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THE GREEN ANCHOR 

Reimagining Distressed Strip Centers as Immersive Urban Food Ecosystems 

 

A developer’s thought piece and investment thesis 

Stone Mountain / DeKalb County, GA • March 2026 

Executive Summary 

The American suburban strip mall is having a slow-motion identity crisis. 
Conceived for a car-first, convenience-first world, millions of square feet of 
underutilized retail now sit at the crossroads of two massive macro trends: 
the collapse of commodity retail and the explosive consumer appetite for 
local, traceable, experiential food. 

This paper argues that the purpose-built transformation of distressed strip 
centers — anchored by robotic indoor farms, green grocers, food-production 
artisans, and pollinator gardens — represents a generational real estate 
opportunity hiding in plain sight. It is not a concept. Versions of it are working in 
London, Paris, and Turin. The question is whether a developer in suburban 
Atlanta has the vision to do it first in the American Southeast. 

The strip mall is not dying. It is waiting to be reinvented around the 
one thing e-commerce can never deliver: the full sensory 
experience of food. 

 

The Market Dislocation 

What the Data Actually Says 

The conventional narrative on strip centers is wrong. Vacancy is not a crisis — 
it is an opportunity signal. According to Cushman & Wakefield’s year-end 2025 
U.S. Shopping Center MarketBeat, the national vacancy rate for shopping 
centers finished the year at 5.7%, up from 5.3% in Q4 2024, but still well below 
the pre-pandemic historical average of ~7%. Strip center vacancy is near a 
20-year low in absolute terms. 

But that national figure masks a critical local divergence. Secondary suburban 
markets — particularly in older Sunbelt suburbs like Stone Mountain and the 
broader DeKalb County corridor — are seeing pockets of persistent softness. 
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Unanchored strip malls in these markets are struggling at sub-85% occupancy, 
while grocery-anchored centers in the same metro maintain 97-98% 
occupancy. 

The lesson is already embedded in the data: the anchor matters more than 
the real estate. The question this thesis asks is: what if you built an entirely new 
kind of anchor? 

 

Metric National Strip 
Avg. 

Grocery-
Anchored 

This Concept 
(Target) 

Vacancy Rate (2025) 5.7% 2-3% < 5% (stabilized) 

Avg. Cap Rate 6.5-7.5% 5.0-6.5% 5.5-6.5% (target) 

Sales per Sq. Ft. $200-300 $400-600 $350-500+ 
(blended) 

Consumer Visit 
Frequency 

~0.5x/week 1.6x/week 2.0x/week (target) 

Avg. Transaction 
Value 

$45 $75 $85-100 (est.) 

 

The Stone Mountain Opportunity 

Location Intelligence 

Stone Mountain, GA sits at the eastern edge of the Atlanta metro along US 
Highway 78 (Rockbridge Road and Memorial Drive corridors), a high-traffic 
thoroughfare connecting the outer suburbs to Midtown Atlanta. The area’s 
demographics tell a compelling story: 

•  Median household income in surrounding DeKalb ZIP codes: $65,000-
86,000 

•  Population density within a 5-mile radius supports a full-service 
neighborhood center 

•  Strong African American and immigrant food culture creating authentic 
demand for specialty produce, fresh herbs, tropical greens, and artisan 
prepared foods 

•  Atlanta’s Midtown restaurant corridor is 14-18 miles away — a viable 
early-morning wholesale run analogous to the Hunt’s Point / Midtown 
Manhattan relationship in New York 



The Green Anchor by CRED – Value-add Investor and Advisor |  www.wearecred.com  |  3 

•  Stone Mountain Park draws 4+ million visitors annually, anchoring regional 
destination traffic 

Available strip centers along the Memorial Drive and US-78 corridors present 
acquisition opportunities in the $3-8 million range for properties of 30,000-
60,000 sq. ft. on sites with 3-6 acres of surface parking — the raw material 
for transformation. 

The Parking Lot as Agricultural Real Estate 

Here is where the vision departs from conventional retail redevelopment. In this 
model, the parking lot is not a cost center to be paved and maintained. It is the 
“land bank” for the most profitable and differentiated elements of the project. 
A typical 4-acre parking field attached to a 40,000 sq. ft. strip center 
contains approximately 174,000 sq. ft. of surface — a canvas for: 

•  Canopii-style autonomous greenhouse modules (each ~4,700 sq. ft. / 
basketball-court footprint, producing up to 40,000 lbs of herbs and 
specialty greens per year) 

•  Outdoor market pavilions with seasonal produce from regional farms 

•  Pollinator gardens and apiary colonies integrated into the landscaping 

•  Outdoor dining and event space generating food-and-beverage revenue 

•  Reduced parking to code minimum (often achievable at 3-4 spaces per 
1,000 sq. ft. for food/entertainment use vs. 5-6 for traditional retail) 

 

The Concept: What You Are Building 

Call it an Urban Food Ecosystem. The architecture is simple: a purpose-
reimagined strip center where every square foot is organized around growing, 
preparing, preserving, selling, or experiencing local food. It is not a farmers 
market. It is not a food hall. It is both, plus a working farm, plus a community 
anchor. 

Tenant Stack 

 

Zone Use Size (Sq. 
Ft.) 

Rent 
($/SF/yr) 

Traffic Role 

Indoor 
Farm 

Canopii-style 
autonomous 
greenhouse (herbs, 

5,000-
10,000 

$18-25 
NNN 

Production 
anchor 
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Zone Use Size (Sq. 
Ft.) 

Rent 
($/SF/yr) 

Traffic Role 

baby greens, 
specialty) 

Green 
Grocer 

Independent 
specialty grocer 
(local, immigrant 
produce, farm-
direct) 

8,000-
12,000 

$20-28 
NNN 

Traffic 
anchor 
(1.6x/wk visits) 

Preserves 
& 
Provisions 

Artisan jam, pickle, 
ferment, honey, 
charcuterie 
production + retail 

2,000-
3,500 

$28-35 
NNN 

Destination & 
margin driver 

Butcher / 
Fish 
Counter 

Independent 
protein purveyors, 
farm-direct 
sourcing 

1,500-
2,500 

$30-38 
NNN 

AM wholesale 
+ retail 

F&B Stalls 
(4-6) 

Chef-driven fast-
casual, prepared 
foods using on-site 
produce 

4,000-
6,000 

$45-65 
NNN + % 
rent 

Dwell time, 
evening 
revenue 

Apiary & 
Garden 
Retail 

Urban honey 
production, bee 
education, 
garden/seed shop 

500-800 $22-28 
NNN 

Experiential 
differentiator 

Outdoor 
Pavilion / 
Events 

Farmers market 
hosting, cooking 
classes, pop-up 
chefs 

8,000-
15,000 
(outdoor) 

Event 
fee + 
F&B % 

Community & 
press 
magnet 

Wholesale 
Loading 
Bay 

Pre-dawn 
restaurant 
wholesale access 
from Midtown 
Atlanta 

1,500-
2,500 

$15-20 
NNN 

Revenue 
diversification 

 

The Early Morning Wholesale Channel: Learning from Hunt’s Point 

New York’s Hunt’s Point Produce Market in the Bronx generates over $2 billion 
in annual wholesale volume. Its model — pre-dawn truck access, restaurant 
chefs buying direct from producers, hyper-local produce available before 6am 
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— is not replicable at scale in Atlanta without infrastructure. But a 
miniaturized, neighborhood version is. 

The thesis here is that an indoor farm producing 40,000+ lbs of herbs and 
specialty greens annually, combined with a buying program from regional 
farmers, creates a real wholesale offering for Atlanta’s Midtown and Intown 
restaurant community. A chef at a Ponce City Market restaurant or a new 
opening on the BeltLine who currently orders from Sysco has no local 
alternative. This project creates one. 

Wholesale pricing for premium herbs runs $8-15/lb direct-to-restaurant vs. 
$3-5/lb retail. The margin advantage of dual-channel (wholesale + retail) 
cannot be overstated. The farm grows the same product. The price 
realization doubles depending on the buyer. 

 

The Apiary Dimension: More Than Honey 

The pollinator garden and apiary colony concept is not a novelty add-on. It is a 
legitimate revenue stream with documented comps. Paris’ Beaugrenelle 
Commercial Center — one of the city’s largest shopping complexes near the 
Eiffel Tower — hosts rooftop apiaries with pesticide-free herb gardens that 
supply Michelin-starred restaurant clients. European food halls from London to 
Turin have integrated on-site growing, fermentation, and production into their 
identity. 

Apiary Revenue Model (20-30 Hives) 

 

Revenue Stream Unit Economics Annual Estimate 

Honey production (25 
hives @ 45 lbs/yr avg) 

$18-25/lb retail; $12-
15/lb wholesale 

$20,000-$28,000 

Hive hosting fees 
(corporate / restaurant 
sponsors) 

$600-1,200/hive/yr $15,000-$30,000 

Beeswax candles, 
propolis, lip balm (value-
add) 

$12-25/unit retail $8,000-$15,000 

Apiary tours & 
workshops ($65-
95/person) 

12 events/yr, 15 
people avg 

$11,700-$17,100 
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Revenue Stream Unit Economics Annual Estimate 

Pollination services 
(indoor farm + garden) 

Integrated; cost 
offset 

$5,000-$10,000 
value 

Total Apiary Revenue  $59,700 - 
$100,100/yr 

 

Startup cost for 20-30 hives is modest: $500-$2,000 per hive in equipment 
and bees, or roughly $15,000-$45,000 total, with ROI typically realized within 
2-3 years. The apiary operates symbiotically with the on-site greenhouse and 
outdoor gardens, reducing the need for artificial pollination and creating a 
closed-loop narrative that is enormously compelling for media, branding, and 
community positioning. 

 

The European Precedent: It Already Works 

Skeptics of this model have never visited London, Turin, or Paris. The immersive 
food ecosystem is not a concept — it is a proven format that has nearly 
doubled in number across Europe in less than a decade. 

Mercato Metropolitano (London, Turin, Ilford) 

The flagship at 42 Newington Causeway in Southwark opened in 2016 in a 
disused 45,000 sq. ft. paper factory — the structural analogy to a 
repurposed strip center is direct. Mercato Metropolitano combines 26+ 
independent food stalls, an Italian supermarket, craft bars, live music, a yoga 
studio, a cinema, and — critically — on-site urban production. Mushrooms are 
grown on-site using spent coffee grounds. A converted double-decker bus 
functions as a pick-your-own strawberry farm. The space runs 7 days a week, 
8am to 11pm or later, generating sustained dwell time that conventional retail 
cannot approach. 

The concept proved so successful it expanded to Mayfair, Wood Wharf, and 
Ilford — the Ilford site being a transformation of a disused car park as part of 
a broader redevelopment scheme, which is precisely the format proposed 
here. 

Cushman & Wakefield’s Food Halls of Europe report (2024) documented that 
the number of European food halls nearly doubled in under a decade, with the 
UK, France, and Italy leading, even through a pandemic and cost-of-living crisis. 
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Beaugrenelle Commercial Center (Paris) 

One of Paris’ largest commercial centers hosts a rooftop apiary and 
pesticide-free culinary herb garden, sourcing directly to Michelin-starred 
restaurants. It demonstrates that the retail landlord can capture both the 
brand value and the supplemental revenue from on-site food production — 
while differentiating the asset in a crowded market. 

Gare du Sud Food Hall (Nice, France) 

A decommissioned train station abandoned since 1991 was converted into a 
modern food hall in 2019 as part of Nice’s urban renewal initiative. The 
transformation of obsolete infrastructure into a food destination is the 
European playbook. The American version is waiting for its first serious 
practitioner. 

 

The Financial Model: A Purpose-Built Project 

Assumptions (40,000 Sq. Ft. Strip Center + 3-Acre Parking Field) 

 

Item Assumption Note 

Acquisition cost $4.5M - $6.5M DeKalb strip center, US-
78 corridor 

Renovation / fit-
out 

$3.5M - $5.0M Structural upgrades, 
F&B build-outs, farm 
infrastructure 

Greenhouse 
module (Canopii-
type) 

$500K - $800K Per unit; 2 units 
targeted 

Outdoor pavilion + 
landscaping 

$400K - $600K Apiary, pollinator garden, 
market structure 

Total Development 
Cost 

$9.4M - $12.9M  

Stabilized NOI (Year 
3) 

$750K - $1.1M See revenue table 
below 

Target Cap Rate 
(stabilized) 

5.75% - 6.5% Grocery-anchored 
comp range 
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Item Assumption Note 

Stabilized Value 
(going-out) 

$11.5M - $19.1M NOI / Cap Rate 

Equity Multiple (5-yr 
horizon) 

1.4x - 1.8x Assuming 65% LTV 
construction debt 

 

Stabilized Revenue Build (Annual, Year 3+) 

 

Revenue Source Sq. Ft. / 
Units 

Rate Annual Revenue 

Green Grocer 
anchor (NNN base 
rent) 

10,000 SF $22/SF $220,000 

Indoor Farm tenant 
(NNN) 

8,000 SF $20/SF $160,000 

Preserves / Artisan 
tenants (2-3) 

7,000 SF $30/SF $210,000 

F&B stalls (5 stalls) 5,000 SF $55/SF $275,000 

Wholesale loading 
bay 

2,000 SF $18/SF $36,000 

Apiary & garden 
retail 

700 SF $25/SF $17,500 

Outdoor event / 
pavilion revenue 

— Event fees + 
F&B % 

$80,000-$120,000 

Apiary direct 
revenue 

25 hives Multi-stream $60,000-$80,000 

Percentage rents 
(F&B overages) 

— 5-8% of 
gross over 
breakpoint 

$40,000-$70,000 

TOTAL NOI (before 
debt service) 

  $1,098,500 - 
$1,188,500 

 

Note: These figures are modeled estimates based on comparable 
transactions and published lease data. Individual project economics will vary 
based on site-specific conditions, tenant credit, and market timing. This is not a 
prospectus. 
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Stress Test: Every Reason Equity Says No — And Why They’re Wrong 

A project like this will face a predictable gauntlet of objections from 
institutional equity and conventional lenders. Below is an honest accounting of 
those objections, followed by the data that puts them to rest. 

Objection 1: “Indoor farming has destroyed capital. Bowery, Plenty, 
AppHarvest. Why is this different?” 

This is the most legitimate objection and deserves the most direct answer. 
Bowery Farming ceased operations in 2024 after raising $647M. Plenty filed 
for bankruptcy in 2025 after raising nearly $1 billion. AppHarvest collapsed 
despite backing from some of the most sophisticated agricultural investors in 
the world. 

The common thread in every failure was the same: massive capital raises, 
premature scaling, energy-intensive vertical farms chasing commodity crops 
(tomatoes, lettuce) at institutional scale, in markets with established supply 
chains. They tried to out-price Dole at Walmart. They lost. 

This model does not compete with commodity agriculture. It competes with 
the absence of fresh, local, differentiated produce in secondary suburban 
markets. A Canopii-type greenhouse producing 40,000 lbs of specialty herbs 
and baby greens per year, at house power (100A/240V), with autonomous 
operation and a basketball-court footprint, is not a scaled vertical farm. It is a 
neighborhood-level production unit with dual-channel revenue (wholesale + 
retail) in a co-located retail environment that absorbs its own output. The 
capital stack is $500K-$800K per unit, not $400M. 

Objection 2: “Food retail operates on 1-3% margins. It’s not a real estate 
anchor, it’s a liability.” 

Grocery stores operate on thin margins. Green grocers and specialty food 
producers do not. A preserves operation selling artisan pickles at $12/jar, or a 
premium honey producer selling $18-25/lb retail product, operates at 40-60% 
gross margins. The F&B stalls running on percentage rent clauses participate in 
upside when revenues exceed breakpoints. 

More importantly, the anchor’s job in this model is not to generate high rent — 
it is to generate traffic. Grocery-anchored centers maintain 97-98% 
occupancy because consumers visit 1.6 times per week. In this model, the farm, 
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the market, the apiary tours, and the food production transparency create 
visit frequencies that approach 2x/week. Adjacent tenants benefit from that 
traffic, and those tenants pay higher rents. 

As published by Urban Land Magazine, the grocery anchor typically produces 
60-65% of the property’s total revenue. In this model, the anchor ecosystem 
(farm + grocer + artisans) is the entire concept — every tenant is a food 
tenant, and every tenant reinforces every other tenant’s traffic. 

Objection 3: “The wholesale channel to Midtown restaurants is speculative. 
Chefs won’t drive to Stone Mountain at 5am.” 

They won’t drive. The produce will be delivered. The wholesale model here 
mirrors the food hub model that the USDA has tracked for 15+ years. Food 
hubs aggregating from regional producers and distributing to restaurant, 
institutional, and retail channels have proven “surprisingly successful at 
overcoming considerable financial challenges,” according to USDA agricultural 
economist James Barham. Philadelphia’s Common Market, operating since 
2008, demonstrates the viability at scale. 

The Atlanta restaurant market is sophisticated and growing. Midtown chefs 
currently have no local alternative to broadline distributors for specialty 
greens and premium herbs. A direct-to-chef relationship at $10-15/lb for 
herbs that Sysco sells for $5-8/lb is a compelling proposition for both sides. The 
Stone Mountain farm becomes a sourcing story — and sourcing stories sell 
food. 

Objection 4: “The experiential format is a trend. These concepts peak and 
fade.” 

The European data does not support this. Mercato Metropolitano’s Southwark 
location ran for nine years before the site was redeveloped for housing — at 
which point the operator immediately moved to a new location, 
demonstrating that the demand is durable even when the real estate is not. 
The concept was replicated in Mayfair, Wood Wharf, and Ilford. Time Out 
Market expanded to Lisbon, Miami, Boston, Montreal, Dubai, and now Barcelona. 
The food hall format nearly doubled across Europe in under a decade through 
a pandemic and a cost-of-living crisis. 

The durability driver is not trend — it is utility. A center that sells fresh food 
consumers need, produced in a way they can see and trust, with the option to 
linger, eat, and learn, is not competing against the next shiny thing. It is 
competing against a grocery run. That is not a trend. That is Tuesday. 
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Objection 5: “Zoning, permitting, food safety compliance for a mixed-use 
food production facility in a suburban strip center is a 3-year nightmare.” 

This is the most honest objection, and the one with the least satisfying answer. 
It is real. DeKalb County zoning for food production, commissary kitchen 
licensing, Georgia Department of Agriculture compliance for on-site honey 
sales, and FDA food facility registration for a combined production/retail 
operation will require dedicated legal and regulatory navigation. 

However, this is a solvable problem — not a disqualifying one. Georgia’s 
Cottage Food Law and the state’s relatively business-friendly regulatory 
environment create pathways. A phased approach — opening with the grocer 
and F&B stalls under standard retail/restaurant permitting while the farm and 
apiary permits are processed — allows revenue to begin while regulatory work 
continues. Several Atlanta-area municipalities have already approved urban 
agriculture and rooftop farming uses within the past five years. 

 

The Master Plan Vision: Stone Mountain, Phase by Phase 

Phase 1 (Year 1-2): The Grocer-Led Opening 

•  Acquire site. Commence light renovation. Open Green Grocer anchor 
(10,000-12,000 SF) in existing shell. 

•  Open 3-4 F&B stalls in renovated bays. Establish outdoor market pavilion 
on parking field. 

•  Launch weekly farmers market on Saturdays. Invite Midtown Atlanta chefs 
as early guest vendors. 

•  Begin permitting and site prep for greenhouse modules and apiary. 

Year 1 Revenue Estimate: $400,000-$550,000 NOI. Occupancy: 70-80%. 

Phase 2 (Year 2-3): The Farm Comes Online 

•  Commission first Canopii-type greenhouse module. Begin herb and 
specialty green production. 

•  Launch wholesale program targeting 15-20 Midtown and Intown Atlanta 
restaurant accounts. 

•  Install apiary (20-25 hives) integrated with pollinator garden landscaping. 

•  Open Preserves & Provisions tenant. Begin artisan honey, jam, and 
ferments production on-site. 

•  Add 1-2 additional F&B stalls. Launch monthly apiary tours and farm-to-
fork dinner events. 
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Year 3 Revenue Estimate: $900,000-$1.1M NOI. Occupancy: 90-95%. 

Phase 3 (Year 3-5): Refinancing and Franchise 

•  Stabilized asset refinance or sale at 5.75-6.5% cap rate ($14M-$19M exit 
value). 

•  Document the model. Franchise the concept to similar suburban corridors 
in Atlanta, Charlotte, Birmingham, and beyond. 

•  License the wholesale hub model to regional food hubs and institutional 
buyers (Atlanta Public Schools, Emory Healthcare, etc.). 

 

The Bet Worth Making 

The American strip center is not a problem to be solved. It is a platform 
waiting for new programming. The assets exist. The land exists. The consumer 
appetite — for local, traceable, experiential food — is documented, durable, 
and accelerating. What has been missing is the master plan that assembles all 
of it into a coherent, financeable, replicable development thesis. 

This is that thesis. 

The Stone Mountain corridor is not chosen because it is glamorous. It is chosen 
because it is representative: a community with real purchasing power, real 
food culture, real appetite for something better than a Dollar General and a 
closed Foot Locker. There are five hundred corridors like it in the American 
Southeast. 

The question is not whether this works. The question is who builds 
it first — and whether they have the patience to let the farm 
grow before the numbers do. 

 

 

 

 

 

Sources & Methodology Note 

Financial estimates are derived from publicly available transaction data, 
published lease comparables (Cushman & Wakefield, JLL, Matthews Real 
Estate), USDA food hub research, and operating data from analogous 
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concepts. European market references sourced from Cushman & Wakefield 
Food Halls of Europe Report (2024). Canopii production data from TechCrunch 

reporting (March 2026). Urban apiary revenue ranges from FarmstandApp, 
American Bee Journal, and Bloomberg urban farming coverage. This document 

is a thought piece and does not constitute a financial prospectus or 
investment advice. 


