis may have to find new methods of con-
necting with the public to gain public input on planning 
and economic development initiatives. The alternative is 
to reduce public input or place many projects on hold.

Continued Discussion Among APA EDD Members
 In a participant survey at the end of each virtual 
happy hour, all participants expressed that they would 
like to see future events to exchange notes and thoughts 
on emerging economic and planning issues related to 
the COVID-19 economy. They also appreciated the net-
working opportunity. As states start the re-opening pro-
cess, the EDD will continue to promote the exchange 
of information with future events. If you have ideas on 
how the EDD can help assess the COVID-19 economy, 
please contact the EDD at www.planning.org/divisions/
economic.

— Vicki Oppenheim, AICP, is Principal at Green Leaf 
Environmental Planning and is Communications Chair of 
our Economic Development Division. She can be reached at  
vicki@greenlep.com.

These signs show a variety of safety policies that small 
businesses are implementing for re-opening during the 
Covid-19 era in hopes of re-filling the desolate parking lots.
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FAICP 2020: Congratulations 
to the AICP College of Fellows 
Inductees!
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Developing a Post-COVID Playbook for 
Downtown: Six Factors to Consider
by Ann Marie Maloney

 Flexibility in planning will be a key theme as uncer-
tainty continues. For example, health fears led to a jump 
in visits to rural areas, according to Matthew Wagner, 
PhD, Vice President of Revitalization Programs for the 
National Main Street Center. People “also rushed to buy 
seeds and started growing backyard gardens,” he said, 
signaling a “return to minimalism and frugalism.” 
 But will these trends weaken over time or stay 
strong? No one knows. “I wouldn’t go further than 90 
days” in planning, Warner cautioned during a recent 
webcast hosted by the Virginia Department of Com-
munity and Housing Development and Virginia Com-

A s downtown districts edge closer to re-opening, planners and economic developers face an 
unprecedented situation with a major disaster or the loss of a major employer may be the closest 

comparable scenario. Local officials will be working on several fronts to start bringing about a new normal 
— one that takes place against a backdrop of sharp cuts in revenue, as well as lingering fears of a repeat 
public health disaster. 

munity Capital. As planners go forward and collaborate 
with economic developers, chambers of commerce, and 
others, there are six important considerations: 

Consumer and Shop Owner Mentality 
 While governments are starting to allow non-es-
sential businesses to reopen, bringing customers back 
to shop and dine is “not like flipping on a light switch,” 
Wagner warned. “We’re going to have to build trust, 
we’re going to have to put in the protocols.” Mass 
unemployment also means fewer customers who can 
spend money on extras. 

(continued on page 6)
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Bringing vitality back to downtowns will require flexibility, particularly for urban design, and being in tuned with community psyches.  

https://www.facebook.com/vacommunitycapital/videos/837242540014921/
https://www.facebook.com/vacommunitycapital/videos/837242540014921/
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dEVEloPing a Post-coVid Playbook, cont. from P. 5

www.development-strategies.com

economy & place
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land use & real estate

 Attitudes will also vary by location, he said. “It’s re-
ally important to understand that local human psyche.” 
The Center offers a free sample consumer survey as part 
of its Main Street Forward initiative. 
 In Reopening Retail Districts Safely, Bobby Boone, 
AICP, offers guidelines to help planners and owners 
establish new protocols such as rights of way that 
enable social distancing. Talking to business owners is 
also important to get a sense of timing and determine 
what others are needed. Local officials can use this these 
questions as a starting point, keeping in mind that shop 
owners’ priorities will change as recovery continues. 
 
Potential Shifts in Retail 
 Retailers of all sizes took a huge blow during the 
pandemic, with major chains such as J. Crew and Pier 1 
closing permanently. The Main Street Center forecasts 
7.5 million business closures over the next three to four 
months, which sadly translates to many vacant store-
fronts downtown.
 A few promising signs emerged, however. Sales 
on Etsy.com, a platform devoted to selling unique and 
vintage products, rose 27% between March 2020 and 
March 2019, Wagner remarked, suggesting a “great 
opportunity for small-scale production of unique 

bae urban economics
san francisco  |  sacramento  |  los angeles  |  new york  |  washington dc

bae1.com

products”; that trend could also translate to a need for 
equipment and space. 
 Another opportunity is a greater need for bike 
shops, which saw sales go up as people sought alterna-
tives to the gym and home technology for exercising and 
telecommuting. He sees continued success of farmers’ 
markets, with some alterations for social distancing as 
well. If delivery of groceries and meals remains a popular 
choice, organizations could examine setting up a down-
town cooperative delivery system as “not every business 
is going to have a Grubhub,” Wagner pointed out. 

Organizational
 The massive shift from in-person discussions to 
online platforms for organizational and public meetings 
could leave a lingering legacy. Wagner encourages in-
vestment of time and training to help volunteer advisory 
groups become proficient in meeting technologies. (See 
what tips planners share on how to prevent some of 
those awkward Zoom moments.)
 The pandemic could also change the demograph-
ics and quantity of a key workforce — volunteers, who 
often play a significant role in downtowns. According 
to a Fidelity Philanthropy study, 57% of Baby Boomer 
(aged 56 to 76) anticipated they would volunteer less or 

(continued on page 7)

http://www.development-strategies.com
http://www.pumaworldhq.com
https://higherlogicdownload.s3.amazonaws.com/NMSC/390e0055-2395-4d3b-af60-81b53974430d/UploadedImages/MSA_COVID19_Recovery_ConsumerSurvey_Final.pdf
https://www.mainstreet.org/howwecanhelp/resourcecenter/mainstreetforward/planningforrecovery
https://www.planning.org/blog/9200053/reopening-retail-districts-safely/
https://higherlogicdownload.s3.amazonaws.com/NMSC/390e0055-2395-4d3b-af60-81b53974430d/UploadedImages/Small_Business_Interview_Questions_Final.pdf
https://higherlogicdownload.s3.amazonaws.com/NMSC/390e0055-2395-4d3b-af60-81b53974430d/UploadedImages/Small_Business_Interview_Questions_Final.pdf
http://bae1.com
https://www.instagram.com/p/B_GmQkNpic2/?utm_source=ig_embed
https://www.fidelitycharitable.org/insights/how-covid-19-is-shifting-donor-giving.html
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(continued on page 8)

dEVEloPing a Post-coVid Playbook, cont. from P. 6

not at all, while 19% of Gen Xers (40 to 
55) and 31% of Millennials (26 to 40) ex-
pected to volunteer more time. Certainly 
the future of workplace configurations 
and office leases is an important area to 
watch for downtown planners. 
 New or enhanced partnerships with 
other agencies (e.g., public health of-
ficials, First Responders) could evolve 
as well. Wagner noted that community 
colleges, already an important player, 
may grow and need more space as their 
enrollment tends to increase with high 
unemployment. 

Design 
 Planners know that COVID-19 could 
bring about permanent changes to urban 
design, ranging from the small — hand-
washing stations becoming as common-
place as trash cans — to the large, such 
as street closures for pedestrian enjoyment and reuse of 
office space as more companies adopt teleworking. 
 In her blog, A Paradigm Shift in Using Urban Space, 
APA Research Director Petra Hurtado, PhD, observes 
that “the idea of downtown versus neighborhoods may 
need to change completely,” as more people work from 
home…This will require changes in land use require-
ments allowing for infrastructure and amenities around 
those homes, such as coffee shops and restaurants, 
entertainment, and adequate space to take a break.”
 Trails and park connectivity is also likely to become 
more important, particularly if the outdoor recreation 
surge continues. “Bike sales have gone through the roof,” 
Wagner said. Interior spaces and layouts are under scru-
tiny to take social distancing into consideration. “A lot 
of resources are being spent” on creating safe shopping 
protocols, Wagner commented. Will co-working spaces 
go away? Wagner does not think so but expects their 
configurations to move to more individual offices. 

Funding 
 Local governments suffered huge losses during the 
pandemic through large drops in sales and hotel taxes, 
parking revenue, sponsorships, and other sources tied to 
consumers and tourists. Wagner offers a few suggestions 
for new funding sources: 

• Small Business Development Corporations (SBDCs) 
that will be able to tap into new federal funding 

• Federal and state recovery funds 

• Social ventures such as shared e-commerce platforms 
• Workforce connectors 
• Sponsors of now-canceled events — are they willing 

pivot those dollars for other needs?
• Community and regional foundations that are often 

supportive of small businesses. 

Technology 
 The digital divide in the United States became 
painfully clear as schools and businesses shut their 
doors during the crisis. Wagner mentioned teachers who 
parked outside of schools to get a signal because they 
had no Internet access at home. While doors will re-
open, the lack of broadband remains a serious obstacle 
to recovery and future growth. As brick and mortar sales 
all but disappeared, e-commerce grew during March 
and April, accelerating a trend that began before the 
pandemic. Downtown retailers “will need to have multi-
ple streams of selling,” to survive. 
 Planners cannot solve the broadband issue single-
handedly but they can take steps to ensure they are 
facilitating public engagement with those who lack 
coverage when traditional meetings are not an option. 
Additionally, there are steps to improve readiness for 
the day wireless finally becomes a reality. 

Time for Grit and Creativity 
 As planners who have experienced disasters know, 
communities step up and show resiliency when “normal” 

K
elly W

ilson (C
C

 B
Y-N

C
 4.0) ©

 A
PA

 2016

Bicycle sales were a bright spot in an otherwise sour retail economy during the 
pandemic, signaling a potential trend for planners to consider. 

https://www.planning.org/blog/9200400/necessary-paradigm-shift-in-how-we-use-urban-space/
https://planning.org/planning/2020/jun/tools-engagement/
https://planning.org/planning/2019/jul/equalaccess/
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dEVEloPing a Post-coVid Playbook, cont. from P. 7

Bringing crowds to downtown has long been a goal for cities 
and towns; the pandemic has changed that, at least for now.
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Virtual Career Networking 
Opportunity

The APA Economic Development Division 
is offering a virtual career networking 

opportunity to students and recent graduates who 
are seeking jobs, internships, and connections in 
the industry. Professionals who participate will join 
small groups of students/recent grads in a virtual 
discussion about potential career paths, job seeking 
tips, and making connections.

Both professionals willing to lend some time and 
students/recent graduates who want to participate 
can register here:

https://forms.gle/C6e96LdAJak8iopk8

Please contact Marisa Mutty (marisa@
redevelopment-resources.com) with questions.

disappears. “It’s going to be bumpy in the near term,” 
Wagner said, but “I’m still extremely confident that 
mom and pop stores will be highly creative and adapt.” 
Also, if the Great Recession is any indicator, entrepre-
neurship will also resurge; he expects a huge uptick in a 
year to 18 months. 
 The APA has a rich array of resources to help 
answer questions as they arise and see what best 
practices are available.

— Ann Marie Maloney is a communications and policy 
consultant in Fairfax, VA who specializes in small busi- 
ness, economic development, and related planning issues. 
She also served as Communications Director for APA 
Virginia and Small Business Development Manager for 
Prince William County. She can be reached at  
annmarie@amsquared.net.
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