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The Dalles Business Retention and Expansion 2016 Report 

Downtown The Dalles businesses are experiencing significant success; with a number outperforming 
growth expectations with opportunities to expand. While many businesses are having success, others 
are working through a myriad of diverse and often complex challenges. This report summarizes the 
findings of the first comprehensive effort to understand the needs, challenges, and opportunities of 
Downtown The Dalles businesses and offers a window into strategies for supporting business success.  
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The Dalles Business Retention and Expansion Program 

Summary (DRAFT) Report 
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Executive Summary  

The Dalles Main Street Organization strives to support business excellence by facilitating the 
development of the downtown business community. To this end, The Dalles Main Street invests 
significant organizational capacities and resources through its extensive volunteer network to help 
develop a vital downtown where the local community and businesses are actively supporting each 
other’s mutual success. In order to help businesses endure and grow in today’s rapidly changing 
economy, The Dalles Main Street brought connected various local leaders to develop a 

comprehensive, coordinated, and sustainable business outreach effort.  

Studies from across the country continuously highlight the importance of supporting existing local 

businesses rather than attracting new businesses. Nearly 80% of job growth is the result of the 
local businesses expanding. Through this recognition, The Dalles Main Street partnered with Rural 
Development Initiatives to establish a Business Retention and Expansion (BR&E) Program. The BR&E 
Program aims to better understand local business needs and issues while connecting resources and 

support when opportunities are surfaced.  

The Dalles Main Street conducted thirty-three 
interviews with a randomized sampling of local 
businesses asking a series of questions to determine 
important business development factors and keys to 

success. Over a 10-week period, volunteers and 
economic development practitioners gathered data 
and information through interviews which was then 
synthesized and analyzed for key themes and 
immediate assistance opportunities. The below 

themes, in no particular order, represent 
important insights for local leaders, economic 
development professionals, and the 
community.  

The Dalles Key Themes and Areas for Immediate Assistance:  

1. Businesses are seeking support for marketing, advertising, and promotions  

2. There continues to be a need for ongoing improvements to the physical 

environment of downtown 

3. The Downtown lacks a coordinated vision 

4. Workforce and availability of quality labor is a key business challenge  

5. The Downtown needs continued support in becoming a “Destination”  

6. Business development and technical services are sought after, yet, underutilized  

  

Figure 1 - Downtown The Dalles 
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Introduction  

The Dalles Main Street Organization (Main Street), 
established in 2009 and a 501c3 nonprofit since 
2012, has long sought to support the downtown 
business community through events, promotions, 
façade improvements, one-on-one business 
outreach and various other activities. Main Street is 
staffed by a full-time Executive Director and supports 
downtown using the National Main Street 4-Point 
Approach as the foundation for local initiatives to 
revitalize the downtown historic district by 
leveraging local assets—from cultural and 
architectural heritage to local businesses and 
community pride.  

Main Street has invested significant resources over 
the past several years to improve the downtown and 
establish it as a destination for community members and visitors where thriving local businesses anchor 

success. Notable accomplishments include the development of a downtown “Parklet” network, 
façade improvements, signature community events such as the Fort Dalles Fourth, and a 
video series titled “Why Shop Downtown The Dalles” promoting local businesses. Main Street also 
provides business technical assistance and troubleshooting as challenges arise.  

In the summer of 2015, multiple anchor and long-established, successful businesses closed; 
rocking the downtown community. How and why could this happen? In subsequent follow-up 
with the recently closed businesses, it was discovered that each were profitable, with stable customer 
bases, but were closing due to retirement or other personal reasons. Despite Main Street’s and other 
local organization’s best efforts and intentions vacant storefronts appeared overnight with little warning 
prompting Main Street and others to rethink how it supported downtown businesses. A key take away 
was the need for a proactive business warning system to stem issues before they arise. 

Under the guidance of Main Street, a task force under Main Street’s Economic Vitality Committee was 
formed to lead the formation and development of a Business Retention and Expansion program (BR&E). 
With support from Rural Development Initiatives (RDI) and guidance from additional partners including; 

Columbia Gorge Small Business Development Center, Mid-Columbia Economic Development 
District, Port of The Dalles, Business Oregon, and City of The Dalles, a collaborative was formed 
to steer project formation and implementation. 

The following report summarizes research methodology, study findings, lessons learned, common 
themes, and various supportive addendums. This report is written as both a reflection on the existing 
business community and as a strategy forward for The Dalles Main Street and partner organization’s 
economic development efforts. Moving forward, The Dalles Main Street, with the support of its 
partners, will continue to annually conduct coordinated outreach through the BR&E program to assess 
business needs and opportunities. 

Figure 2 - The Dalles 

 

Figure 3 - The Dalles 
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About The Dalles Main Street Business Retention and Expansion 

Program 

Business Retention and Expansion (BR&E) is a proven economic development strategy designed 
to address the three following primary objectives:  

 

Additional project objectives include the following:  

 

Retain or keep businesses in a community

Provide assistance for businesses to expand

Create a stronger pro-business climate

Help existing 
businesses 
grow and 

create new 
jobs

Stabalize jobs 
and retain 

businesses to 
provide 

economic 
security for 

local families

Create a long-
term 

outreach 
strategy that 

involves 
locally 

trained and 
skilled 
leaders

Better 
connect local 

businesses 
with public 
and private 
resources to 
help them 
succeed

Build capacity 
within The 

Dalles to help 
its businesses 

respond to 
change and 

foster 
productive 

relationships

Create 
consensus 
within the 

community 
as to the 
issues, 

challenges, 
and 

opportunities 
facing the 
downtown 
community



THE DALLES MAIN STREET BUSINESS RETENTION AND EXPANSION PROGRAM  
 

Page 7  August 2016 

The Dalles Business Retention and Expansion Process 

BR&E follows a common, yet adaptable, template. The Dalles Main Street tailored this project to reflect 
local community and economic conditions.  

 

Figure 4 - The BR&E Process 

The Process: A Closer Look 

1. Plan and organize stakeholders and community to do the following:  
o Identify businesses with potential to resolve issues that affect their long-term 

success    

o Assess the condition of local businesses and type and extent of assistance needed 
by using a customized business outreach and visitation process   

 

2. Develop business outreach and visitation process that includes the following:  
o Organize and train a local task force or Visitation Team to conduct business 

visitations  

o Recruit and visit pre-determined businesses  

o Develop immediate follow-up assistance strategies  

o Review and synthesize gathered business information  

 

3. Leverage and deliver existing local and regional resources to businesses and 
connect to outside expertise. This may include the following:  

o Broker public and private sector resources to small businesses in a community  

o Help business owners obtain technical assistance and other tools  

o Connect businesses to capital providers or other technical expertise   

o Help businesses apply for financing  

o Identify specific aspects of management or operations where business owners may 
be deficient and help them find appropriate assistance  

 

4. Develop solutions and celebrate success: 
o Develop short, medium, and long-term strategies to address common business 

strategies 

o Utilize data and business information to make decisions 

Plan and 
Organize

•Develop program 
structures

•Recruit and train 
volunteers

Outreach and 
Synthesize 

•Visit businesses

•Gather information

•Synthesize results

Connect 
Resources

•Organize service 
partners

•Connect businesses

Develop 
Solutions

•Strategies

•Celebrate 
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Overall, 60 businesses 

were targeted with 33 

agreeing to participate for 

a 55% participation rate 

o Implement strategies to address common business needs and evaluate efforts 

o Distribute project findings and celebrate successes 

Through the implementation of the Business Retention and Expansion Program, The Dalles is creating a 
sustained campaign to support the growth and success of local businesses. Additionally, Main Street and 
project partners have the opportunity to engage additional partners and resources on an ongoing basis 
to assess local strengths, weaknesses, and opportunities while routinely adapting economic and 
business development strategies. 

Methodology and Business Visitation Process  

In consultation with RDI, The Dalles Main Street’s Economic Vitality Committee elected to interview a 
randomized selection of the 220 active downtown businesses within the National Historic District. The 
decision to include all businesses reflected the desire to be inclusive and comprehensive ensuring equal 
weight to the entire business community and not just the most vocal or a specific industry sector. 
Additionally, the Leadership Team elected to select a handful of businesses that either were recently 
established or are major employers. Below is a sampling of the types of businesses interviewed:  

 Food and beverage  

 Professional services 

 Medical services 

 Retail 

 Clubs and Lodges 

Over the course of a ten-week period, the following 33 businesses were interviewed as part of the 
visitation process. All business information is held confidential; however, we would like to acknowledge 
the time each business took to speak with our visitation teams.   

La Cabana Bistro 

Moose Lodge 

KODL Radio 

Kay Jewelers 

Emma’s Boutique 

Zim’s Brau Haus 

Sears 

Rebecca Street 

Physical Therapy 

Raymond James 

Edward Jones 

Downey Sleep Center 

The Dalles Wedding 

Place 

The Dalles Marine 

Supply 

Freebridge Brewery 

Klind’t Bookstore 

Sawyers True Value 

Planetree Health 

Resource Center 

MCMC 

Pioneer Electric 

Labman Distributor 

Inc. 

Sunshine Mill Winery 

Pure Yoga 

Born to Bead Wild 

Jack’s Body Shop 

JD Smith Jewelers 

Copper West Realty 

CARS (Columbia Auto 

Repair and Sales) 

Bi-Coast Media 

Growler Holster 

Ernie’s Locks and 

Keys 

Martinez Mobile 

Repair 

Columbia Gorge 

Insurance
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Downtown The Dalles boasts 

nearly a 90% occupancy rate 

for downtown businesses 

A combination of 20 local volunteers and community economic development practitioners comprised 

the Visitation Team. Teams were divided into pairs and interviewed between two and four businesses 

each. Every Visitation Team member participated in mandatory three hour training in preparation for 

conducting the business visits. Topics covered included an orientation to BR&E, interview best practices, 

and data reporting methodology. Members were required to sign confidentiality statements and all 

business information is securely held with Rural Development Initiatives. We would like to thank each 

team member for his/her involvement and dedication to the project. Without his/her support this 

project would not have been possible. Additional thanks to Tim Schetchel for donation of space for the 

Visitation Team Training. Thank you to the following: 

Matthew Klebes 

Michael Held  

Kristine Mier 

Israel Ayala 

Fritz Ellett 

Kristin Reece 

Lana Egbert 

Beth Kaser 

Angie Pacleb 

Kathy Norton 

Leann Ellett 

Michelle Lauterbach 

Ashley Lauterbach 

Darcy Long Curtis 

Jenn Gunther 

Pam Jensen 

Carolyn Meece 

Carrie Pipinich 

Rick Leibowitz 

Great Weast 

 

Business Follow-up and Flag Warning Review  

After all interviews were completed, data tabulated, and information synthesized, the Leadership Team, 
led by Main Street staff and supported by RDI, conducted follow-up outreach to businesses seeking 
support on a myriad of issues. Additionally, many partners, volunteers, and business owners have 
helped implement the BR&E program including support for business follow-up. Businesses were 
prioritized based on criteria such as potential for growth and other business needs using a “flag warning 
review” system. Businesses that needed immediate assistance or had an immediate opportunity were 
given a red flag and those that needed limited assistance a green flag. Follow-up is ongoing and will 
continue on a case-by-case basis. Service providers vary depending on business needs and other factors. 

Business Characteristics and Climate  
Thirty-three businesses participated and ranged in type, size, and sector. Types of businesses ranged 

from membership clubs, retail, food and beverage, and auto. Overall, 60 businesses were targeted with 

33 agreeing to participate for a 55% participation rate. In 

typical BR&E programs, participation rates average between 

65-70%. The lower than average rate represents 

opportunities for improvement in future outreach. 

 

Other notable business characteristics include the following:  
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Downtown The Dalles Trade Area 

Downtown The Dalles businesses primarily service customers within a 60-mile radius extending in all 
directions. Businesses have stronger market ties to points north toward Goldendale, south toward Dufur 
and Maupin, and eastward to Sherman, Wheeler, and Gilliam Counties. Fewer businesses are operating 
in the Portland metro area, however, a few businesses operate nationally. 

Downtown Business Traffic 

 

Figure 5 – The Dalles Business Traffic 

Business Climate 

Businesses overwhelmingly indicated upward trajectories in sales and overall business activity. Yet 
opinions on the business climate ranged considerably. For instance, business owners described the 

12% of businesses operate seasonally

54% of employees are full-time; 46% part-time

Interviewed businesses had 111 full-time employees & 92 part-time employees

87% of businesses have operated for more than 3 years

54% of businesses plan on expanding in the next three years

14% of businesses plan on relocating

19% of businesses do not have an online presence; 3 have online sales

How many customers would you estimate come into your business on an 
average day?

0-20

21-50

51-100

100 or greater
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Marketing Opportunity: 

The Dalles Main Street 

can help share local 

business success 

stories through a 

variety of media 

channels including 

newspaper, Facebook, 

and a newsletter.  

Local 
Matters

Indpendently owned 
and operated

Relationships 

Matters

Service 
Matters

Personal touch to 
customer service 

Accessibility 
Matters

Customers 
Matters

Loyal return 
customers

Competition 
Matters

overall climate as “average” yet trending in the positive direction. Many attribute their excitement to 
the quality of life and increased activity in downtown over the last 12-18 months.  

Businesses highlighted several areas for potential improvement to the overall business climate, 
including;  

 

Although perceptions of The Dalles business climate vary, the overall 
consensus is that downtown is moving in the right direction. As in most 
communities, there are areas in which The Dalles thrives and areas where 
improvement is needed. Future strategy discussion should build upon the 
gathered information which serves as one piece to an overall puzzle on the 
path to creating an economically vibrant downtown.  

Business Health and Key Competitive Advantages  
Businesses overwhelmingly detailed an increase in annual sales and revenue 

while others were consistent or stable. The positive increases were 

attributed to several factors including an overall improving economy, 

renewed downtown focus and energy, and strong customer relationships. 

Several businesses disclosed having record sales, are outcompeting 

comparable stores in different markets, and are being recognized as industry 

More convenient shopping hours, particularly into the evening

Increased community awareness about existing businesses

Improved marketing, promotion, and advertising for downtown businesses 

Improved customer service

Continued beautification and overall appearance 

A common and shared vision for downtown
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Figure 6 – Business Success Factors 

leaders within their respective markets. A few of the most commonly expressed business success factors 

are captured in the following graphic: 

The above business health and success factors are important for economic development professionals 
and the community as strategies are developed and implemented. 

Business Expansions and Opportunities for Growth 
Downtown businesses are primed for expansion with 54% disclosing expansion plans within the next 

1-3 years. Several businesses expressed the need for new building space, particular storage. Nearly a 

quarter of businesses expressed the need to either expand their existing footprint or locate 

storage elsewhere. Storage needs ranged from cold storage and dry goods, general retail, and furniture 

and appliance stores. 

While each business must 

ultimately pave its own path toward success, the opportunity for continued investment and support 

from local business and economic development professionals present a tremendous opportunity for 

future business growth in Downtown The Dalles.  

 

Employment Growth 

Several businesses described “being on the cusp” of hiring 1-2 more employees over the next 1-3 years: 
many with the intent to step away from their business operations. With nearly 87% of businesses having 

operated for more than three years the downtown community is ageing and approaching, if not 
already in the midst of, an ownership turnover. Additional assessment is needed to determine 
specific needs and services as businesses transition to retirement. Additionally, the method for which 
services are delivered should reflect the nature and makeup of existing businesses and those of the next 
generation of business owners. 

Does the business plan on 
expanding?

Yes No I don't know

Does the business plan on 
relocating?

Yes No I don't know

Figure 6 - Expansion Plans Figure 7 -Relocation Plans 
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Opportunities for Growth 

Businesses overwhelmingly expressed the desire to improve or access marketing and promotional 

opportunities. Specifically, several identified technological gaps within existing systems and 
difficulty adopting and integrating 21st marketing strategies into their business. Other commonly 
expressed business goals that support growth include; 

 

Business Challenges  

With a diverse downtown business mix comes a fairly broad range of challenges. The most commonly 
expressed were related to marketing and advertising services and products. This includes the ability to 
locate and attract new customers or growing members as in the case of downtown clubs. Secondarily, 
the availability of a local skilled labor force from which to draw was a shared challenge. Soft skills, those 
attributes that enable someone to interact effectively and harmoniously with other people, are difficult 
to find for entry-level positions. 

Other common business challenges focused on seasonality issues, competition from big-box and online 
retailers, changes or uncertainty in regulations, receiving and distributing products, and parking or 

traffic issues. Future business outreach efforts should aim to clarify specific challenges within 
each of the issue areas listed above. Additionally, subsequent follow-up should focus on case-by-
case issues to troubleshoot any business specific challenges. 

Policy Issues 

Policy issues were focused primarily on the pending minimum wage increase and how, positively or 
negatively, that may impact their business model. While many businesses were apprehensive of the 
minimum wage increase, most that cited it as an issue were indifferent due to lack of information or 
awareness about its role out and subsequent impact. Other policy issues concerned local code 
enforcement issues; primarily business signage and concerns about engineering study requirement and 
costs. 

The Dalles Business Innovation and Technology Opportunities 

As consumers are increasingly making decisions and purchases online and Internet sales expand, local 

retail businesses must invest in new hardware and software technology or web-based and 
merchant services to be successful. Several businesses expressed the need for learning about and 

Improved customer service

Streamlined/more efficient operations

Interior physical improvements

Abilty to adapt to new technologies 

Diversify product lines
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developing systems to continue advancing online sales while meeting the rapidly changing consumer 
behaviors that require significant investments and upgrades. Additionally, access to education and tools 
in how to use available technologies is a common need across downtown businesses. Specifically, 
assistance in developing marketing and promotional systems to advertise goods and services is a key 
opportunity. 

Business Location Factors  

Businesses were requested to describe the most important factors important for their success. Factors 
included transportation, access to capital, and utilities. Due to interview collection methods, the data 
below contains interviewer biases. Biases were attempted to be removed; but due to interview time 
constraints and other factors, several interviewers completed scoring based on qualitatively disclosed 
information rather than businesses answering the question on their own. Interviewers were instructed 
to validate scoring by confirming a given score with the respondent. NOTE: Scoring is on a scale of 1 to 5, 
with 5 representing “very important for success” and 1 representing “not important for success.” 

 

Figure 7 – The Dalles Business Location Factors  

Quality of Available Business Resources 

Many businesses were unaware of available assistance and unsure about how providers could help their 
businesses. Those receiving and/or those who have received services are generally satisfied with the 
quality and availability of business resources. The most commonly expressed technical assistance needs 
are; 

 Advertising and marketing 

 Financial planning and fund development 

 Signage support 

 Façade improvements 

 Adapting to technology 

0

1

2

3

4

5

Business Location Factors

How important is it? How does The Dalles do?
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It can reasonably be presumed that about 

132 or more businesses have an identified 

challenge or opportunity that will need to 

be addressed in the next 1-3 years 

Businesses are overwhelming satisfied with The Dalles Main Street citing their openness to listen 
and problem solve as positive attributes. There was mild confusion about roles between the City, 
Chamber, and Main Street; however, all expressed gratitude toward Main Street for conducting the 
BR&E program and viewed it as effective way to support local businesses. Businesses also expressed an 
interest in learning about the outcomes of the project and should be kept up to speed with program 
progress. 

Business Priorities 
Businesses were asked to help set future business development and downtown priorities by selecting 

from a pre-determined list of options. The table below summarizes the results. The “other” category 

was largely comprised of comments regarding the overall physical environment of downtown. This 

included comments about general beautification, signage and wayfinding, and cleanliness. 

Businesses were also asked to share their “magic wand wish” for one thing that could be done 
tomorrow to most support their success. While such wands do not exist, the answers illuminated a 
variety of opportunities for future support and strategies to consider developing. Below are a few 
snapshot responses: 

2-way streets 

Promotional activities and advertising 

Main Street and Chamber collaboration 

Interior remodels 

Refurbished historic buildings 

Signage code clarity 

Rent negotiation and brokering 

0

5

10

15

20

Top priorities that would support your business the most 
(Respondents chose 3-5) 

Figure 8 – Business Priorities 
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Access to capital

Overall Issues, Themes, and Conclusion 

Downtown The Dalles contains 220 active businesses; Main Street interviewed 33, or 15%. Of those 
interviewed 20, or 60%, expressed needing assistance over the next 1-3 years; therefore it can 
reasonably be assumed that of the 220 businesses 60% of them, or 132, have an identified challenge or 
opportunity, both negatively and/or positively impacting their business, which will require some sort of 
support. Continued business outreach and relationship building with existing downtown businesses is a 
sound economic development strategy worth pursuing. Furthermore, ongoing partnering with service 
providers is critical in meeting this demand. 

In the meantime, several key themes and issues surfaced and merit further research, conversation, and 
action during the coming weeks. As the community, local leaders, and resource provider partners come 
to the table to discuss strategies for addressing “big ticket items,” the following several important 
factors should be considered during decision-making processes: 

 Existing organizational capacities and bandwidth 
 Availability of existing business services and resources 
 Long-term investment and commitment of key partners to supporting existing businesses 
 Desired outcomes and metrics 
 Funding and sustainability of projects  
 Utilization of local resources and capacities beyond the “ordinary suspects” 

Key Issues and Themes  

1. Marketing, Advertising, and Promotions 

 

2. Physical Improvements 
 

3. Develop a Coordinated Vision for Downtown 

 

4. Workforce  
 

5. Downtown Destination Development 
 

6. Business Development Technical Services  

The Dalles BR&E Action Plan (2016) – In Development – Completion date 

August 31, 2016 
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Business Follow-up Process, Summary, and Outcomes – In Process – 

Completion date August 31, 2016  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


