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Part I The Vision

Executive Summary

This project proposal will explore the highest and best use for a mixed-use development project located north 
and south of McMillian between Concord and Copelen Walnut Hills, Cincinnati. The site area includes four 
large parcels of land totaling 117,310 SF. The Walnut Hills neighborhood has experienced a steady population 
decrease over the past years that shifted the business district and lead to a 33% vacancy rate of the existing 
200,000 square feet of commercial space in the historic district. The growing market trend in the uptown areas 
and the city as a whole has pushed Walnut Hills to follow the growing overall context and raise with other 
neighborhoods. In addition, the changing demographics indicates a return to the city and shows favor for mixed-
use urban lifestyles. The city of Cincinnati and the Walnut Hills Redevelopment Foundation have partnered to 
acquire and stabilize the Firehouse Row development site. After a thorough market and financial feasibility 
analysis of potential uses for the site, a mixed-use development featuring 68 residential units with 12,222 SF 
of retail would garner the least risk and greatest return from the market. A number of units on the ground floor 
were designed as flexible work/live spaces catering to the vast amount of artists in the community. These 
spaces are created for the first phase but are able to be converted into commercial retail space as the markets 
demand a change. The project aims to create desirable commercial development with leasable standards and 
multi-functional residential units, inviting in a more diverse population. In order to parallel the public space of 
Five Points Alley, the development opens up to the community and provides a number of spaces for them to 
use. The following proposal will describe in more detail the specific elements of this mixed-use development 
project. 

Regenerating the Firehouse Row does not just raise questions about the immediate site but rather poses 
questions about the entire neighborhood of Walnut Hills and its future outlook. The regeneration of the subject 
area can play an instrumental role in the renewal of the entire neighborhood. A city wide perspective and the 
local plans can reinforce each other and merge into a coherent vision.
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Site Overview

Walnut Hills is a neighborhood located in the middle-south portion of Cincinnati with a current population of 6,130 and a median age of 34. 
The neighborhood is experiencing a consistent decrease in population and at the same time an increase in the average age. The majority 
of the residents are renters which occupy 78% percent of the housing market. The data from Areavibes shows that although the average 
age of the neighborhood is higher than the Cincinnati average, the percentage of the population that is 25-54 is also 7% higher than the 
city’s average. The subject site is located in the center of Walnut Hills and has a great connection to both the downtown and uptown area. 
The current traffic trends reveal that rather than staying in the area, most often people just pass by Walnut Hills. 



Creating the Gateway

The Firehouse Row Development is often regarded as the breaking line of 
the northern and southern parts of Walnut Hills, due to both geographic and 
demographic factors. It lies in between different types of linear structures 
that disconnect the westerns parts from the busy district in the east side of 
the neighborhood. It is also located right next to I-71 where a high number 
of traffic passes by.

The site’s location in the middle of the neighborhood produces the form 
of a gateway between various parts; a place that is a crossing point and 
an area in its own right, for which a unique identity can be developed and 
triggered.  This generates the potential to become a new destination with a 
very specific type of mixed uses which pulls in those who would previously 
pass by. 

1+1+1+1=41 +1+1+1>4 
As a whole

Harmonizing Culture and Nature

There is unique opportunity on the site for realizing a harmonious 
coexistence and interrelation between built urban structure and nature. 
Simple “reconstruction” of the missing green link at the south end of the 
site would introduce a powerful green element into the center of the site. 
The introduction of the element of nature would become the driver for long 
term, high ambition urban development paving the road to the site of the 
future. The introduction of more open space and different types of nature 
will transform the entire area into an urban quarter with a high quality of life 
for all residents. 

Deriving a Creative & Active Neighborhood

The Firehouse Row is an area that – due to the structure and the building 
stock provides great potential for creative industries and a lively urban 
sphere that is open to adaptation over time. 

The regeneration process of the area can support these qualities and 
introduce new programs to the urban conditions. Close to I-71 and therefore 
easy to reach from the center of the E McMillan St, the area can become an 
extension with corresponding programs for future economies. With some 
infrastructure improvements already under way and more proposed to 
shape the course for regeneration framework it will also become a creative 
gateway in between the I-71 and east side that attracts people to a less 
frequented area.

Each of these three ideals should not be seen in isolation but as concepts 
that fertilize each other, and used to quickly create the momentum 
necessary to regenerate the entire area. The three concepts together form 
an enormously powerful image of the Firehouse Row and helps the further 
advancement of Walnut Hills as a whole and introduces a totally new piece 
of city-not all new in its building substance but new in its mix, its identity 



Market and Feasibility Analysis

Due to the I-71 freeway, the original arts district between Taft and McMillan was 
interrupted and business were removed. It is important to that area that these 
businesses that were and are seeking new locations are able to stay here. An 
arts district that is integrated into the community can help form a stronger link 
between downtown and Walnut Hills.

Currently there is a Kroger located north of McMillan and East of Gilbert. This 
Kroger is the only formal grocery store serving Walnut Hills and is planning to 
leave the community. Since a significant portion of the neighborhood is older 
and has limited means of transportation there is a strong necessity for inviting a 
new grocery store that services 24 hours a day.

Although I-71 divides the community it also brings opportunities to neighborhood 
businesses because of its benefits of easy access. Located along I-71 at the 
North and South ends of the community are industrial and commercial districts. 
The biking friendly streets and trails, along with zones of walkability, can help 
attract young professionals, baby boomers, and millennials to the neighborhood 
as the changing demographics indicates a strong return to the city and shows 
favor for mixed-use urban lifestyles

The subject site is zoned for T4 N.S F, T4 N.S F-O and T 5 M S, which allows 
for medium density mixed-use residential, retail, and office. The market analysis 
will analyze the financial and market feasibility of the specific uses and conclude 
with a highest and best use for the site as well as comparable assumptions for 
the pro forma section of the analysis.
 
The ongoing Gateway project and the growing uptown area has attracted a  
large number of developers to enter into the Cincinnati real estate market. With 
all these potentials, and its rating as the 14th most livable neighborhood,Walnut 
Hills is ready for a renaissance. 

Concepts

Situated at a gateway to the downtown of Cincinnati and surrounding areas, the neighborhood 
of Walnut Hills posses great potential with quick access to most parts of the city and major 
roadways. The neighborhood has an interesting mix of inhabitants with Eden Park to its 
south and stretching north up into greatly differing typologies. The neighborhood itself has 
seen a great deal of shifting change through its’ years starting out as a farm owned by 
one man  in 1804 the area slowly became a lively city suburb with street-cars and well off 
inhabitants. Following this time the community became a struggling neighborhood and cut 
through by the expansion of I-71. In recent years the community has seen some effort and 
potential for revitalization. The gentrification of surrounding neighborhoods in the city has 
sparked interest for parallel efforts to be carried out in Walnut Hills. Furthermore, many 
previous inhabitants of gentrified neighborhoods are left priced out and no longer able to 
afford the area in which they have lived. 

The firehouse row development is comprised of three blocks situated on both sides of 
McMillan Street nearly in the center of the Walnut Hills neighborhood and right across from 
the University of Cincinnati. Each lot is primarily vacant and surrounded by neighborhood 
residence. The design for a mixed use development on the site was comprised of a variety of 
methodologies intended to create a relationship  with the surrounding public and implement 
a notion of connectivity not only within the building but also spanning across the different 
blocks. At a time of heightened interest for the neighborhood and the possibility of increasing 
densities, an approach of flexible spaces that cater to the present day inhabitants and what 
shifting demographics may follow, was implemented in order to mitigate wasted and vacant 
spaces. 

The increasing interest in urban renewal and the quick access to surrounding areas helps 
strengthen the future outlook of what Walnut Hills could be and the things it has to offer to a 
variety of demographics.



Retail Market Analysis & Proposed Development Plan

According to the 2014 AreaVibes report, the Walnut Hills retail market has an occupied 
rate as 67% of the 200,000 square feet of the commercial space. The studied reason of 
this high vacancy rate is a combination of declining and aging population in addition to the 
undesirable businesses and businesses that operate with inconsistent business hours. 
These businesses are different from the Clifton Heights Business District, which caters 
to university students. The recent development of U-Square has achieved a successful 
outcome in creating a diverse usage of the space and in making revenue. Compared 
to the Clifton Heights Business District, the subject site has a similar condition being 
next to an existing business district but has better connectivity with downtown, uptown, 
Xavier, Hyde Park, etc. which is attractive to both businesses and residences. One of 
the weak trends of the site though is the aging and declining resident population which 
means a significant smaller amount of consumers compared to Clifton Heights. After a 
thorough market and financial feasibility analysis, the proposed development plan for 
retail will invite seven retails into the subject site with a proposed tenant mix as showed 
on the left. 

The retail tenants will finish their own space with a tenant allowance. Tenant allowance 
has been set at a generous $30 per square foot but may be adjusted dependent upon 
each tenants needs. The site will have some flexibility in terms of the space required by 
the retail tenants. The spaces can be split one of many different ways and accommodate 
a retail tenant that requires as much as 4700 square feet or split into 10 – 1,000-1,200 
SF smaller retail spaces depending on demand. Rates for the retail tenants are set at 
flat $12 per square foot which is comparable to the market. Again specific rates can 
be adjusted for tenants that desire more store frontage or tenants that want to be in a 
specific location. The retail tenants that will be attracted to the development are going 
to be small retailers that prefer to be in mixed use properties. There is space in phase 
one specifically set aside to create a small gym. The area around Walnut Hills is lacking 
a local gym and a gym can attract baby boomers and millennials that are focused on 
living a healthy lifestyle. The site is located in an area that has high foot traffic and a high 
annual daily traffic count of 9,450 cars. In order to attract traffic that would normally pass 
through the area, retail parking around the site will be free.

The retails mix is proposed based on the following factors: 1. market demand. 
As highlighted in the image from the “I want ? in my neighborhood” community 
communication board during the Cincinnati Street Food Festival on the left, residents 
expressed the most significant demand as restaurants, a clinic, 24hr grocery and ice 
cream shop on the board.  2.  By locating the most nearby amenities, we defined highest 
and best use based on the demand corresponding to the existing demographic of the 
subject neighborhood.

It was discovered that one major reason for the high vacancy rate is due to the undesired 
unit plan which does not apply to the market demand. Instead of creating more regular 
office space and carry on the high risk of the vacancy rate, the proposed development 
plan for office will selectively invite 5 artist live/work spaces in the first phase of the 
proposed plan. The chart above shows the proposed units in the first phase of the 
development. The listed number corresponds to the ground floor plans of the proposed 
site plan on the left.

Development Plan

Much of the highest and best use analysis was determining what type of property 
would attain the highest return per each parcel. We avoided office units because 
the Cincinnati market already has an abundance of vacant office space. Attracting 
tenants to the site would deem itself a difficult task along with the accommodation 
of parking raising further concerns. We determined that a Class A mixed-use 
apartment and commercial space along with townhomes was the most feasible 
plan for this site. To maximize return, we will charge retail tenants facing McMillan 
Avenue the highest rents. Due to the southern parcel not receiving a great amount 
of foot or car traffic to attract retail tenants, and not wanting to over flood the 
market with rentable units, we came to the conclusion that the best use of this 
land would be townhouses. Currently the market in Walnut Hills will not be able 
to sustain an abundance of retail space so in turn we decided to populate much 
of the first floor in Phase 1 with live/work retail studios. As the market in Walnut 
Hills expands and demand for retail space increases these work/live studios on 
the first floor can be converted into full commercial spaces. It was determined 
that the central and largest parcel should be the centerpiece of the project and 
contain most of the retail space, some live/work studios, and apartments above 
them. Similar methodology was used in the set-up of the remaining two parcels. In 
addition, we wanted to maximize density while still maintaining financial feasibility 
and meeting zoning standards. Therefore, building designs range from 2-4 stories 
throughout the development in order to achieve greatest use. 



Market Rate Housing :
Market Analysis & Proposed Development Plan

Rents for the apartment buildings range from $765 per month for 640 square feet 
to $1,200 for 1,200 square feet. For this development we are charging a range of 
$1-$1.20 per square foot depending on number of bedrooms and type of apartment.  
There are not a lot of new or comparable mixed use properties like this in Walnut 
Hill’s. Some rehabs in the business district are going for around $1 per square foot.  
Similar Class A properties in the uptown area and OTR charge rental rates from 
$1.15-$1.50 per square foot. We are hoping to attract some of those tenants to our 
site by charging a lower rental rate for a similar site. There will be 8 live/work studios 
in which the tenant will have 900 square feet of living space and 200 square feet of 
frontage to the main streets. Rents will be higher in areas that are directly facing the 
main street of McMillan. The demand for them will be high due to their location on 
the first floor and the retail parking that will be available on site. Parking spaces for 
residential units will be sold at a fixed rate of $600 per space per year. 

The townhomes will be split up into 4 2-bedroom units and 5 4-bedroom units aver-
aging 3,300 square feet each. At a rental rate of $1.10 per square foot the rent per 
month is $3,600 per unit. The plans are to rent out the townhomes for the 10 year 
span of the pro forma. But these townhomes can potentially be sold to the community 
to provide home ownership opportunities for residents moving to Walnut Hills. 

We can use many creative marketing strategies to attract tenants to the residential 
properties. Our target market for this project is baby boomers and millennials that 
are shifting from suburban developments to mixed-use urban developments. We can 
use marketing efforts in local stores to attract local tenants that may be looking for a 
nicer place to live in the area. We can also have events in which we give away t-shirts 
to have walking advertising in the community. In addition, we can offer incentives to 
the tenants that are renting the live/work units to design an advertisement for their 
storefronts. Finally, we should actively participate in advertising and incentives online 
through social media websites.  

Office: 
Market Analysis & Proposed Development Plan

After a thorough market and financial feasibility analysis, it was realized that one major 
reason that the vacancy rate is high is due to the undesired unit plan which does not 
apply to the market demand. Instead of creating more regular office space and carry on 
the high risk of the vacant rate, the proposed development plan for office will selectively 
inviting 10 artist live/work space in the first phase of the proposed plan. The chart below 
shows the proposed units in the first phase of the development. The listed number 

corresponds to the ground floor plans of the proposed site plan.



PGI
Annually

Commercial 13,822.00                      SF @ 12.00$  165,864.00$  165,864.00$  
Apartments 69,791.00                      SF @ 1.16$    80,957.56$    971,490.72$  
Town Homes 29,802.00                      SF @ 1.10$    32,782.20$    393,386.40$  
Total SF 113,415.00                    

Total PGI 1,530,741.12$     
less vacancy -7% (107,151.88)$       
EGI 1,423,589.24$     
less expenses -35% (498,256.23)$       
NOI 1,178,840.79$     
Loan Constant

PV 1
I 5.50%
N 360
PMT ($0.006)
K 0.0681

Max Loan
DCR Criteria NOI 1,178,840.79$     

K 0.0681
DCR 1.25
Maximum Loan 13,841,301.20$   

LTV Ratio NOI $1,178,840.788
Cap Rate 10%
Value $11,788,407.88
LTV Criteria 80%
Maximum Loan $9,430,726.30

Therefore Max Loan 9,430,726.30$     
Annual Debt Service

Loan 9,430,726.30$     
K 0.0681
Annual Debt Service 642,559.52$        

Max Equity Investment
NOI 1,178,840.79$     
less: Debt Service 642,559.52$        
Net cash flow 536,281.27$        

Max Equity Investment 18% 2,979,340.38$     

Land Acquistion Costs: 2,500,000$     
Construction Costs:
Residential 69,791        SF @ 120$                8,374,920$     
Town Homes 29,802        SF @ 80$                  2,384,160$     
Retail Core Shell 13,822        SF @ 100$                1,382,200$     
Parking Spaces 86 per space 5,000$             430,000$        
Tenant Finish Costs:
Phase 1 9331 SF @ 30$                  279,930$        
Phase 2 2891 SF @ 30$                  86,730$          
Live/Work Flex Retail 1600 SF @ 5$                     8,000$             
Demolition Costs:
Demolition of red parcel 2308 SF @ $15 34,620$          
Total Hard Costs: 12,980,560$  
Soft Costs:
Architectural & engineering costs 5.00% 649,028.00$  
Construction Interest and Financing Costs 4.00% 519,222.40$  
Leasing commissions 6% $81,190.19
Marketing & predevelopment Fixed 25,000$          
Developer's overhead and fee 3% 389,416.80$  
Permitting, legal, etc 4% 519,222.40$  
Buying red parcel costs Fixed 150,000$        
Total Soft Costs: 2,333,080       
Contingency 5% 765,682          
Total Costs: 18,579,322$  



Development Team:

Architect / Site Planning – GBBN Architects
Sr. Lender and NMTC equity partner – PNC Bank, in partnership with Cincinnati 
Development Fund
Legal – Graydon Head
Construction – Al Neyer, Inc
Retail Leasing – Urban Fast Forward
Residential leasing and management – Towne Properties
Public private partnership

Development Schedule: 

November  2014  Red Parcel Purchased
December 2014  Planning started
January  2015  Preleasing and marketing started
March  2015  Construction started
January  2016  Phase I completed
January  2017   Project completed

The construction of the project was phased, starting with the large central parcel 
and the northeastern parcel. The two parcels consist of 44 apartments, 9,330 SF 
of retail, and 1600 SF of Live/Work studio frontage. The second phase includes 9 
townhomes on the southern parcel and an additional 33 apartments and 2,900 SF 
on the northwest parcel. The development plan will start with 35 residential parking 
spaces along with 14 retail parking spaces in phase one. In Phase two the residen-
tial parking spaces will increase to 62 parking spaces and 24 retail parking spaces. 



Summary Pro Forma
Inflation 3%

Effective Gross Income 70%
2015 (Building Phase) 2016 2017

Apartment -$                                 $568,467.76 $836,460
Town Home -$                                 $275,370 $405,188
Phase 1 -$                                 $78,380 $115,331
Phase 2 -$                                 $24,284 $35,733
Live/Work Studio -$                                 $11,200 $16,480

Vacancy: 7% -$                                 67,039$             98,643$              
EGI: -$                                 890,664$           1,310,548$         
Operating Expenses: 40% -$                                 383,081$           563,677$            
NOI (before tax abatement): -$                                 507,583$           746,872$            
Tax Abatement: 3.10% 431,969$           431,969$            

75%
NOI (after tax abatement): -$                                 939,552$           1,178,841$         
Less Retail Rent -$                                 $879,203 $1,090,043
Debt Service: $451,974.48 $451,974.48
Net Cash Flow: ($2,979,340) 487,577.36$     726,866.31$      
Balloon Payment (2025)
Net Cash Flow (with balloon): ($2,979,340) $487,577 $726,866

Total Estimated Project Costs

The total project costs are an estimated $18,580,000. Funding the proj-
ect will require $9,380,000 in debt, $3,000,000 in equity, $2,500,000 in 
land credit, and $3,700,000 of a new market tax credit. The new mar-
ket tax credit was calculated off by multiplying the total project costs by 
20%. We also used  the Build Cincinnati Development Fund (BCDF). 
This will allow us to enhance the traditional loan and pump up our LTV 
to 80%.  




