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INTRODUCTION 

The City of Oneonta has undergone considerable change during the past fifty years, and 
this change has affected the central business district.  Much of this change is consistent 
with wider trends found across the state and the nation.  Since the early 1970s there has 
been a shift away from manufacturing and toward the service sector (Scott, 2002).  This 
shift has been largely due to a combination of improved manufacturing technologies, 
increased corporate concentration, and the outsourcing of manufacturing to low wage 
facilities outside of the United States (Bluestone & Harrison, 1982; Sassen, 2002).  In 
Oneonta, such trends have favored the education industry.  

The impact of such restructuring in the American economy has affected rural areas and 
small cities as well as larger cities (Ames & Ellsworth, 1997; Beaulieu & Mulkey, 1995; 
Fitchen 1991; Mattson, 1997).  Rural areas in particular face issues related to 
development being combined in some areas even as large swaths of territory go without 
similar development.  In the Oneonta area, Oneonta is a beneficiary of the regional 
economy being largely and increasingly concentrated in and around Oneonta itself, with 
retail found in the suburban Town of Oneonta and many white collar services found in 
the city – particularly downtown.  This is consistent with other regions, as the less “rural” 
an community is the better it often fares (Thomas, 2003; Thomas et al, 2005).  Typically, 
rural communities with ready access to cities or along interstate highways also fare well 
(Lichter & Fuguitt, 1980; Aronoff, 1997).  This often results in larger towns, such as 
Oneonta, experiencing faster growth than much smaller communities, with many very 
small communities often losing enough economic vitality that their very community 
structure is at stake (Brown et al, 1996; Thomas, 1999).  

Many communities attempt to adapt to economic restructuring by attempting to attract 
urban corporations for investment.  Historically, such strategies have involved 
manufacturing and other industrial firms, but retail firms are often the target of economic 
developers as well (Aronoff, 1997).  In many other cases, such as in Cooperstown, local 
officials attempt to attract urban tourists to their communities (Matsuoka & Benson, 
1996; Springwood, 1996; Thomas, 2003).  

Communities that have survived economically have typically done so because they have 
a high degree of inshopping – residents tend to shop in their local community. This 
relationship is a dynamic one as inshopping by local residents can aid retailers in 
providing consumers with a diverse array of goods and services that satisfies residents, 
leading to more inshopping (Miller & Kean, 1997; Miller, Kim & Schofield-Tomschin, 
1998). Similarly, residents dissatisfied with local retail choices are more likely to shop 
outside the community (Miller & Kean, 1997) – a pattern called outshopping. As with 
inshopping, the relationship between community attachment and outshopping behavior is 
also dynamic: low community attachment begets outshopping which in turn results in less 
community attachment.  Similar trends are also evident in Otsego County, with Oneonta 
as a primary community for shoppers from throughout the region (Thomas, Mansky, 
Frimer & Natale, 2002). 



METHOD & DESCRIPTION OF THE AREA  

Data was collected by first developing a list of addresses in the downtown area.  By use 
of surface survey, historical maps and photography a list of addresses existing in the 
downtown area between 1947 and 2005 was developed.  Considerable changes occurred 
during this time period, particularly during the era of urban renewal when a large swath 
of downtown was cleared and partially redeveloped.    

Using “city directories,” plus occasional historical records and, in 2005, surface survey, a 
list of businesses residing at each address was developed.  Due to limitations of the 
source data, there are years in which a given address does not have a listing.  In many 
cases this reflects an actual vacancy, but in other instances it is unclear whether it is 
simply a failing on the part of the data or if a vacancy is to blame for the discrepancy.  In 
any case this serves as a limitation on the data, and as such the calculation of vacancy 
rates is not possible.  For each address for which an occupant was listed, the occupant 
was coded by the function of the occupant.  For earlier years, interviews with local 
residents and members of the business community were interviewed and their answers 
compared and recorded.    

Businesses classified as “general” sell goods that are of use to the general population on a 
regular basis.  This definition is inclusive of grocery, pharmaceutical supply, and other 
such general merchandise.  Such businesses often sell items related to tourism, but the 
primary purpose of such stores is the sale of general merchandise.    General stores that 
supply automotive fuel are designated “General-Fuel” (Thomas, 2003, 163-4).  

Specialty stores sell goods that are intended for aesthetic or symbolic use, such as works 
of art or souvenirs.  Boutiques that sell clothes in addition to a number of other specialty 
items were classified as specialty stores, although the store selling only clothes is 
classified “general.”  Businesses which do not have as a primary orientation baseball 
related merchandise were classified “specialty, non-baseball.”  A “Specialty, baseball” 
designation is applied to those stores that do have a primary orientation toward baseball 
related items (Thomas, 2003, 164).  

Food Service establishments include businesses whose primary purpose is the preparation 
and service of food for consumption (Thomas, 2003, 164).  

Local (and General) Services include businesses whose primary purpose is to provide a 
specific service, such as financial services, real estate, or minor production services such 
as printing, photocopying, or customer service.    

A sixth category – art galleries – was also coded.  

Bars and taverns were coded separately from food service establishments.  In addition, 
adult oriented retail outlets, such as “head shops,” were also separately coded.  Similarly, 
amusements, such as pool halls and movie theaters, were given separate codes.  



Civic institutions, such as the Post Office, city offices, and the offices of non-profit 
community groups (such as Opportunities for Otsego) were classified as “civic.”  Private 
clubs, such as the Elks Club, were classified as Private Clubs.  

Car dealers and automobiles service shops were classified under “Car/Implement 
Dealer.”  Manufacturing and milling was classified under “Industrial,” whereas 
warehousing was classified separately.  

During statistical analysis the various classification were combined into seven categories.  
“Basic Retail” includes Car/Implement Dealers, General and General-Fuel retailers.  
“Specialty Retail” includes Specialty-Non-Baseball and Specialty baseball retailers as 
well as art galleries and supply stores.  “General Entertainment” includes food service 
establishments and amusements.  It should be noted that many restaurants serve primarily 
the daytime market of office workers.  “Adult Entertainment” includes bars and other 
adult oriented retail.  Together with general entertainment, the entertainment sector in 
downtown Oneonta has grown considerable in the past fifty years.  Local services, such 
as attorneys and financial services, are classified on their own as “General Services.”  
Civic institutions and private clubs are combined into “Civic institutional.”  Industrial 
and warehousing classifications are combined into one “Industrial” classification.  

A surface survey of the area revealed six distinct districts within the downtown area.  The 
farthest south is Neawah Park.  It is likely that most Oneonta residents do not consider 
the park as part of “downtown,” but its proximity to the central business district is an 
asset to the area that should be considered in the future.    

The Clinton Plaza area consist of a “point” at the corner of Main and Market Streets, and 
as such is dominated by Clinton Plaza in the middle of this area.  Although the plaza 
itself is clearly oriented toward retail, the streetscape across the street on both main and 
Market is quite diverse.  As the gateway to downtown from the west, this area could be 
better integrated into the aesthetics of the shopping district with enhanced sidewalks, 
lighting, and perhaps a public artwork at the corner itself.    

Further down Market Street is the urban renewal area dominated as it is by the parking 
garage and largely vacant lot with associated parking lots.  The Catskills Performing Arts 
Center is being built in this area, but the character of the area alternates from pedestrian 
friendly streetscapes consistent with the shopping district to suburban style businesses 
with parking.  Particular attention should be paid to deciding on the future character of 
this area: if “suburban,” then certain uses that are intended to increase pedestrian traffic 
should be discouraged; if it is to be consistent with the urban character of the shopping 
district, then future development should be brought in line with that goal in mind.    

The shopping district itself is arguably the “healthiest” area of downtown Oneonta, with a 
rich historical architectural legacy and considerable pedestrian traffic.  Thee character of 
this area could be expanded into nearby districts, such as the urban renewal area, and 
thereby extend the feeling of “health” into a wider area of the central business district.  
The historical character of Main Street is particularly useful for future tourism and  



 




