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The Town of The Blue Mountains is currently in the process of creating a new Economic 
Development Strategy to guide the Town Economic Development priorities through 2020 – 2025. 
The strategy is being developed in collaboration with the Town’s Economic Development Advisory 
Committee. Through the strategy work, the need to complete a Commercial Retail Gap Analysis 
was identified. The findings from the Commercial Retail Gap Analysis will be incorporated 
into the final Economic Development Strategy. 



Research Tasks
We conducted extensive research which included the following tasks:

• Review of Official Plan and Background Reports;

• Examination of Retail Trends and Best Practices;

• Inventory of Retail, Service and Vacant Space;

• Analysis of Customer Location Data;

• Delineation of a Trade Area;

• Population Forecasting;

• Examine Trade Area Socio-Economic Characteristics; and,

• Quantify Trade Area Demand and Retail Commercial Gaps.
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Covid – 19 and the Current State of Retail
Based on field observations in September 2020 and our professional judgement, the following provides an 
update to our Covid-19 assessment:

• For the most part the Town has faired well with respect to retail vacancies. Our inspections in 
September 2020 have not indicated a significant change from the April 2020 levels.

• We would draw a distinction between the Town fairing well and retailers fairing well. The potential for 
additional closures remains high. We anticipate that there may be a number of inventory issues for 
non-food retailers as summer comes to an end and the potential for the inability to appropriately stock 
stores for the winter due to cash flow issues.

• Similarly, food oriented retailers and restaurants will face potential head winds with the colder weather 
approaching and the inability to offer outdoor seating for more cautious customers.

• Over the longer term, the outlook for retail in the Town is positive.  It has been influenced by 
remote working trends brought on by Covid-19. Anecdotally, we understand that many seasonal 
residents are increasingly converting to permanent residents with the ability to effectively work 
remotely. The resulting benefit to the retail environment will be positive as long as there is still a 
sufficient number of tourists and seasonal residents who typically have a higher discretionary spend 
then permanent residents. 

Overall, the observations and recommendations presented in this report remain valid.
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Socio-Economic Characteristics - Urban
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Gap vs. Existing Space
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Summary of Findings
Retail / Service Function

• The retail environment is healthy in terms of vacancy rate. 

• The retail and service offering is positioned within the middle / upper middle segments of the 
market and is characterized by a number of independent boutique stores and services. 

• The tenant mix is functional and provides a level of service to the surrounding population. There are 
no clear gaps in the market with the exception of a general merchandise store;

• There are a mix of convenience and specialty stores. The convenience oriented stores such as 
Foodland, LCBO and Pharmasave provide general coverage within their respective categories. The 
specialty oriented stores cater to the local community as well as the seasonal residents.

• Over half of the retail and service space is retail oriented. This ratio of retail to service space is 
atypical and represents a greater emphasis on retail space. 

• Based on our assessment of the businesses, there are a mix of long established and new businesses. 
There is also a high level of market knowledge in terms of retail trends and the understanding of 
experience.

• The Town of The Blue Mountains is unique in that it is able to maintain a higher end offering 
which is atypical of non VECTOM markets. Typically, the path of least resistance in smaller markets 
is to cater to the value end of the spectrum as there are a number of retailers (characterised mostly by 
General Merchandise stores) that are willing tenants.
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Summary of Findings
Customer Demographic

• The population in the “urban” areas of the Town along the shoreline have increased by 27% since 
2006.

• This increase in population has been accompanied by a high average household income.

• Many of the current residents are transplants from large urban areas and appreciate a curated level of 
retail and service that provides similarities to their original retail areas.
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Recommendations
• Whether intentional or organic, the overall function of the retail and service mix within the Town is 

directed towards the middle and upper middle clientele demographic. We recommend that this 
direction continue and that the Town, Chamber and BIA continue to foster an environment where 
independent boutiques and services feel valued and welcome;

• While we recognize that there is a segment of the market that can benefit from value oriented retailers, 
expanding the breadth of value oriented retail in the Town will be limited by the population demand; 

• The permanent population of approximately 7,800 cannot support some of the more common national 
tenants being requested in the business and resident surveys. This would include a Canadian Tire 
store or an additional supermarket which would not likely be warranted at this time;

• There are opportunities in the market based on the expenditure profile of the population. These 
opportunities are within the following categories:

o General Merchandise;

o Furniture, Household Furnishings and Electronics;

o Clothing & Accessories;

o Personal Services; and,

o Pharmacies & Personal Care.

• While these gaps exist from an expenditure point of view, we would caution that many of these 
categories are also susceptible to the impact of e-commerce. Therefore, in terms of tenant recruitment, 
strong operators with multiple product lines and services (i.e. the Retail Hustle trend) should be 
sought.
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Recommendations
• The largest gap exists in the General Merchandise category. General Merchandise stores are typified 

by dollar stores, which based on our recommended direction would not necessarily be a fit in the 
market. However, there are a number of independent boutique types of General Merchandise stores 
that could occupy this category. Examples include Likely General (www.likelygeneral.com) and Good 
Neighbour (www.goodnbr.com).

• There are specific stores that could be added / supplemented to the market:

o An additional bike / recreational store;

o An additional home furnishing / décor store; and,

o A small electronics store (could also include a camera component).

• Anecdotally, it has been stated that the Town is unaffordable and that residents go to neighbouring 
municipalities to fulfill some of their shopping needs. Based on the cellular data and assessment of the 
inventory, this is likely correct. However, the Town has a very good foundation of stores and a 
reputation as a higher end shopping destination. This type of environment is sought after in many 
smaller communities and therefore, it is our recommendation to accept the demographic profile of the 
existing residents and cater to the majority of them, as there is not enough population based demand 
to support a broad range of retail and service offerings.

• We recognize that there is concern regarding outflow of expenditures to neighbouring municipalities 
such as Collingwood and that our recommendations will do little to stem this outflow. However, the 
Town is also the recipient of inflow of expenditures. For example, the cellular data indicates that 18% 
of the Foodland customers originate in Meaford.

• Finally, it is our opinion that the trend of “urban transplants” to the Town will continue and that the 
current retail offering will have even greater support in the future.
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Actions / Implementation Plans
The actions / implementation plans identified in this section address the current realities of operating in the 
economic confines due to Covid-19 as well as provide plans over the longer term when the economy has 
stabilized.

• Unfortunately, there will be some stores that may not be able to reopen due to the economic impacts of 
Covid-19. We would recommend that the Town, as part of its economic development plan, prepare a 
summary of this report as a guidepost to future tenant types. This may include the preparation of a 
marketing brochure for the Town highlighting its strengths, such as the high income resident 
population.

• There may be an opportunity for the Town to lease a vacant storefront and create a space for pop-up 
retail use from Toronto or Barrie. The program could be run through the BIA. The goal is to foster new 
tenants into the downtown through exposing them to the market during peak season. Retail 
recruitment is a powerful tool. The Town or BIA could prepare a target list of stores in neighbouring 
municipalities that fit the criteria presented in this report. This would also provide landlords with options 
when looking to lease new space.

• Some retail stores are downsizing due to retail economics. The Town is well positioned with respect to 
the current average size of retail units. However, if an application is presented to the Town for smaller 
units or subdividing space, the Town should balance their decision with the benefits to retail viability of 
smaller units.

• Over the longer term, marketing plans should be developed that embrace the Town’s niche status and 
highlight high profile retail and services tenants such as Fabbrica. The existence of Fabbrica in 
Thornbury is a significant endorsement of the market from one of Canada’s most accomplished 
restauranteurs.
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