Harristown Development Retail Business Contest

Martin Brill, International Trade Specialist of the Kutztown University, was asked to assist judging the first Harristown Development Corporation Retail Business Contest last August.  The purpose of the contest was to attract a new retail business to the Strawberry Square section of downtown Harrisburg.    Judges were selected from prominent private sector companies as well as the public sector. A total prize of $65,000 worth of leasing space, advertising and shop customization was offered to the winner.

Through a heavily publicized media campaign, over 90 concept papers were received and reviewed by the judges.  Ideas ranged from Internet coffee houses to bookshops, coffee shops and most popular of all, women boutiques, both clothing and shoe shops.  The committee was seeking a concept that would draw shoppers to the store and the downtown area, a sustainable yet creative store that would enhance the renaissance of downtown Harrisburg.  Based on this criterion, the judges met on September 23rd, selecting 14 semi-finalists to compose business plan.  Six weeks later, 4 finalists were selected, based on their experience and the quality of the business plan to give oral presentations of their concept to the selection committee.

Despite the variety of skills and talents among the judges, there was remarkable agreement on both the judging criteria and the selection of a winner based on that criteria.  In fact, the committee recommended 2 entrants as winners.  In response, Harristown Development Corporation, along with other contest sponsors, doubled the prize so that each of the 2 winners received the $65,000 prize to start their retail business.  The two winning concepts, both original yet with experienced entrepreneurs, involved realistic financial projections, detailed marketing plans and substantive market research.  Beginning this spring, visit Strawberry Square to check out a new boutique selling homemade, upscale soaps & a store selling a wide variety of hot sauces and salsas, adding more flavor to downtown Harrisburg!

In addition the judging the contest, the Kutztown SBDC provided training to the contestants.  Mary Stanczak, business consultant for the Kutztown SBDC, conducted a business plan training session for contest semi-finalists.

