
Reinventing the Mall 

South Square Mall, Durham, N.C. 
From suburban mall sprawl 

To town center 
 



Nationally, seven per cent of 
regional malls are failing—now. 
Another twelve per cent are on 
the same downward curve and 
are likely to fail in the next five 
years. 
 
Why? 
 
 



There are several likely causes: 

• changes in traffic patterns (for instance, the building of 
a bigger regional road at some distance from the mall) 

• different retail format coming into the community (such 
as Costco or other so-called “power centers” or “big 
box” malls )  

• competition from newly constructed centers within 3-5 
miles  

• changes in tenants’ commitment to lease  

• lack of funds for maintenance and renovations  



We have a local example—South Square Mall 

n  This is South Square Mall—with an area of 55 
acres.  Ten acres of mall and forty of parking. 



South Square’s Qualifications 

• South Square Mall, built in 1975, has never had a 
major renovation, and very few minor renovations.  

• South Square was built adjacent to a major US 
Highway which has been trumped by an Interstate 
Highway (on which a new regional mega-mall is being 
constructed).  

• Two miles away (coincidentally, at the interchange of 
that higher trump Interstate) is a mall composed almost 
entirely of big box stores—Wal-Mart, Best Buys, 
Barnes and Noble, to name a few.  



Qualifications (continued) 

• Then there is the construction of the new regional 
supermall, the Streets at South Pointe, or South Point, 
or….  The street motif in the mall will be enhanced by 
manholes painted on the floor.  

• Two of three anchor tenants at South Square have not 
renewed their leases.  It fact, they are opening new 
stores at South Pointe.  

South Square is on a trajectory toward becoming what 
the Congress for New Urbanism calls a grayfield mall
—or more likely a black hole. 

Can it also be a phoenix which reinvents itself? 

  



Insult added to injury 

n  Windowless, ill-main-
tained, and nearly 
inaccessible to the 
healthy as well as the 
disabled 



No way to get home 

n  Paint does not a safe 
path make… 



Home from nowhere 
n  When the city dictates 

piecemeal sidewalk 
construction as part of 
development 
approval… 



But, there are 
opportunities: 

n  South Square Mall is 
at the center of a 
thriving area of 
businesses and diverse 
residential areas.  

n  And it is a large parcel
—fifty-five acres. 



How Big? 
n  Below is Renaissance Florence

—it is smaller than South 
Square.  (Yet, 55 acres is not a 
big development project by 
contemporary standards….) 



A Solution in Process 

n  The community 
enthusiastically 
engaged in a design 
workshop to envision 
future development 



Generating Ideas and Voting on 
Preferences: 



Five teams wield their crayons 



And markers… 



A Phasing Plan  

n  Gray shows a two-story 
parking deck and black 
represents surface 
parking…. 

n  Only filled during 
Christmas Season—of 
1997, was it? 

Existing Conditions 



A Phasing Plan  

n  Housing and a water 
feature 

Phase One 



A Phasing Plan 

More housing 
Businesses and 

residences brought to 
the edge of a corridor 



Final Build-Out 



There are differences 
 
n  A nineteenth century 

arcade called the 
Galleria—much 
imitated, but not a 
Mall 

 

The Entrance from the 
Duomo Square 



A public space 

Where is 
McDonalds? 



Beauty is still a valid criterion 


