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NORFOLK

On a Tuesday afternoon in mid-July, about a half-dozen shoppers are winding through Urban Outfitters’
clothing racks.

A young woman with a backpack sifts through floral dresses. Another customer who looks about 20 years
older carries a mint-green maxi dress and asks a saleswoman, with jet-black asymmetrically cut hair and
tattoos covering her right arm, for access to a fitting room.

Lucy Elisee pays about $25 at the checkout counter for earrings, some socks for her boyfriend and a black
bandeau top. In front of the store on Granby Street, the 19-year-old, who attends Gainesville State College
in Georgia, said she came back to Hampton Roads to visit friends and didn’t plan to shop, but someone had
told her that Urban Outfitters had opened downtown.

“They have a ton of choices,” she said. “They have a very wide variety. They have every kind of style, but
it’s all current.”

Now open for a year at 271 Granby St., Urban Outfitters has entrenched itself with young consumers who
favor its casual, cutting-edge fashions and “hipster” vibe, as many describe it. During a recent week – a
slow time of year for retailers in general – a handful of customers consistently filtered through the store.
Whether morning, midday or evening, its three levels were rarely void of shoppers.

The retailer, based in Philadelphia, doesn’t assess a store’s sales figures or other numbers reflecting its
performance until it has been is open a full year for comparison, said Daniel Sawyer, Urban Outfitters’
district manager for the Southeast.

Crystal Carroll, an Urban Outfitters spokeswoman, declined requests for an interview about the Norfolk
store, saying the company wouldn’t answer “business-focused” questions.

City representatives and nearby business owners said they believe that the store is succeeding downtown.

Urban Outfitters “is doing good numbers that are definitely in line with what we sat down and talked
about,” said Chuck Rigney, Norfolk’s economic development director.

Under the performance grant approved as an incentive to bring Urban Outfitters downtown, the city
recently provided the building’s owner with a tax rebate of $35,512 for the five months of 2012 that the
new store was operating. The rebate is calculated from percentages of Urban Outfitters’ annual sales at that
location and annual increases in the city’s assessments of the property and of the equipment and fixtures in
the store, Rigney said.

The performance grant allows for a maximum of $880,000 in tax rebates over 15 years. The landlord, 265
Granby LLC, uses the incentive and other grants to reduce rent for the retailer, said Bobby Wright, the
principal owner of the property.



“If you’re not Urban Outfitters, you’re not getting the deal they got,” Wright said.

Wright said Urban Outfitters shares no sales information with him, but from his office next door, he
watches shoppers go in and out.

“I see their traffic, between the mall and their location, and it’s sizable,” he said. “And it’s usually packs of
people. You can see the people are shopping together.”

When they announced that Urban Outfitters would open a store on Granby Street, city leaders and
downtown business boosters pinned high hopes on the retailer. They called the store a catalyst”that would
spur other nearby retail development, which has been scarce since downtown mall MacArthur Center
opened in 1999.

So far, few new stores have followed Urban Outfitters.

“We would still love to see more retail around them,” said Mary Miller, president and CEO of the
Downtown Norfolk Council, which gave Wright a $35,000 loan and $20,000 in grants as additional
incentives for Urban Outfitters. “We’re all impatient. And I think when you’re dealing with planning and
development, you have to be patient.”

A bikini and lingerie shop called Loja Leblon opened across from Urban Outfitters under a partnership
with Wright, who also owns that Granby Street building and wanted a tenant to give it life, said Matthew
Tompulis, the store’s co-owner. Before that, he was selling his Brazilian swimsuit line mostly through local
fashion shows, he said.

“We came down here to help this area out,” he said, “but also to give us more exposure.”

Wright, who pursued Urban Outfitters as a tenant for a decade, said the national chains that would even
consider a downtown, non-mall location are a small group. Enticing them takes more than Urban
Outfitters, he said. Future residents of the apartments now under construction at Granby and Freemason
streets should help, he added.

“Finding the right footprint for some of these guys continues to be the problem we face,” Rigney agreed.

Urban Outfitters, though, has helped the city attract interest from retailers that previously paid little
attention to Hampton Roads, he said. At a major retail convention in May, he and his staff scheduled “an
excellent number of appointments” with prospects, he said.

“We were able to make a really good case that there are good reasons to come back and look at Norfolk
and, in particular, Granby Street,” Rigney said.

Not only does Urban Outfitters enhance downtown’s appeal to retailers but also to tech companies such as
xTuple, Grow and Ciniva that rely on a hip, young workforce. Rigney said. “We’re excited about Urban’s
continuing drawing power.”

Urban Outfitters tends to attract shoppers in their 20s and, sometimes, 30s – with a handful in their 40s or
older.

Its devotees praise its trend-setting fashions and reliability as a source of gifts, books and vinyl records.
Even many diehard fans, though, said they consider the merchandise expensive.



“It’s a fun store,” said Jordan Fitzgerald, 24, a recent Old Dominion University graduate, who went to
Urban Outfitters that Tuesday afternoon with four friends who work with her at Chili’s restaurant in
MacArthur Center. “Whenever they have a sale, I stop by, because they don’t have the cheapest stuff.”

A few days later, Tim Croom, a 25-year-old Navy man who lives in Norfolk, said he got the shorts he was
wearing – burgundy with blue-striped cuffs – on sale for $30 at Urban Outfitters. “I usually come and
browse, and if anything catches my eye, I get it,” he said, empty-handed on his way out of the store. “It’s a
little on the pricey side.”

Price partly depends on the item. Sunglasses cost $10, but scented candles run up to $28. A rack boasts a
sale on candy-colored jeans for $19.99 each, while some T-shirts have $39 tags and dresses can reach $69.
The Vans brand of hipster sneakers are $45 a pair – about the same as they are in the Vans store at
MacArthur Center.

Even with Urban Outfitters standing just a block west on Market Street from the downtown mall, some
consumers decline to venture in that direction.

“We don’t shop there,” said Cherie Bock of Virginia Beach, who brought two of her teenage daughters to
MacArthur Center on a recent evening to get them a MacBook at the Apple store. “We’re really not the
target,” she said of Urban Outfitters’ typical demographic. “All of my kids tend to be on the classic side of
dressing, rather than trendy.”

 

Kiarra Mourning, 24, said Urban Outfitters might get her business if it were inside MacArthur Center. The
Suffolk resident, who works at the Claire’s jewelry and accessories store in the mall, said she prefers H&M
to buy clothing.

“It’s very expensive, and I can get that from a thrift store,” Mourning said of the vintage styles that Urban
Outfitters sells. “That’s the problem with that store.”

Nearby business owners said they see plenty of traffic between the retail sites, and that Urban Outfitters
has boosted their sales.

“I’ve noticed customers I’ve never seen before who have Urban Outfitters bags,” said Neil Sanders, who
owns aLatté Café, a block north on Granby Street, with his wife.

“Setting a store down and watching things grow from it, I don’t think that’s going to happen the first year,”
Sanders said. “It’s definitely a step in the right direction.”

Chris Lawrence, owner of MacArthur Good Neighbor Pharmacy two storefronts down from Urban
Outfitters, agreed. “Foot traffic on Saturday, which was pretty slow, has picked up considerably,” he said.
“We have seen business increase. Drinks, chips, candy bars.”

On a recent Friday night, the bright Urban Outfitters window provided a sign of life on an otherwise darker
section of Granby Street, with the future home of the Governor’s School for the Arts under construction
and city offices closed across the street. Customers breezed through Urban Outfitters’ large glass doors
until it closed at 9 p.m., including Virginia Beach residents Rachel Cook and Katherine Littel, wearing
sundresses and platform sandals.



“It’s not the best quality, but they have such unique stuff that you can’t find anywhere else,” said Cook, 18,
who bought a $34 watch that she had seen on the retailer’s website and a bandeau top on sale for $4.99.

“We like MacArthur,” Littel, 18, said before the women headed to the mall. “Whenever I come to
MacArthur, I normally stop here.”

Jim Whalen and his partner, Tony Crisp, wandered into Urban Outfitters after celebrating Whalen’s 62nd
birthday with dinner at The Jewish Mother restaurant, on the next block of Granby Street. “We were
walking by. We were just curious,” Whalen said.

On the mezzanine level, the couple browsed the book selection, which tends toward humorous or
irreverent subjects, including the “Stoner’s Delight” cookbook, with recipes such as pot brownies.

“It’s for young folks,” said Crisp, 61. “Some of the books were funny. But clothes, no.”

Still, the Norfolk residents said they were pleased to see the store downtown.

“It’s cool that it’s here,” Whalen said. “It’s great for the city.”
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