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Retail shift?

Management of the Mall at Cortana is looking to find
middle ground between upper-echelon and discount.

BY SETH FOX

en the Mall of Louisiana
opened in Baton Rouge, the
question arose as to whether or

not the city was a two-mall market.

The new kid on the Bluebonnet
block was pegged as the early favorite
for survival if the answer proved to be
no. It was located in the fastest grow-
ing area of the parish and targeted
shoppers with the highest amount of
disposable income.

The Mall at Cortana, conversely,
tended to cater to a more diverse shop-
ping crowd, the perception being
that as their cross-town counterpart
thrived, Cortana would shift toward
the low-end of the retail spectrum. But
that perception is as far off the mark as
it gets, says Howard Struletz, vice pres-
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ident of Mall Properties Inc., Cortana's
New York management company.

“The better they do, the happier 1
am,” says Struletz.

The malls have two different cus-
tomer bases, he says, so the loss of
shopping’s upper crust was not really
much of a loss. “We never considered
ourselves a high-end shopping center,”
says Struletz.

But Cortana did see some casual-
ties—such as Pearson’s Travel World
and Lee Michaels Fine Jewelry. The
heads of both stores say the moves
were directly related to the opening of
the Mall of Louisiana. “When the Mall
of Louisiana opened, for us it was a
death blow to our customer base,” says
Jerry Pearson, president of the Baton
Rouge travel agency.
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UNIQUE RETAILER: While Steve & Barry’s offers lower than normal pricing,
Cortana’s Howard Struletz says the store’s arrival does not indicate a shift

toward discount for the mall.

The store left Cortana four years
ago, Pearson says, alter a remodel-
ing effort failed to revive an eroding
business. “The majority of people who
were walking that mall just weren't our
customers.”

Lee Michaels left the mall, its orig-
inal location, two years ago after
spending two-dozen years in Cortana.
Struletz contends owner Lee Michael
Berg's business is successful enough
that location is almost of secondary
concern. “If Lee is somewhere, that's
where his business is,” says Struletz.

Berg, however, says it was obvious
his customer base was depleted when
the Mall of Louisiana came to Baton
Rouge, causing him to question the vi-
ability of the store's Cortana location.
“Volume. If it continues {o decrease,

is it a prudent decision to stay?" says
Berg.

The departure of Lee Michaels led
to Cortana picking up Kay Jewelers
and Reeds Jewelers, which Struletz
says means only there are no Rolex
watches to be found in a mall where
none of the customers are there look-
ing for Rolexes anyway.

Mind The Gap

Perhaps a larger hole for Cortana te
fill will be the loss of The Gap, which
left the mall at the expiration of its last
lease, only to announce in March it
would open three stores in the Whole
Foods-anchored Towne Center at Ce-
dar Lodge.

Gap is mum on the decision to leave
Cortana because of a company pol-






