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Introduction
The Wicker Park Bucktown Chamber of Commerce (WPBCC) and Wicker Park Bucktown’s Special Service
Area #33 Commission (SSA #33) retained Business Districts, Inc. (BDI) to update the 2012 market
assessment completed by BDI. This update focuses on three (3) of Wicker Park Bucktown’s most
prominent commercial locales: the Milwaukee Avenue corridor from Division Street to North Avenue;
Damen Avenue north of the Milwaukee Avenue/North Avenue intersection to Fullerton; and Division
Street west of the Milwaukee Avenue/Ashland Avenue intersection to Western. The update process
consists of the following two (2) parts:
•

•

This report represents the first part of the update. This first part examines relevant changes
in demographics, markets, and trends specific to retail/restaurant, office, and residential
uses in Wicker Park and Bucktown. A preliminary analysis of the 2012 and current business
mix is also included in the following report. As was done in 2012, a separate file including
demographics and other relevant market data will be provided to the WPBCC and SSA #33.
The second part of this update process will include the final analysis of the business mix on
Wicker Park Bucktown’s primary commercial corridors. This mix data will be based upon an
updated City of Chicago Business License report for both neighborhoods. A separate file
with this business license data organized in a useable form will again be provided to the
WPBCC and SSA #33.

All of the data presented in both parts of this update analyze multiple Wicker Park Bucktown markets
and compare current data with the 2012 market assessment data. The same methodology was applied
to the 2012 and the current assessments. For the WPBCC and SSA #33, the updated analyses, reports,
and resulting recommendations are applicable to all of Wicker Park Bucktown’s corridors. Also, new
data included in this update, such as Divvy usage, is also considered for its impact on the commercial
success of all commercial corridors.
Within this part 1 report, the Market Characteristics section focuses on retail and restaurant uses
throughout both neighborhoods, with special emphasis on the three (3) corridors noted above. The Real
Estate section considers ground level, office, and residential uses. The examination of office and
residential considers both neighborhoods, and the impact of key local and regional trends on all uses are
noted. Concluding this first part of the update are several strategic opportunities. These opportunities
will be refined with the completion of the second portion of the update, supporting the ongoing Master
Plan objectives.
Historically, Milwaukee Avenue and the commercial areas in Wicker Park and Bucktown have functioned
as unique commercial enclaves within the City of Chicago. The Commission on Chicago Landmarks
report for the Milwaukee Avenue Historic District describes the area as “…a City within a City.” This
distinct commercial character is evident in the architecture and in how business formats have evolved to
suit all of the neighborhood markets. The Wicker Park and Bucktown neighborhoods remain the
preferred location for some of the City’s most skilled and successful independent businesses—retailers,
restaurateurs, and small companies. Both neighborhoods are home to iconic Chicago legacy businesses
that embody the area’s change over time and provide compelling reasons to visit.
WPB’s story continues. The highly acclaimed 606 trail connects four (4) distinct neighborhoods and has
provided impetus for nearby development, including Wicker Park and Bucktown. The 606 has also
2

Wicker Park Bucktown Market Study Update

prompted concerns about the future character and population diversity in all four (4) neighborhoods.
For WPB, neighborhood change has been occurring for a generation and was interrupted by the
economic downturn, beginning in 2007. WPB now increasingly attracts regional, national, and
international visitors to its restaurants and stores, providing an accessible neighborhood and local
experience. Sustaining WPB’s essential character, while strategically managing change, continues to
represent the neighborhoods’ primary challenge. At the same time, the opportunities presented by
more recent events, such as the opening of the 606, will enable WPBCC and SSA #33 to incorporate
emerging uses and business categories into their efforts to maintain WPB’s distinctive qualities,
reputation, and market position.

Market Characteristics
Demographics
Key demographics are compared with the 2012 tables and shown in Tables 1 and 2.
Table 1: Comparison Demographics (2016)
2016 Wicker Park Bucktown Demographics
Radii
.5 Mile
Total Population
Household Size
Population Density (Pop/Sq Mi)
Median Age
% Owner Occupied Housing Units

Drive Times
3 Mile

5 Minute

15 Minute

City of Chicago

18,749

544,749

93,743

1,427,453

2,740,673

1.98

2.07

2.11

2.33

2.56

23,825.83

19,229.39

16,439.57

14,733.96

11,858.81

32.0

31.9

32.1

33.1

33.7

42.5%

37.4%

36.1%

40.8%

50.5%

Average Household Income

$131,381

$103,740

$99,502

$86,474

$73,356

Median Household Income

$88,900

$63,147

$62,569

$53,794

$46,474

Bachelor's Degree and Above

75.8%

58.7%

61.2%

43.2%

34.1%

# Employees

6,491

487,651

56,674

1,033,746

1,287,788

$288,547,441

$6,983,944,905

$1,210,857,956

$15,301,592,874

$20,634,164,919

$27,946,772

$683,013,354

$116,900,941

$1,492,052,588

$2,491,555,317

Total Retail Demand
Eating and Drinking Demand

© 2014 Experian, Inc. All Rights Reserved, Alteryx, Inc., © 2014 Easy Analytic Software, Inc. (EASI®) All Rights Reserved, Alteryx, Inc.
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Table 2: Comparison Demographics (2012)
2012 Wicker Park Bucktown Demographics
Radii
0.5 Mile
Total Population
Population Density (Per Sq. Mi.)

Drive Times
3 Mile

5 Minute

15 Minute

City of Chicago

18,632

533,369

87,684

1,084,555

2,688,674

23,659.10

18,813.20

17,517.50

15,695.60

11,652.00

38.3

37.6

37.6

36.7

35.9

Median Age
Household Size

1.99

2.12

2.17

2.20

2.56

43.90%

37.90%

37.00%

39.70%

42.10%

Average Household Income

$123,668

$102,991

$96,146

$90,163

$71,709

Median Household Income

$90,446

$63,790

$62,707

$57,600

$48,454

% Owner Occupied Housing Units

Bachelor's Degree and Above

70.1%

54.0%

53.6%

43.9%

33.9%

# Employees

7,227

498,226

48,321

999,273

1,383,625

$492,817,067

$11,441,189,185

$1,757,552,324

$19,232,827,145

$36,860,363,448

$32,047,654

$742,193,859

$113,739,582

$1,244,103,985

$2,375,121,181

Total Retail Demand
Eating and Drinking Demand

© 2012, by Applied Geographic Solutions, Inc.

What is notable across all geographies is the much lower median age from 2012 to 2016, despite little to
modest increases in population, in the current data. The median age of the population has decreased by
five (5) years or more across the radii and drive time markets. This change reflects three (3) likely
factors: improved job situations for Millennials within the last five (5) years; proximity to transit and
related access to employment; and WPB’s many lifestyle amenities—varied housing, shopping, dining,
entertainment, culture, and recreation. Household size decreased slightly in most markets. Population
densities have actually increased within the radii but declined within the drive time markets.
Conversely, employee numbers decreased in the radii and increased in the drive times shown. The
percentage of owner-occupied housing units also declined in all geographies. The numbers of employees
in 2012 and in 2016 represent the number of workers employed by those business establishments
located within the geographies shown. Specifics about changes in housing unit numbers are described in
the housing section below. Incomes display some variations—for example, in the .5-mile radius and 15minute drive time—but are uniformly strong. As is true of all key markets examined in this assessment,
the large difference between the average and median incomes indicates a diverse range of incomes
within each market. Finally, significant comparative differences in the spending power dollar figures are
shown between the 2012 and the current 2016 data, despite population increases in all geographies but
the 15-minute drive time. These differences result from computational changes made by BDI’s data
source in 2014. 1 These spending power estimates continue to represent the expected amount to be
spent by residents within that defined geography, or market. Total retail demand represents the
aggregate total of consumer demand estimated for all retail categories by store type. Eating and
drinking demand is the total consumer demand for three (3) categories: full-service restaurants, limited
service restaurants, and drinking places-alcoholic beverages.
1
There were three (3) relevant changes made by the data source that now result in lower spending power numbers: updated data given
observed changes to consumption patterns in federal data are now included; the spending power categories were re-aggregated based upon
these same altered consumption patterns and improved data on density factors; and postal counts are now included and were not in 2012.
Regardless of these data changes, spending power for all WPB markets remains strong.
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Distinctions between the Core and Plus markets in the original report and in current data are shown in
Table 3. Maps of these two (2) markets are shown in Figures 1 and 2. City of Chicago data compares
these markets with the City of Chicago. The source for all Figures in this report is Experian/Alteryx data.
Table 3: Core and Plus Markets
Core
Total Population
Household Size
Population Density (Pop/Sq Mi)
Median Age
Average HH Income
Median HH Income
Per Capita Income
% HHs with Incomes $100K+
Bachelor's Degree or Higher
# Employees
% Renter Occupied Housing
% Projected Population Change by 2020
Total Retail Demand
Food and Drinking Places

Plus

City of Chicago

35,557
2.02
15,363.35
32.0
$121,009
$79,429
$60,003
40.9%
73.6%
16,341
57.3%
2.4%
$418,041,581
$51,043,909

144,451
2.24
17,702.53
32.1
$97,528
$59,641
$43,716
30.4%
56.5%
67,411
58.6%
0.8%
$1,383,376,610
$167,698,389

2,740,673
2.56
11,858.81
33.7
$73,356
$46,474
$28,973
20.4%
34.1%
1,287,788
50.5%
0.1%
$20,634,164,919
$2,491,555,317

Race and Ethnicity
White
Black
American Indian or Alaska Native
Asian/Native Hawaiian/Other Pacific Islander
Some Other Race
Two or More Races

78.7%
4.9%
0.3%
6.1%
6.8%
3.2%

69.5%
6.9%
0.6%
4.5%
14.7%
3.8%

44.8%
31.7%
0.5%
6.2%
13.9%
3.0%

Hispanic
Not Hispanic or Latino

16.7%
83.3%

33.9%
66.1%

30.0%
70.0%

© 2014 Experian, Inc. All Rights Reserved, Alteryx, Inc., © 2014 Easy Analytic Software, Inc. (EASI®) All Rights Reserved, Alteryx, Inc.
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Figure 1: Core Market
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Figure 2: Plus Market

The Core market consists of the 2010 census tracts comprising the Wicker Park and Bucktown
neighborhoods, representing the neighborhood market. 2 The Plus market encompasses the Core market
and the surrounding 2010 census tracts and constitutes an extended local market. The Plus market
population includes residents who are likely frequent customers of Wicker Park Bucktown (WPB)
businesses and identify with those WPB businesses accessible to their homes.
Changes from the earlier data are again evident. Both markets have experienced modest population
increases with household sizes remaining about the same. Population density declined in both markets
by 8% and 13%, respectively. Median age has again declined, as with WPB’s other key markets. The
educational attainment level within the Core market population age 25+ has increased by nearly 50%.
Overall, the Core and Plus markets are younger and more highly educated than in 2012.

2011-12 Market Assessment data varies slightly, as 2010 census tract data was unavailable at that time. These Core and Plus markets replicate
the earlier tracts as closely as possible.

2
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For this update, one additional market was examined. A Custom market was created based upon input
from current WPB restaurants, retailers, and service businesses located throughout the neighborhoods.
These 27 businesses were asked to describe where most of their customers originate that patronize
their businesses. Twenty (20) of these businesses are independently owned. Using these business owner
descriptions, a map of this Custom market was developed. This resulting market geography
encompasses parts of Humboldt Park and the West Loop extends north to include western segment of
Lincoln Park and a small area of Lakeview. This Custom market and its summary demographics are
shown in Figure 3 and Table 4.
Figure 3: Custom Market

8

Wicker Park Bucktown Market Study Update

Table 4: Custom Market Demographics
Total Population
Total Households
Household Size
Population Density (Pop/Sq Mi)
Median Age
% Owner Occupied Housing Units
Average Household Income
Median Household Income
Per Capita Income
Bachelor's Degree and Above
# Employees
Total Retail Demand
Restaurant Demand

Custom
311,084
137,682
2.22
18,924.75
31.8
38.5%
$103,544
$63,307
$46,109
56.2%
150,678
$3,000,437,507
$364,624,763

© 2014 Experian, Inc. All Rights Reserved, Alteryx, Inc.

Again, the demographics are strong, and the market’s population represents $3 billion in retail spending
power. The demographic characteristics of this Custom market are most similar to those of the Plus
market, displayed above. This similarity reinforces business owner assertions that residents from this
Custom market routinely patronize WPB’s restaurants and stores. 3 The inclusion of areas of the 60614 is
based upon the retailer and restaurant input. Most indicated that customers from neighborhoods east
of the Chicago River are now more frequent patrons of WPB businesses than at the time of the 2012
study.
Traffic and Transportation
WPB residents and visitors use all modes of transportation to access local retailers and restaurants and
other shopping, dining, and entertainment options throughout the City. Pedestrian access to WPB’s
commercial areas, given WPB’s density, is understood. Biking, including the rental of Divvy bikes near
transit and WPB’s high traffic locations, remains important. New data sources, including the impending
installation of the City’s bike counter (Eco-Totem) at Milwaukee and Ashland Avenues, will provide
enhanced data on bike use. Combined these transportation modes comprise about 7-10% of commutes
to work.
With the 2015 opening of the 606, pedestrian and bike access has become both a neighborhood
amenity for residents and a neighborhood attraction for visitors. Access to WPB via Chicago Transit
Authority (CTA) Blue L line and bus routes and Metra continue to spark developer interest in TransitOriented Development (TOD) development and in other residential and commercial development
opportunities, such as the new Hotel Robey in the former Northwest Tower. Emerging modes of
transportation, such as ride sharing and Divvy, promote ready access to WPB’s commercial corridors
from nearby neighborhoods and from other parts of the City and Chicago region.

The consumer survey conducted as part of the 2012 market assessment and a recent quick poll conducted for the current WPB Master Plan
process emphasize the neighborhoods’ commitment to area businesses. The earlier survey indicated between 62.3% and 79.5% of residents
visited businesses located on WPB’s Division Street, Damen Avenue, and at the Milwaukee/Damen/North intersection. The recent quick poll
indicated the 47% of total respondents, residents and non-residents, shopped in the neighborhoods.

3
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Traffic and transportation data are shown in Figure 4 (Traffic Counts) and Tables 5 (CTA Ridership) and 6
(Metra Ridership).
Figure 4: Traffic Counts

Sources: Illinois Department of Transportation; Chicago Department of Transportation.

Traffic counts (ADTs or Average Daily Traffic) remain strong on major arterials--Fullerton, Western,
Ashland, and North Avenues. Counts on Armitage, Damen, Division, and Milwaukee all exceed 10,000.
When combined with the transportation data, overall traffic represents another attribute in WPB’s
commercial success.

10
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Table 5: CTA Ridership

CTA Average
Ridership

Average Weekday
Ridership

Average Saturday
Ridership

2015

2016

%
Change

2015

2016

9-Ashland

27,277

18,425

-32.5%

19,938

18,286

49-Western

22,866

16,868

-26.2%

15,734

15,449

50-Damen

%
Change

Average Sunday/Holiday
Ridership

2015

2016

-8.3%

12,791

13,004

-1.8%

10,284

10,809

%
Change

YTD Ridership
Prior
Year

Current
Year

%
Change

1.7%

1,361,328

1,016,424

-25.3%

5.1%

1,140,450

907,777

-20.4%

By Bus Route

10,595

10,240

-3.3%

5,748

5,451

-5.2%

3,739

3,775

1.0%

496,493

495,456

-0.2%

56-Milwaukee

9,876

9,075

-8.1%

5,784

5,126

-11.4%

3,441

3,403

-1.1%

478,606

442,409

-7.6%

70-Division

9,413

9,241

-1.8%

6,258

5,504

-12.0%

4,354

4,119

-5.4%

463,349

464,033

0.1%

15,174

15,500

2.2%

12,430

11,555

-7.0%

7,999

8,067

0.8%

779,817

801,638

2.8%

72-North
73-Armitage

4,768

6,277

31.6%

1,730

2,609

50.8%

1,134

1,970

73.7%

212,013

257,298

21.4%

74-Fullerton

12,735

12,541

-1.5%

8,914

8,862

-0.6%

6,165

6,099

-1.1%

634,867

643,093

1.3%

Division/Milwaukee

6,462

6,341

-1.9%

3,421

3,386

-1.0%

2,513

2,380

-5.3%

309,885

310,067

0.1%

Damen/Milwaukee

5,833

6,538

12.1%

4,434

5,087

14.7%

3,078

3,498

13.6%

295,379

343,131

16.2%

Western/Milwaukee

5,477

5,319

-2.9%

2,781

2,726

-2.0%

2,053

1,928

-6.1%

262,073

258,394

-1.4%

By L Station

Source: RTAMS Ridership Statistics by CTA Bus/Rail Lines; CTA Monthly Ridership Report February 2016; BDI.

Table 6: Metra Ridership
Metra Ridership

Clybourn-UP North
Clybourn-UP Northwest

inbound
Weekday Boardings
Weekday Alightings
2006
2014
2006
2014
125
183
598
742
290
131
702
540
415
314
1,300
1,282

Outbound
Weekday Boardings
Weekday Alightings
2006
2014
2006
2014
573
723
124
132
479
562
186
163
1,052
1,285
310
295

Source: RTAMS Ridership Statistics 2014 and 2006; BDI.

Overall, CTA Blue line ridership is projected to increase from its year-end 2015 total of 46.8 million rides.
The most recent CTA ridership data compares changes in ridership by L line and bus route for February
2015 and 2016 and year-over-year comparison. Ridership for most routes and stations declined in this
data. The Ashland and Western bus routes showed substantial year-over-year ridership decreases
(25.3% and 20.4%, respectively) except for their average Sunday or holiday ridership. The
Damen/Milwaukee L stop and the Armitage bus line saw the largest overall ridership increases, 16.2%
and 21.4%. The Armitage bus route also had the most significant percentage increases in average
ridership on all days. The increases likely results from two (2) factors—the route’s connection with other
transportation lines, specifically Metra and the CTA Blue, Brown, and Purple lines, and its proximity to
two (2) major 606 trail access locations.
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Metra ridership surveys were not conducted between October 2006 and April 2014. 4 Ridership
consistently increased on the Union Pacific North line. On the Union Pacific Northwest line, only
outbound boardings increased. In comparing these last two (2) ridership surveys, the increase in
outbound weekday boardings is most evident, from 1,052 in 2006 to 1,285 in 2014, indicating additional
reverse commutes.
Divvy bikes are an important and recent addition to WPB and the City’s transportation options. Of the
476 (and counting) Divvy stations in Chicago, 16 are located within WPB. Divvy represented over 3.2
million trips within Chicago in 2014. The trips to/from each WPB station for the 4th quarter 2015 are
summarized in Table 7, the most recent available quarterly data set. 5 Figure 5 is a map of the current
Divvy stations in WPB.
Table 7: Divvy Ridership 4th Quarter 2015
Divvy Usage: Q4 2015 for Current WPB Stations
# To
Station #
Station Location
Station

# From
Station

16

Paulina/North

1,192

858

17

Wood/Division

1,255

1,219

58

Marshfield/Cortland

3,184

3,223

61

Wood/Milwaukee

2,264

2,289

69

Damen/Pierce

3,651

3,375

116

Western/Winnebago

1,343

1,404

130

Damen/Division

1,851

1,847

158

Milwaukee/Wabansia

1,393

1,327

159

Claremont/Hirsch

531

560

210

Ashland/Division

2,717

2,507

213

Leavitt/North

1,141

1,125

219

Damen/Cortland

1,537

1,533

305

Western/Division

831

842

309

Leavitt/Armitage

806

843

310

Damen/Charleston

844

859

333

Ashland/Blackhawk

1,195

1,186

Sources: Divvy Data Q4 2015 available at https://www.divvybikes.com/data;
BDI.

4
5

All previous Metra ridership surveys were conducted in October, with the 2014 survey completed in April based upon availability of funding.
Divvy statistics are included in the City’s open source data. Data is not readily available in a summary form.
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Figure 5: WPB Divvy Stations

Source: divvydata.com

Divvy usage is typically lower in the 4th quarter, given weather. Two (2) stations each have quarterly
ridership exceeding 3,000 both to and from the station. These stations, Marshfield/Cortland and
Damen/Pierce, are highly accessible to transit. Marshfield/Cortland is near the Clybourn Metra stops,
the Ashland Avenue CTA bus routes, and just north of the Walsh Park 606 entrance point.
Damen/Pierce, WPB’s highest usage station, is near the CTA’s Milwaukee/Damen/North Blue line stop
and multiple bus routes serving that intersection. Divvy subscribers and customers travel to and from
other WPB Divvy stations and to destinations outside of WPB. Many of these trips both in and outside of
WPB would have been completed using other transportation modes before Divvy availability.
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Real Estate
Tenant and developer interest in WPB remains strong and is evident in all uses. Nearly 600 units of new
housing have been proposed for WPB. Among these projects are a small number of condominium
developments. A few condo developments, all under 40 units, are in process in Chicago, but residential
rental projects continue to dominate, given investor returns. Employee numbers have grown in the Plus
market, and WPB’s commercial corridors continue to attract some of Chicago’s most innovative new
businesses.
Ground Level Uses
Local concerns about ground level lease space and their accompanying high rent rates per square foot
(PSF) remain. This lease space is typically advertised for retail and restaurant uses but likely uses can
also include services, such as insurance agents, catering to area consumers. The asking rents for
available ground level space within two (2) blocks of the Milwaukee/Damen/North intersection in all
directions display the greatest range. Listings range from $30 PSF on a triple net, or NNN, basis to $90
PSF NNN. Most current asking rents fall between $30 and $60 PSF NNN, with many asking rents on
Damen Avenue listed as negotiable. These asking lease rates are neither lower nor higher by property
type. Recent listings include available lease space in new, vintage, and corner properties. Properties with
some available parking tend to advertise higher asking rents. Several of the current listings are exactly
two (2) blocks from the intersection. The outlier $90 PSF asking rent advertises specifically for a national
tenant. As with all asking rents, any actual lease rate depends upon what is negotiated, not asked or
advertised.
Elsewhere in WPB, the overall ground level asking rents in major commercial corridors fall within a
tighter range. Current asking rents by corridor are shown in Table 8.
Table 8: Asking Rents by Location
NNN Rents by Corridor
Damen Avenue
Division Street
Armitage Avenue
North Avenue (Closer to Ashland or to Western)
Western Avenue
Ashland Avenue
Milwaukee Avenue (North of North Avenue)
Milwaukee Avenue (South of North Avenue)

Asking Rent Range
Low
High
$30
$25
$15
$15
$18
$20
$30
$25

$60
$45
$18
$20
$25
$25
$35
$40

Sources: LoopNet; LeaseTrac; BDI.

The higher asking rents along Division Street reflect that corridor’s market position as a desirable
restaurant location. Listings on Milwaukee Avenue, north of the Milwaukee include some available
ground level space in newer buildings. Depending upon their location, neighborhood commercial listings
are actively promoting their proximity to the 606. The lowest asking rents are for ground level spaces on
North Avenue near Western Avenue and along Armitage Avenue.

14
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Office Uses
Chicago’s office market continues to strengthen. Throughout 2015, vacancies continued to decline,
absorption of lease space increased, and rental rates increased. Average office rents are now nearly $37
PSF NNN, increasing from $35 PSF in the fourth quarter of 2014 to $36.92 PSF in fourth quarter 2015.
These increasing rents within Chicago’s CBD, or Central Business District, have forced smaller tenants
seeking office space to consider markets outside of the CBD and in vintage office properties. Areas, like
WPB, benefit from these two (2) factors, given neighborhood character and access to young, highly
educated workers. The number of employees within WPB’s Plus, or broader neighborhood, market has
increased by just over 17,000 since the previous market assessment. In addition to employment growth,
the number of businesses within the Plus market also increased by about 1,400, from 4,899 to 6,307.
Two (2) 24-hour co-working spaces operate in WPB, one with a dual role as an event space.
Listings for WPB office space are no longer simply described as office space or upper story office space.
Many listings now identify and promote their available lease space as creative loft space. All listings are
in updated vintage buildings. Asking rents for office and creative loft space near the
Milwaukee/Damen/North intersection are $23-$25 PSF NNN. Closer to transit in other WPB locations,
asking rents are uniformly in the $18-$20 PSF NNN range. Available space in less desirable locations are
typically offered at $13-$17 PSF on a modified gross basis versus a NNN basis.
Residential Uses
According to S&P/Case-Schiller, home prices in WPB’s zip codes, 60622 and 60647, have now exceeded
their pre-crash peak prices by 6.5% and 4.5%, respectively. 2016 median sales prices were $425,000 in
60622 and $365,000 in 60647. Sales prices have increased by 3% year-over-year in 60622 and by 10% in
60647. Some of the latter increase can be attributed to the impact of the 606 opening on sales prices in
Bucktown and Logan Square.
WPB has 22 new residential development projects in process, totaling 569 new housing units. Among
those projects, an estimated 530 of those new units are apartments. Most of these developments are
mixed-use with ground level commercial. Trulia reports median rent per month for WPB zip codes 60622
and 60647 at $2,450 and $2,375, respectively. Combined, median rents in both market zip codes are
increasing at an estimated 7% annually. Housing affordability is an issue in WPB. All but three (3) of the
Core market census tracts indicate that households spend 34% or more of household income on
housing. 6
Overall, housing units in the Core Market are projected to increase to 18,704 by 2020. Late 2015 and
2016 development proposals and any related permit numbers are not included in these projections.
Within the Plus market, unit numbers are expected to increase from 69,128 to 70,672 by 2020, or an
increase of 1,544 units.

Per the H+T (Housing and Transportation) Index for the WPB census tract. This model is calculated based upon median household incomes.
Given the diversity of income levels observed in WPB, this affordability issue is not uniform within each census tract.
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Trends and Competitive Context
Several national trends are evident or emerging in neighborhoods, like WPB, with a national reputation
as ‘cutting edge.’ The impact of the Millennial generation is the most notable; it is also obvious in WPB’s
recent demographic changes. How this cohort will behave as they form households remains unknown.
The answers to two (2) key questions—will they move to the suburbs as their parents and grandparents
did? Given their mobility, will they readily move to lower cost, smaller cities for a better quality of life?
The resulting behaviors have future implications for WPB in business growth, tenanting, and housing.
Consumers continue to seek out compelling ‘experiences.’ In addition to district character and unique
‘brick and mortar’ retail and restaurant concepts, the consumer ‘experience’ also includes
personalization. Providing consumers with individual recognition encompasses multiple approaches to
service-personalized mobile offers based upon individual preferences, social media communities
dedicated to a community of customers, and co-retailing spaces for emerging brands appealing to
targeted customers within areas like WPB. The technological aspects of the consumer ‘experience’ also
represent a trend to post-digital among retailers and restaurateurs. Within WPB, web-based retailers
(Frank + Oak as an example) connect with their customer community by actively promoting their
storefront, which functions as a showroom.
The ‘local’ trend continues, and the definition of what constitutes ‘local’ remains a moving target.
Dining, given most restaurants (70% according to the National Restaurant Association) are
independently owned, is key to ‘local,’ regardless of the format or cuisine. Independently owned
retailers also serve to differentiate their commercial locales. These businesses appeal to and sell to both
residents and visitors. ‘Shop Local’ is often evolving to ‘Shop Small’, given retailers in neighborhoods like
WPB serve regional, national, and international visitors, in addition to residents. ‘Local’ also translates
into character. Residents certainly choose to live in WPB for its walkability, accessibility, and amenities,
but they also appreciate its unique feel—urban, historic, and cool. Visitors are seeking the same things
in an urban neighborhood experience. Historically, Milwaukee Avenue always had very different
businesses, retail and otherwise, from the City’s other major commercial districts.
From a competitive standpoint, WPB’s multiple commercial corridors serve the needs of a wide range of
consumers. For example, Western Avenue is more auto-oriented. But the neighborhoods’ market
position as a Chicago destination is most often tied to the businesses near the Milwaukee/Damen/North
and the Milwaukee/Ashland/Division intersections. The challenge for both areas is managing success.
Prior to the 2007 economic downturn, national tenants began to select WPB locations for new stores.
This activity reflected the start of chain retail interest in urban locations, particularly in strong markets.
After saturating the most attractive suburban markets, this interest in urban store locations increased.
These urban locations provide opportunities for reinforcing retailer brands, particularly in known urban
markets, such as WPB. Similar (peer) commercial areas nationally are coping with how to maintain their
competitive edge, balancing the chain- and independently-owned components of their overall business
mix and examining the nature of co-tenancies in their commercial corridors. With the increased
development, maintaining WPB’s competitive position as funky will require a focused effort by the
public and private sectors. Recommendations specific to this effort will be provided in the second part of
this assessment.
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Current, local real estate realities must be acknowledged in considering future actions. These realities
will remain a factor in WPB’s future competitive positioning. Asking commercial rents, particularly near
Milwaukee/Damen/North, are generally less than the often-cited $60 PSF NNN. Certainly some owners
and brokers are advertising asking rents at that lease rate or higher. It is unlikely that all tenants in this
area are paying a negotiated lease rate of $60 PSF NNN. Even representatives for chain tenants wanting
the most desirable WPB location will negotiate a lease to match their client’s financial model for total
occupancy costs. Many ground level spaces, particularly near Milwaukee/Damen/North, are offered at
asking rents lower than $60 PSF NNN as observed in recent listings.
Related to the above asking rents issues, several recent WPB business closings have been highly
publicized and attributed to increased rents. For most retail and restaurant tenants, base rents typically
represent no more than 10% of annual sales. A representative example for a hypothetical WPB business
is shown in Table 9 below.
Table 9: Occupancy Costs Example
Occupancy Costs Example
Ground Level Space
Space SF
Annual Sales PSF
Revenues
Base Rent PSF
Add-Ons PSF (CAM, Real Estate Taxes, Insurance, or
Utilities)
Total Occupancy Costs PSF

PSF
1,500
$400

Annual

%
Revenues

PSF
1,500
$400

Annual

%
Revenues

$36

$600,000
$54,000

9.0%

$45

$600,000
$67,500

11.3%

$16
$52

$24,000
$78,000

4.0%
13.0%

$18
$63

$27,000
$94,500

4.5%
15.8%

This hypothetical assumes a 1,500 SF space with annual sales at $400 PSF. The first three (3) columns
assume base rents at $36 PSF with $16 PSF in lease-related or the NNN expenses. The percentage of
total occupancy costs in the above example is 13%, with rents at 9% of annual sales. The second three
(3) columns assume a base rent increase for the same space to $45 PSF, with a $2 PSF increase in add-on
expenses. With these increases, total occupancy costs increase to nearly 16%. The challenge for a small
storefront owner is maintaining their operating margins in the second scenario. To maintain the total
occupancy cost at 13% and sustain their accepted return on their investment, the business owner must
increase annual revenues to about $727,000 annually, or by $85 PSF. This represents a 21.2% increase in
annual sales. The question becomes whether such a revenue increase is possible at this location.
Since leases for most WPB commercial properties are structured as NNN leases, real estate taxes have
been and will remain a factor as tenant businesses—new, existing, independently owned, or chain—
consider lease renewals, new locations, or expansion of existing business units. Changes of use and real
estate classification typically result in substantial real estate tax increases. Tenants are required to pay
these increased taxes under their NNN lease terms. When combined with base rent increases, the
impact of total occupancy costs inhibits the desired return on investment for a typical small business
owner as shown. This unfortunate issue is common to most successful commercial districts located in
Cook County.
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Throughout the Chicago metro area, ground level spaces in any new development must be able to
generate rents exceeding $30 PSF. 7 This applies to the types of new mixed-use developments in process
in WPB. Asking rents in WPB’s most desirable locations typically exceed this rate. Lender conditions in
financing for these transactions continue to require chain, or name, tenants occupy any project’s new
commercial space.

7

Based upon 2016 BDI interviews with multiple retail brokers and developers with active projects in the City of Chicago and the suburbs.
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Business Mix
In addition to examining WPB’s markets and competitive context, the second part of this update
examines the neighborhoods’ current business mix. This mix analysis is based upon updated data from
City of Chicago Business Licenses for both neighborhoods. 8 A separate summary file with this 2016
business mix data has been provided to the Wicker Park Bucktown Chamber of Commerce (WPBCC) and
the Wicker Park Bucktown SSA #33 (SSA #33).
WPB’s current business mix is shown in Figure 6 below, followed by Figure 7, or WPB’s 2012 business
mix.
Figure 6: 2016 Business Mix

Wicker Park Bucktown: Overall Mix By Category 2016
Entertainment
2%
Wholesaler
0%

Construction
1%

Institutional
1%
Hotel
Industrial
0%
Non-Profit
1%
2%

Service
34%

Salon/Spa
8%

Restaurant/Bar
21%

Retail
30%

City of Chicago Business Licenses issued and renewed for 2012-2016 for the study area were obtained. The resulting data was merged with the
2012 business license list and with the current WPBCC membership list. Any duplicates, business categories, and certain data errors, primarily
address formatting, from the City downloads were verified and corrected. Business categories and business closings, not identified in the
combined data, were also verified online and updated.
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Figure 7: 2012 Business Mix

Wicker Park Bucktown: Overall Mix By Category 2012
Entertainment
1%
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Hotel Industrial
1% Non-Profit
1%
1%
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34%
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Restaurant/Bar: All
Formats
17%

Retail
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In updating this business mix data, one point should be noted. The new data from the City of Chicago is
more detailed, precise, and geographically specific than the data available in 2012. Neighborhood
boundaries were used to obtain the business licenses from the City’s open source data. (Analysis
specifics are described in the footnote on the previous page.) Most important, the final list of licensed
businesses operating in the neighborhoods increased from 944 to 1,280.
The overage percentage of service businesses, including office tenants, remained unchanged at 34%.
Entertainment numbers increased from 10 to 29, doubling their 1% component in 2012. Hotels, or
lodging-related, increased in numbers from 1 to 5, and this excludes the impending opening of the new
Hotel Robey. The actual number of retail stores increased to 380 from 301, despite a percentage decline
(35% versus 30%). Restaurants increased in both percentage and number, with a net increase of 40
units. The same was true for salons and spas, with an increase of 25 businesses.
Overall, the mix remains much the same—diverse, with some of Chicago’s most well-known and
innovative businesses in each category. The improved City data introduces some additional business
categories, such as wholesalers, to the mix. Office tenants located in both neighborhoods include tech,
design, marketing-related, investment banking, and real estate investment. Most important, both
neighborhoods remain positioned for sustained business growth, based upon the strength of the
neighborhoods’ markets, the diversity of the overall mix, and the neighborhoods’ proven ability to
attract and grow ground level businesses.
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Strategic Opportunities
Two (2) key strategic opportunities should be considered for WPBCC and SSA #33. Both support
implementation of the neighborhoods’ Master Plan.
•

•

The ongoing Master Plan process will provide important tools and recommendations to guide
and enhance WPB’s overall development.
o Advocate for these recommendations, allowing both organizations to apply City
planning tools and incentives as fundamental to WPB’s future economic success,
o While redevelopment can and will occur at suitable locations, consider one component
of what makes WPB unique and attractive to local businesses and residents--its historic
commercial context.
Maintaining WPB unique character, or its ‘funk’ factor, remains critical to the area’s commercial
locales and their competitive positioning. WPB continues to gain customers and sustain interest
in its commercial corridors. Visitors come to WPB seeking great food, unique retail, and an
urban neighborhood ‘experience.’ City residents east of the river are coming to the district in
increasing numbers.
o
o

o
o

o

Continue to expand consumer attraction efforts, recognizing emerging market trends to
reinforce the neighborhoods’ appeal.
Continue to build strong relationships with WPB’s business owners, using the additional
license data, to guide these efforts by expanding membership and considering new
tenant opportunities.
Serve as a resource or link for available City entrepreneurial resources to new and
existing WPB businesses.
Use WPBCC and SSA #33’s current business and property owner relationships to identify
potential tenant categories or tenants for recruitment targets for specific corridors or
properties.
Continue WPBCC and SSA #33 involvement with local development and redevelopment
projects and issues. While development economics and financing dictates certain
tenanting decisions, WPB is a series if unique urban commercial areas. These ongoing
conversations represent an opportunity to ensure that the neighborhoods competitive.
For WPB, being like other places will ultimately minimize attraction.

Managing change in markets, uses, and the built environment will continue to require novel
approaches to consumer attraction, business growth, and partner conversations by the WPBCC and
SSA #33. WPB must continue to build on its successes, emphasizing its competitive position in
balancing the needs of investors—business and property owners, residents, and developers—and
sustaining local character.
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