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Planners, preservationists, and residents cite the “preservation of traditional
downtown areas and stabilization of existing markets” as reason to oppose big-box
development (Johnston 1995). Wal-Mart has concentrated on locating its stores at the
crossroads of small communities with diverse populations and good highway access.
Wal-Mart has shifted the retail center from the traditional downtown or main street of a
community out to highway interchanges on the edge of town (Beaumont 1994). On
average, Wal-Mart locates approximately one mile from the traditional downtown area.
Wal-Mart also tends to locate in towns “where there are few, if any, restrictions on
maximum store size, few parking restrictions, and no design guidelines” (Johnston
1995).

Many small merchants have found that they cannot survive with a Wal-Mart Store
in town. Dr. Kenneth Stone of Iowa State University, suggests that a typical Wal-Mart
store has annual revenues of approximately ten million dollars, eight million of which is
taken from surrounding stores. General merchandise and specialty stores seem to suffer
the most from the retail chain (Rawn 1990).

Wal-Mart has recently begun a strategy of expansion into unfamiliar territory. In
the past, Wal-Mart limited its store locations to rural and middle income suburban
markets, however, it is now expanding into more “upscale” areas. These “upscale” areas
include higher income suburbs and historic areas where the retailers are generally upscale
boutiques similar to those found in Wickford Village. The effects of this new location

strategy on areas such as Wickford Village are yet to be documented.






















































chapter provides a historical overview of North Kingstown, and examines Wickford

Village as a “Main Street.”
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Table 8. General Business District vs. Planned Business District Restrictions

Minimum Requirements

General Business District

Planned Business District

Size 20,000 square feet 5 acres
Width 200° 400°

% Covered 90% 80%
Maximum Requirements

Building Stories 3 No Requirement
Building Height 35° No Requirement
Maximum Building Footprint 50,000 square feet No Requirement

Source: North Kingstown Comprehensive Plan, 1995
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It is within the strip development environment that Wal-Mart has focused many of
it store locations. Wal-Mart is then often blamed for the demise of the Main Street
because it locates away from the traditional downtown area. As in the zoning situation in
North Kingstown, Wal-Mart may have no choice but to locate outside of the downtown
area. It is this location of Wal-Mart, closer to Wickford Village with its unique character,
and further away from compatible big box retail uses on Post Road that makes the
relationship between Wal-Mart and Wickford Village different from the traditional
relationship. It is the intention of this study to provide recommendations to preserve

Wickford Village so that it may survive the nearby Wal-Mart.



























Kingstown. The Chamber hired a consultant to run the five part workshop as an
informational series on maintaining a marketing niche in the shadow of a big box retailer.
The workshops were poorly attended. The Chamber of Commerce also brought in
representatives from Wal-Mart to talk to merchants to discuss opportunities to work
together. This session had better attendance but the merchants resisted any offers or ideas
from Wal-Mart.

Overall the merchants are taking a reactive stance to the location of Wal-Mart
based upon their perceptions of the retail store. Many of the merchants interviewed say
they will wait to see what happens. This is a major weakness. If the businesses of
Wickford Village wait to see the effects or ignore the effects of Wal-Mart they may find
that it is too late to make the changes necessary to survive along side of Wal-Mart. They
need to seriously investigate if Wal-Mart will have an effect on their business. The
merchants of Wickford cannot ignore the impact of Wal-Mart simply because they are
unhappy with its presence in North Kingstown. There is also a strong feeling among the
merchants interviewed that they are not willing to work with Wal-Mart, even if it were to

mean a peaceful coexistence between the two entities.

Perceptions of Wickford Village

Merchants identified that they think there is a prevailing perception held by
surrounding residents that Wickford Village is too expensive and simply for tourists.
Since tourism is a seasonal occurrence in Rhode Island it is a definite weakness if the

merchants cannot draw surrounding residents to shop during non-tourist seasons. Many
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addressed and made into positive attributes for the Village. The recommendations which
addresses the strengths and weaknesses of the Village are the first step in making it

stronger and more able to survive near Wal-Mart.
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5.10 Conclusions

The location of Wal-Mart in North Kingstown will provide many challenges to
Wickford Village. If the merchants of Wickford Village are willing to accept this
challenge and prepare themselves, then they will have faced and won their first major
battle. Wickford has many positive attributes and strengths that were identified in this
study. These strengths are what make Wickford Village different and unique from other
Main Streets or commercial strip areas. This may be why the Post Road Corridor, and
not Wickford Village, is most effected by the location of Wal-Mart. While this reflects
positively for Wickford Village it may have a negative effect on the Town of North
Kingstown as a whole.

Wickford Village has the historic charm, tourism draw, and the strong mixed-use
core that most planners, designers and developers are trying to recreate today. The
Governor of Rhode Island, Lincoln Almond, has recently identified Wickford Village as
an area the state should work to preserve and promote because it plays an important role
in Rhode Island’s year-round tourist economy. If Wickford Village concentrates on
preserving and improving its strengths, while also addressing its weaknesses, it will
survive and prosper based on these strengths. Wickford Village has a viable opportunity

to rise above the shadow of Wal-Mart.
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