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Turning Vacant Retail Space into a
Community Catalyst
By: Ben Toro-Spears & Ashon Nesbitt

What can you do when an anchor tenant abandons a shopping center? Far too often, the answer is to leave the shopping center 
vacant and the surrounding neighborhood desperate for a solution. The Florida Housing Coalition, as one of three national 
contract awardees for Fannie Mae’s Sustainable Communities Innovation Challenge (SCIC), is pursuing an alternative: turning 
underutilized and vacant commercial space into affordable housing and business incubators for low-income entrepreneurs. 

Under the SCIC, and in partnership with the Florida 
Community Loan Fund, the Coalition will pursue the feasibility 
of adaptive reuse of long-vacant commercial space into 
rewarding live-work environments for entrepreneurs, as a 
destination for neighborhood and regional residents, and 
as an investment in communities suffering from chronic 
underinvestment.   

The challenges presented by vacant retail space are 
certainly felt in Florida, and there is considerable demand 
for a replicable model. Following the Coalition’s selection 
announcement, interested parties across the state submitted 
properties for review and consideration to serve as a pilot 
for adaptive reuse. In response, the Coalition reviewed each 
opportunity for suitability under the SCIC challenge. The 

interest – seen essentially overnight - demonstrates a very real 
and pressing need for a solution championed by a mission-
based partner with the best interest of the community at heart. 
Under the SCIC, the Coalition will pilot a model for adaptive 
reuse of vacant commercial space, and record lessons learned 
along the way. The Coalition’s work under the SCIC is focused 
on exploring and answering key questions for the feasibility 
of a project of this type. 

The pilot location is a classic example of the challenge 
addressed by this initiative: a 60,000 square foot space 
formerly occupied by a supermarket that has sat vacant 
for four years.  Upon seeing a group of us gathered at the 
site, numerous neighborhood residents anxiously and 
optimistically asked whether something was going to be 
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done with the space - the need for solutions was palpable. 
While this project extends well into 2019, the Coalition has 
a sense of urgency for developing a fully-conceived and 
tested blueprint for this type of adaptive reuse. The Coalition 
intends to create a working model to serve as an example 
of what creative capital and partnerships can do for Florida, 
and the nation.  

The interest in adaptive reuse is timed well with the Opportunity 
Zone initiative that is just getting started.  With the designation 

of Opportunity Zones throughout Florida, it is likely that 
there will be numerous properties within those Opportunity 
Zones ripe for adaptive reuse.  The Florida Housing Coalition 
anticipates using the lessons learned from this adaptive reuse 
pilot to assist communities with redevelopment opportunities 
that will have the added benefit of private sector investment 
from being located in an Opportunity Zone.

For further information on our adaptive reuse efforts, http://
www.flhousing.org/programs/adaptive-reuse/. HNN
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