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Reflecting on Three Vital Seeds of Change

T
he dawn of a 
new decade is an 
opportune time to 
reflect on Downtown’s 
ongoing evolution. 

Two decades ago three vital seeds 
were planted that have spawned 
enormous change, beginning 
with a public announcement at 
Underground Atlanta in 1990.

A roar went up when Atlanta was chosen 
to host the 1996 Summer Olympic Games. 
This event touched Downtown in countless 
ways. Its most dramatic legacy is Centennial 
Olympic Park, which replaced a mostly der-
elict area with a fantastic 21-acre park. The 
Coca-Cola Company assembled 20 acres to 
the north for its Olympic experience, which 
is now home to the Georgia Aquarium, 
World of Coca-Cola, and future Center for 
Civil and Human Rights. A five-acre land 
assemblage nearby on Marietta Street, which 
housed the Nike Pavilion during the Olym-
pics, now has two hotels, a condominium 
tower, and several restaurants, anchoring the 
Luckie Marietta District. 

Centennial Olympic Park was a bold idea 
that has paid lasting dividends. A more 
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Notable Trends

• 26 new restaurants opened 
in Downtown during 2009.

• Since 2000, Georgia State 
University’s enrollment has 
increased from 23,625 to 
30,431 students. 

subtle byproduct of the Olympics was that it 
helped jumpstart Downtown housing after 
years of futile efforts. Several office buildings 
were converted to residential use in time 
for rental to Olympic groups. The premium 
paid for this brief tenure bridged the eco-
nomic gap that had previously made these 
projects infeasible.

Three office towers were rising at the 
time that added 3.6 million square feet 
upon completion in 1992: SunTrust Plaza, 

191 Peachtree, and Bank of America Plaza. 
Running along the Peachtree Street ridge 
line from Ellis Street to North Avenue, these 
architectural gems reshaped Downtown’s 
skyline and produced quality office space 
to help stem the exodus of businesses that 
was so prevalent in the 1980s. More recently, 
they have helped attract businesses back 
Downtown. When one considers that the 

Centennial Olympic Park Area Today

Did You Know?

Sporting events had a 

$1.81 billion impact on 

Atlanta’s economy from 

1999 to 2009, according 

to the Atlanta Sports 

Council.
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T
he Downtown office market felt the pain of the economic 
recession in 2009. The fourth quarter 2009 vacancy rate 
(including sublet space) climbed to 22.5 percent, up slightly 
from 21.4 percent at year-end 2008, according to Jones Lang 

LaSalle. Negative absorption of 448,475 square feet was recorded in 
2009, erasing the net absorption of 425,218 square feet reported in 
2008. The average asking rent per square foot also showed a modest 
decline, dropping from $20.48 per at year-end 2008 to $19.29 at year-
end 2009.

Bank of America renewed its lease at Bank of America Plaza, 
allowing Downtown to retain a high-profile tenant. Other significant 
activity included KPMG leasing approximately 131,000 square feet at 
SunTrust Plaza, and Hall Booth Smith and Slover (law firm) signing 
a lease for 54,000 square feet at 191 Peachtree. 

Downtown competes for office tenants with Midtown and 

Buckhead, so it is instructive to compare trends in these submarkets 
over the last four years. Downtown had nominal supply growth 
during this period, as the total inventory increased by 475,418 
square feet, or three percent. Midtown and Buckhead saw an 
explosion of office development. Total inventory in Midtown 
jumped 14.7 percent, while Buckhead’s supply increased 15.8 
percent. Not surprisingly, occupancy rates in both Buckhead and 
Midtown declined sharply as the market was flooded with new space. 
Midtown’s occupancy rate was 78.8 percent and Buckhead’s was 77.6 
percent at year-end 2009. Downtown’s occupancy rate rose to 77.5 
percent. Downtown experienced falling rents during this period, 
with the average rental rate per square foot declining 7.3 percent to 
$19.29 at year-end 2009. Average rental rates quoted in Midtown 
and Buckead showed a modest increase, although the current market 
correction will likely push rents below 2005 levels. 

While 2009 was a difficult year for the 
Downtown office market, it does not diminish 
the recent success or the future prospects. 
Downtown outperformed all metro Atlanta 
submarkets from 2007 to 2009, recording 
net absorption of 533,267 square feet, 
and it continues to have success drawing 
tenants from Midtown and Buckhead. Two 
Downtown landmarks, the Equitable Building 
and the Flatiron Building, are currently 
for sale, which will attract new investment 
capital. As the economy and real estate market 
recover, the Downtown office market is well-
positioned to compete with Buckhead and 
Midtown. 

Office Market Positioned to Compete

RECENT OFFICE LEASING ACTIVITY
        
Tenant Property Square Feet

KPMG SunTrust Plaza 131,000

Fulton Co. Office of the Public Defender 55 Park Place 57,822

Hall Booth Smith & Slover 191 Peachtree 54,000

Dept. of Parks & Recreation Peachtree Center 32,500

Federal Defender Program, Inc. Centennial Tower 30,008

Verizon / MCI 34 Peachtree 19,869

Creative Loafing Northyards 600 15,967

OFFICE AbSORPTION & VACANCY TRENDS

Source: Jones Lang LaSalle Source: Jones Lang LaSalle. All figures are as of year end. 
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  Occupancy Average 
 Total Rate   Rental Rate   
 Inventory (Sq. Ft.) (per sq. ft.)  

Downtown  

2005 15,876,032 77.4% $20.81

2009 16,351,450 77.5% $19.29

% Change 3.0% 0.2% -7.3%

Midtown  

2005 12,638,846 86.0% $22.26

2009 14,501,266 78.8% $23.00

% Change 14.7% -8.4% 3.3% 

buckhead  

2005 14,839,495 85.9% $24.02

2009 17,188,807 77.6% $25.15

% Change 15.8% -9.6% 4.7%

Sources:  Colliers Cauble, CoStar Group, and Jones Lang LaSalle
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Hotels Prepare for Economic Recovery

T
he Downtown hotel market bot-
tomed in 2009, and the stage is 
now set for a recovery. The average 
occupancy rate slid to 53.0 percent, 

down from 60.2 percent in 2008, according to 
PKF Consulting. The average daily rate de-
clined 5.8 percent to $134.09, while revenue 
per available room (RevPAR) fell from $85.68 
in 2008 to $71.03 in 2009. Clearly, it was a 
difficult year. 

Prospects for 2010 are more encourag-
ing. According to the Atlanta Convention & 
Visitors Bureau, the number of hotel rooms 
booked by large convention groups (greater 
than 1,500 people) has increased signifi-
cantly in 2010, which should have a positive 
impact on Downtown hotels. More than one 
million room nights are reserved this year, 
compared to 750,000 room nights in 2009. 
The Georgia World Congress Center is also 
projecting a slight uptick in attendance in 
fiscal year 2010, which ends June 30th. 

Positive progress is being made on the 
College Football Hall of Fame and the Cen-
ter for Civil and Human Rights. Both of 
these attractions will generate demand for 
hotel rooms. The College Football Hall of 
Fame is reportedly in the process of securing 
a site near Centennial Olympic Park and is 
on schedule to open in 2012. The Center for 
Civil and Human Rights is expected to break 
ground at the end of 2010, and is projected 
to draw 800,000 visitors a year. Recent an-
nouncements by the Atlanta Sports Council 
also bode well for Downtown hotels. Wres-
tlemania, which is coming to the Georgia 

Dome in 2011, is expected to draw 65,000 
people. In 2012, Atlanta will host the ACC 
Men’s Basketball Tournament at Philips 
Area, as well as the NCAA Men’s South Re-
gional at the Georgia Dome. Sporting events 
have a major impact on Atlanta’s economy, 
particularly on restaurants and hotels in 
Downtown where many of the events are 
held.

There have been no recent announce-
ments of new hotels planned for Downtown. 
The Hotel Indigo (150 rooms) is the only 
hotel under construction, which is projected 
to open in May 2010. Located in the former 
Carnegie Building, the ground-level of the 
hotel will feature a coffee shop and an 80 to 

100-seat restaurant. The majority of Down-
town hotel rooms (77%) are in convention 
hotels and facilities oriented to business 
travelers who are in town for a short stay. 
One gap in the market is all-suites facilities, 
which account for only 7.3 percent of total 
rooms. 

The brunt of the economic recession 
appears over. Hotel room demand should 
rebound and the outlook for Downtown is 
positive. Improvement in the convention 
industry, coupled with the opening of two 
visitor attractions near Centennial Olympic 
Park and several new sporting events at the 
Georgia Dome, will accelerate the hotel mar-
ket’s recovery in coming years. 
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Luckie Marietta Drives Growing Retail buzz

T
he Downtown retail sector has 
enjoyed some recent success, yet 
several challenges remain, most 
notably the unmet potential at 

Underground Atlanta. The majority of recent 
retail activity has been the opening of new 
restaurants, including one (Truva) 
that features a belly dancer. Most 
of these restaurants are located in 
one of Downtown’s distinct retail 
nodes. However, several prime 
retail spaces sit empty. 

One retail node that has 
flourished in recent years is the 
Luckie Marietta District, which 
benefits from proximity to the 
Georgia World Congress Center 
and Centennial Olympic Park. 
Legacy Property Group has 
spearheaded the revitalization of 
this area through its development 
of three hotels and several 
restaurants. The company made 
its initial investment in 1994, 
and has been involved in the 
neighborhood’s evolution over 
the last 16 years. The opening 
of the Georgia Aquarium in 
2005 was a dramatic boost to 
the area’s fortunes. Today, the 
Luckie Marietta District is home 
to 22 restaurants and six hotels. 
The planned Center for Civil 
and Human Rights and the 
College Football Hall of Fame 
will complement the area’s other 

attractions, bringing even more foot traffic 
to the District and creating additional retail 
opportunities.

Another retail development with the 
potential to enliven a portion of Downtown 
is the reuse of the 200 Peachtree building 

(formerly Macy’s). The developers have 
secured a $10 million loan and construction 
is under way. Two restaurants (Meehan’s 
and Sweet Georgia’s Juke Joint) will open 
in the first half of 2010. The Grand Atrium, 
an 18,000-square-foot special events facility, 
will also open in May. 

Efforts to enliven Downtown’s streetscape 
are moving forward as the first phase of 
the street vending program is well under 
way. General Growth Properties, which is 
managing the program in partnership with 
the City of Atlanta, reports that 14 kiosks are 
open, as well as two food vendors. A total of 
20 kiosks are planned in Phase I, which will 
be complete this spring. Kiosks are currently 
concentrated around Woodruff Park and 
near the Georgia Aquarium.  

The most convenient grocery store for 
many Downtown residents is the Publix at 
the corner of North Avenue and Piedmont 
Road. Two setbacks are the recent closing 
of the Publix at Historic Westside Village 
and Kroger’s decision to close its full-service 
store at City Plaza, located across from 
Atlanta City Hall, in 2008. 

Future prospects for the Downtown 
retail sector are encouraging. Georgia 
State University’s continued expansion, 
the addition of several attractions near 
Centennial Olympic Park, and an uptick 
in the convention business and number 
of sporting events, will drive demand. 
Attracting a new grocery store and adding 
more quality shopping options are the major 
challenges. 

PRIME RETAIL SPACES AVAILAbLE

  Leasable Quoted 
 Building/ Area Rental Rate Contact 
No. Location (Sq. Ft.) (Per Sq. Ft.) Number

1. 50 Hurt Plaza 17,968  404-574-1059 
 (Former City Grill Space)     

2. 270 Peachtree 15,848 $30.00 MG 404-816-1600

3. 200 Peachtree Street 9,000 $45.00 Net 678-427-8362 
 (Former Macy’s Building)     

4. Candler Building 5,000 $26.00 Net 678-686-3100

5. 30 Allen Plaza 3,100 $24.00 Net 404-853-5219 Vending kiosk

Luckie Marietta District wayfinding map

The landlord is willing to 
do a percentage lease 
with no fixed rent.  
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Apartments Provide Residential bright Spot

T
he economic malaise has clearly 
impacted Downtown’s for-sale 
housing market. A sample of 
condominium resale activity at 

seven sold-out developments (768 units) is 
not encouraging. Resale volume has remained 
consistent, but the average sale price dropped 
33 percent, from $198,843 in 2008 to 
$132,906 in 2009. 

One bright spot is the leasing activity at 
new apartments. Pencil Factory Flats and 
Shops (188 units) opened in April 2009, 
and is 85.1 percent occupied and 90 percent 
leased. Alexan 360, which opened in June 
2009, has also achieved decent lease-up 
velocity, as 35.8 percent of the 335 completed 
units are occupied and 39 percent are leased. 
Marquis Vista, which delivered 153 of its 225 
units in December, is 11.1 percent occupied 
and 24.8 percent leased. These developments 
have performed reasonably well, despite 
opening in a very challenging leasing 
environment.  

One major advantage that Downtown 
possesses relative to other intown areas is 
price. Downtown rental rates are significantly 
lower than rates in the Midtown/Brookwood 
and Buckhead submarkets. At year-end 2009, 
the average monthly rent in Downtown 
was $0.90 per square foot, compared to 
$1.03 in Midtown/Brookwood and $0.97 
in Buckhead, according to Dale Henson 
Associates. Downtown condominiums are 
also more affordable. The average list price 
for a new condominium unit at year-end 
2009 was $226,512, or $217 per square foot. 
By contrast, the average list price for a new 
unit was appreciably higher in Midtown 
($336,005) and Buckhead ($604,985). This 
is positive news for Downtown, because 
the supply-demand gap in intown Atlanta 
is starting to close for condominium units 
priced under $300,000. In fact, one of the 
top selling condominiums in intown Atlanta 
during the second half of 2009 was Twelve 
Centennial Park, which registered 37 sales at 
an average price of $174,480. 

Downtown also has the fewest number 
of unsold condominium units (533) of 
any intown submarket because it did not 
experience rampant overbuilding. Only 
1,512 units were built in Downtown between 
2005 and 2009, whereas 3,857 units were 
constructed in the Midtown/Brookwood 

submarket, and 3,470 units were built in the 
Buckhead submarket. 

Downtown clearly offers an affordable 
option for people looking to live inside the 
perimeter in an exciting urban environment. 
As the economy and housing markets 

improve, additional residential development 
will be vital to Downtown’s continued 
evolution.  One of the primary challenges 
to achieving this goal will be the ability of 
developers to assemble attractive sites at 
reasonable prices. 
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CONDOMINIUM DELIVERIES 2005-2009

COST OF LIVING COMPARISON – YEAR-END 2009

 APARTMENT CONDOMINIUM

 Monthly   Average Average 
 Rent Per Occupancy Price Per List 
Submarket Sq. Ft. Rate Sq. Ft. Price

Downtown $0.90 88.7% $217 $226,512

Midtown/Brookwood $1.03 90.6% $287 $336,005

Buckhead $0.97 92.1% $338 $604,985
Sources: Haddow & Company and Dale Henson Associates

Alexan 360 Luxury Apartments

3,857 units

1,512 units

3,470 units

Source: Haddow & Company
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Seeds of Change 
continued from page 1

Downtown office supply has 
grown by only 1.4 million 
square feet since 1999, accord-
ing to Jones Lang LaSalle, the 
importance of these three tow-
ers is paramount.

In 1990 the Fairlie-Poplar 
Task Force was planting a dif-
ferent kind of seed. Its chal-
lenge was to restore vitality and 
purpose to a decaying historic 
district located in the heart of 
Downtown. Previous revitaliza-
tion efforts had failed, largely 
because of unrealistic notions 
of what the area could support. 
The Fairlie-Poplar Revitaliza-
tion Plan, released in March 
1991, recommended conversion 
of the abandoned Rialto The-
ater into a performing arts cen-
ter for Georgia State University 
to anchor the area’s revival.

GSU initially resisted the 
idea of expanding its campus footprint 
across Woodruff Park, but Dr. Sherman Day, 
the acting president, committed the univer-
sity on a course that was fully embraced and 
amplified by his successor, Dr. Carl V. Patton. 
An institution once cloistered on Down-
town’s fringe is now fully immersed and 
continues to expand its positive influence.

The decade that just ended was not par-
ticularly kind to metro Atlanta’s economy 
or real estate market, with employment and 
rent levels essentially unchanged over the 

10-year span, but two undercurrents favor 
Downtown. The City of Atlanta’s popula-
tion grew significantly after declining by 
almost 80,000 persons from 1970 to 2000. 
The estimated 2008 population was 537,958, 
compared to 416,474 in 2000, according to 
the U.S. Census Bureau. 

This sea change in population growth 
already resonates in Midtown, which experi-
enced a dramatic renaissance during the last 
10 years, an important precursor for Down-
town. Significant residential development 

helped spawn commercial activity, filling 
empty blocks with attractive buildings and 
vibrant street life. Portions of Midtown that 
were dormant for years have been enlivened 
and repurposed.

This may be Downtown’s decade. Off-
shoots from the events of 20 years ago con-
tinue to reap benefits, and a revived interest 
in the urban core helps set the stage for 
renewal. Today’s emphasis on recycling and 
sustainability is a perfect cultural impetus for 
tapping the latent promise of Downtown.

Before Centennial Olympic Park

The Downtown Atlanta Real Estate Report 
is prepared bi-annually by Haddow & Company for Central Atlanta Progress.  

For further information or to offer any comments,  please contact:  
 

Haddow & Company
The Hurt Building

50 Hurt Plaza, Suite 920
Atlanta, Georgia 30303
Phone (404) 577-7222

Fax (404) 577-7276
info@haddowandcompany.com
www.haddowandcompany.com


