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CCD is $33 million Business Improvement District 
Providing services to commercial core since 1991
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www.centercityphila.org



Deploy 105 manual & mechanical, highly visible cleaning staff  
Pressure washing & graffiti removal; 7 days/week:



50 uniformed, unarmed, safety ambassadors                                   



In a unique partnership with police 
Combined roll call & coordinated deployment strategy



Since 1996 financed & implemented $162 million 
streetscape & public area improvements



Building façade lighting



Built & manage four parks



Including a park for young children



2010: took a derelict park on westside of City Hall



Completed $60 million renovation in 2014



Invest significantly in research
On marketplace & employment trends

www.centercityphila.org



Focus on Downtowns Rebound: 
Report released by CCD in October 2023

Analysis of 26 of 

nation’s largest downtowns
Placer.ai anonymized cell phone data

Track workers, visitors & residents

Updated to December 31, 2024



Following 2008-2010 financial meltdown & recession
Decade 2011-2019: robust, private sector, urban job growth

In all 30 of the largest cities 



The traditional post World War 2 American CBD 
Had been defined by high density office buildings 



But we also invested heavily in highways & cars
Decentrailizing jobs, shopping & housing



But since 2000, downtown residential growth occurred everywhere,  

Both within areas once dominated by office buildings…



In adjacent & surrounding neighborhoods



Arts, entertainment & sports grew robustly



Conventions



Tourism



Prompted private investment in hotels: 
Both in repurposed buildings & new construction 



Downtowns across the country diversified                            
& became great places to live, work & play



Then came the pandemic: 2020



All but essential businesses directed to close

All but essential businesses directed to close



Downtowns across the country & world emptied out



Once dense places became ghost towns



Downtown pedestrian volumes plummeted 70%-80%



A significant spike in retail vacancy



The horror & emptiness after 9/11; 
Time limited & site specific: NYC & Washington DC



2020 shut-down lasted for months everywhere
Covid prompted the fear of being with other people



Nearly all downtowns lost private sector jobs 
between 2019 and 2020 



New technology was ready to deploy: alternative to the office
Pandemic was an accelerator of pre-existing trends 



Working from home came with both benefits & challenges



Many quickly claimed the office is dead 
& we can rely on a virtual water cooler 



Academics declared downtown & offices dead 
We’re all trapped in an inexorable downward spiral: 

The Urban Doom Loop
Every newspaper wrote this story; at least 3 times





Recovery is happening everywhere but at different rates
Comparing Q4 2024 to Q4 2019: Placer.ai cell phone data

Residents + workers + visitors back @ 105% San Antonio; 68% in San Francisco
But before cheering for San Antonio & weeping San Francisco,

the story is far more nuanced



Workers constituted 
Residents =  7.3%

Basic methodology: relied on Placer’s 3 categories:
Non-resident workers; residents; visitors

(shoppers, tourists, those coming for services = 60%)

=



Example of Downtown Chicago: 3 categories

=
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Comparative look at 26 downtowns  
from San Jose (105%) to San Francisco (68%)
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Non-Resident Worker Recovery Rate in Downtown Areas: 
2024 Q4 as a Percent of 2019 Q4

Focus on just the return of just non-resident workers:

4Q 2024 compared to 4Q 2019
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What is going on with return to work? 



Surveys find: 61.4% full time return; 12.9% fully remote



Significant variations

Working from home varies significantly by industry



Different downtowns specialize & excel in different industries
Significant variations in the return rate of different types of workers
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San Antonio, San Jose, Nashville & San Diego
Highest rates of worker recovery



Have largest share of their downtown employment                         
in hospitality & entertainment

Jobs which can not easily be performed remotely



Visitors were the first to disappear; easier than workers to bring back
The decision to shop, dine or be a tourist requires far less commitment

Than signing a lease or commuting 4-5 days per week



Return of visitors: 4Q 2024 compared to 4Q 2019
Much higher percentages than return of workers
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When we look at cities with lowest recovery rate of 
Non-resident workers
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Excel in information technology,
a sector long comfortable with remote work



Tech dominance in San Francisco:                              
38% of office space  



Tech firms leased 27% of office space                                 
in Downtown Portland



Tech companies leased 21.4% of office 
space in downtown Denver



So industry mix matters in the rate of RTO



(2) Significant differences in the rate return of workers 
based on their distance & mode of commuting



Why was Midtown Manhattan (Financial Services) so close to top?
Return of workers: 4Q 2024 compared to 4Q 2019
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Midtown Manhattan has the highest number of workers who live close by
60% of working residents in Midtown, work in Midtown, 

So their “commute” is very short
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Midtown Manhattan Employee Recovery Rate by Commuting Distance
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In Midtown Manhattan the return rate of those                                          
who live within 2 miles (104%+); 

compared to those who live 10+ miles away(60%)



Boston, return rate of those living within 2 miles (93%) 
compared to those living 10+ miles away (56%)
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Philadelphia: those within 2 miles 92% return to work; 
over 10 miles = 55%
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San Francisco, return rate of those living within 2 miles (86%+) 
compared to those living 10+ miles away (40%)
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Live-work downtowns that emerged last 20 years
Are yielding recovery dividends



Converting vacant office buildings to residential is 
an important & necessary step to remove surplus



But also to diversify downtown land-use



Long-term success: create a mixed-use city center
Single use blocks are a formula for failure



The more downtown residents, the higher your RTO
The higher your office occupancy rate
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But it also means we need to pay far more attention
To the quality & frequency of our transit systems

Draw from greater distances



Nearly all downtowns have more residents than 2019
Very helpful trend for RTO
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Don’t want to exaggerate the residential factor
On average only 15% of downtown workforce lives within 2 miles



& 

Rebecca Rockey & Chris Leinberger Reimagining Cities
Applied portfolio investment theory to real estate in 15 urban places 



Percent of land devoted to different uses
Downtowns have over-invested in work-related uses 

Just commercial areas



The Urban Doom Loop is not a doom loop
It’s bi-product of over-investment in office property                     

as a downtown land-use



Recommended shift in Land-use allocation



So the job is about more than recovery
Its about reimagination, diversification & rebalancing



But we should not overplay this
Downtown office jobs: a major driver of regional economy



Densest containers of the most diverse jobs: 
Hold high-wage, mid-level & entry-level jobs



63% downtown jobs require less than college degree
33% require only a high school diploma



25% of working residents in each neighborhood work downtown

There is a broader economic impact of not coming back
On the economic ecosystem & vitality of neighborhoods



Each 1 million sf office space supports
(BOMA calculations)

500,000 sf + 500,000 sf 
=1,000,000 sf of office 

6,700 office jobs at all skill levels 
+

36 janitors, 24 security guards
& 10 building engineers.

Employees within buildings 
generated $3.6 million in annual 
retail sales in surrounding shops 
& restaurants; drove demand for 
transit, taxi & ridesharing jobs. 

Business travelers to firms 
occupying each million sf of office 
space created annual demand for 
22,000 hotel rooms



Many blue-collar urban jobs depend on the presence of office workers
Put simply: remote work may not be consistent with inclusive growth



Biggest challenge has been getting office workers back



(3) This is where local business leadership matters
If the choice is between this………



… and this, the office probably loses



But since working from home comes with challenges



Employers need to focus more on quality space
Gensler: “Office as destination, not obligation”



A place for interaction; enriched with amenities





Also need high quality office equipment & technology



Let’s be clear that the duration of working from home….



Strengthened the hand of labor in workplace negotiations



“Office as destination, not obligation”



Irreversible disruption? 
Can we steadily decrease the numbers working from home?
American individualism; RTO is much higher in Asian cities



Asian cities: much lower work from home



Absent higher rates of RTO
Missed opportunities for mentoring younger staff



Missed opportunities for innovation that comes from collaborative work
& random, accidental conversations in the hallway & on the street



To support return to work, BIDs can help
with office plaza activations



Working in cooperation with building managers
To help change perception



After work happy hours



Nov. 2021: added public safety bike patrol with corporate contributions
25 person 7 days/week; (11am-7 pm) ; 10 night (3-11pm)  



To support recovery, we installed office district  planters
Funded in partnership with property owners



Complemented by in-street bike lane planers  



Color changing Illumination of City Hall



Green for the Eagles win at the Super Bowl
Continuing to focus on image & reality of downtown 



Recovery won’t happen on its own
We need to be strategic; to rethink, redesign & reinvest           

In these major centers of work, residence & civic life
Pay more attention to the transit systems that make density possible

Paul R Levy, Board Chair
Center City District
100 S. Broad St
Philadelphia, PA 19110
plevy@centercityphila.org


