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For years, L.A.’s retail hotspots have been known to shoppers around the globe.

West Hollywood’s Robertson Boulevard was the edgy home of young designers. Homey Melrose Place
was an antigue mecca. And Larchmont was what passes for quaint in Los Angeles.

Attention, shoppers: There’s some heavy roadwork going on.

Deep-pocketed corporate interests have been swarming L.A.’s trendy retail neighborhoods, driving
commercial rents to double what they were a year ago on Robertson and Melrose Place. The rental land
rush has become so intense that several small retailers have sold their leases, sometimes for hundreds of
thousands of dollars and usually to big chains.

Jay Luchs, a retail specialist at CB Richard Ellis Group Inc. said this “key money” frenzy is unlike anything
he’s seen.

“Robertson Boulevard has become so popular around the country and the world that it's caught the
attention of retailers,” he said. “There are only so many tenants on two blocks and only so many leases
coming up, so you do whatever you can to get space.”

The hot portions of the shopping streets are only a few blocks long, so the influx of corporate chain stores
is changing the ambience of the neighborhoods. And not everyone’s happy with the changes.

Chan Luu, a well-known clothing and jewelry designer, says that things just aren’t the same near her
Robertson Boulevard boutique.

“It became very young, very jean and T-shirt oriented.”

For Luu, whose international label is sold in Neiman Marcus and Bergdorf Goodman, Robertson was
losing its refined appeal and so she sold the remainder of her lease to Coach Inc. for about $350,000.

“If you have over a year on your lease, you can get a few hundred thousand dollars,” said Chuck Dembo of
Dembo & Associates.

Lisa Kline, who owns men’s, women’s and children’s boutiques on Robertson, said her rent doubled, from
$10 to $20 per square foot last year.

She bought a lease a year ago to open a men’s boutique. She paid $100,000, a bargain it turns out.



“| knew it would be a good investment,” she said. “| knew | would make more money with more space, and
make back what | spent immediately.”

She didn’t anticipate all the changes, however.

“It's nice to be a popular area, but when paparazzi are everywhere, there is no parking. And the corporate
stores are coming in and driving rents even higher,” she said. “It's suddenly Madison Avenue.”

Joining Luu in the exodus is the apparel boutique Harari, which sold out to Intermix. Retail apparel chains
Fresh, True Religion, Tory Burch and American Apparel are among the chains that have moved into what
was once a boutigue haven for L.A.’s up-and-coming designers.

Melrose Place

A comparable transformation is occurring on Melrose Place, a four-block area between La Cienega
Boulevard and Melrose Avenue. The newcomers are selling $5,000 couture, rather than $500 cut-off
jeans.

High-end outlets Carolina Herrerra, Tracy Feith, Marni, Oscar de la Renta and Chloe have all opened
recently, with similarly upscale Theory, Helmut Lang, Moss Gallery and Lambertson & Truex still to come.

These new arrivals would seem a perfect fit on Rodeo Drive, but Dembo, a Rodeo Drive Committee
member, points out that the rent on Melrose, at $15 to $20 per square foot, is about half the price of the
$30 to $40 rents on Rodeo.

“Some see Melrose as a new frontier,” he said. “And that’s the thing about fashion — you want to be
fashionable.”

As on Robertson Boulevard, these elite brands are buying up leases.

Diesel SPA bought the lease of antiques dealer Mayfair Gallery and BCBG Max Azria Group Inc. bought
out Wilshire Fireplace.

For Wilshire Fireplace owner Richard DiGiorgio, part of the motivation for selling his lease was the arrival
of the designer brands. He said that changed the character of the corridor, which was once dominated by
antigque dealers and other home furnishing outlets.

He said he talked to Marc Jacobs and Diane Von Furstenberg, but the price wasn't right. DiGiorgio finally
accepted an offer of several hundred thousand dollars from Nasa Property Management, which has leased
the space to BCBG.

“Once Marc Jacobs came in, it started,” said DiGiorgio, who moved his shop to Wilshire Boulevard. “They
opened and did all the marketing and drove up rents, so people were trying to ride their coattails. Those
New York places have deep pockets, so the writing was on the wall.”



Abbot’s New Habits

“People said | was crazy five years ago when | signed on the dotted line for $2.50 a square foot,” said
Jason Stroh, owner of Stroh’s Gourmet Market on Venice’s Abbot Kinney. “Now you can't get in here for
less than $5 a foot.”

Five years ago, Abbot Kinney was known as street with some hip furniture stores, high merchant turnover
and gang violence just around the corner.

“The street always had an incredible amount of potential,” said Hans Rockenwagner, a well-known chef
who opened his first restaurant on Abbot Kinney in 1985. He opened Three Square Bakery, a restaurant
that offers outdoor service and $8 sandwiches, in January.

“I think it turned the corner about five years ago and now it has become a destination,” he said.

While Rockenwagner’s prices initially raised eyebrows, Stroh said that the chef's grand opening has
increased foot traffic and boosted his sales. The high prices have spread, too.

Abbot Kinney's Stronghold sells $300 jeans and the nearby eCookie boutique offers $500 dresses.

For the merchants and locals, however, the big news on the street these days is the imminent arrival of its
first chain store. Yogurt outlet Pinkberry Inc. quietly negotiated a lease in a new mixed-use building in the
center of the strip.

“When people complain to me about a chain coming to Abbot Kinney, | say ‘Just wait,” Stroh said.

Golden Goosed?

In formerly laid-back Larchmont Village, near the tony Hancock Park residential enclave, the exit of several
longtime retail fixtures has mobilized residents.

Larchmont Boulevard rents have doubled, to between $6 and $8 a square foot. Cottage Antiques and
Village Footwear have lost their longtime leases in the past year and 15-year-old La Luna Ristorante is
battling to hang on.

Owners Robertino Giovannelli and Theresa Kim recently filed suit to block eviction proceedings, claiming
that Omada Hospitality, a restaurant group, paid $100,000 in key money for the space and will pay around
$6 a square foot in rent. That's considerably higher than what La Luna pays, according to attorney Joseph
Fishbach.

Attorneys for the landlord and Omada Hospitality did not return calls seeking comment on the dispute.

Former state Assemblyman Wally Knox, a member of the Committee to Save Larchmont, said the locals



were trying to preserve the character of the neighborhood.

“It's very clear that some of the landlords want to turn it into a regional fashion mall, and they are making a
tremendous mistake in their relationship with the area homeowners, who have long supported the area
and made it what it is,” Knox said.

“They are killing the goose that laid the golden egg.”
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