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GREAT LAKES REGION
Great Lakes Show Great Opportunity

The Great Lakes States show great 

opportunity for self-storage. In four 

states and four CBSAs the market is 

either under-served or at equilibrium. 

This state and CBSA data can be use-

ful for comparing other cities and states 

and as benchmarks to compare to 

demand in the local trade area. 

In Michigan, however, the magni-

tude of economic decline suggests cau-

tion. Moreover, as demographic data 

ages (2010 Census underway now), 

some markets such as Michigan may be 

skewed in terms of population growth. 

These characteristics demonstrate that 

a local market analysis of the trade area 

is the most important metric for this 

asset class. 

The supply and demand data is 

derived from the 2010 Self-Storage 

Almanac Market Conditions by CBSA. 

The demand forecast by the Self Storage 

Industry Group of Cushman & Wakefield 

is based on a proprietary, econometric 

model that uses a mathematical regres-

sion of demand variables to existing 

supply in order to forecast stabilized 

demand in a CBSA or trade area. Key 

variables are population, percentage of 

renters, average household income and 

average household size regressed to 

size (measured in terms of square feet 

per person). 

The Great Lake States analyzed indi-

cate positive indicators for self storage 

demand. In all cases, existing supply 

is well below the national average. By 

analyzing demographic data, stabilized 

demand over the long run is forecast. 

The variance between supply and exist-

ing demand indicates generally positive 

results in the markets analyzed. 

While the long run view shows oppor-

tunity, the short term economic challeng-

es in some areas currently outweighs 

positive market fundamentals. In this 

environment, caution is warranted for 

new development with careful attention 

to project feasibility on a local basis. 

R. Christian Sonne is Managing Director of Cushman & 

Wakefield’s Self Storage Industry Group, a nationwide 

team of appraisal, research, and analysis professionals 

specializing in the self-storage asset class.

Detroit

The Detroit, Mich. area, with a population of 

4.5 million, has been one of the hardest hit 

by the recession. April 2010 labor statistics 

showed an unemployment rate of 15 per-

cent, which is 50 percent higher than the 

national average. With an economy based 

primarily on manufacturing, the challenges 

faced by the “Big Three” auto manufactur-

ers in 2008 and 2009 took a heavy toll on 

the local economy. In response, the city has 

looked to pursue technology, tax incentives, 

and redevelopment to lure a more diverse 

mix of companies back to the city center 

and encourage growth. 

Throughout Michigan, we have seen a 

reduction in occupancy in 2009 and the 

start of 2010. Local self-storage expert 

Jim Soltis of Preview Properties.com com-

mented that a few owners have noticed 

a slight increase in occupancies at the 

beginning of 2010. Soltis indicated that 

most self-storage owners are trying to 

maintain their businesses by offering free 

rent concessions and other incentives until 

the market makes a recovery. 

Soltis believes owners who are struggling 

to maintain their occupancies are looking for 

additional advertising venues to increase 

traffic and rentals. He indicated that it will 

be some time before owners in the Michigan 

market are open to considering alterative 

advertising venues such as social media 

and the Internet as their primary sources. 

It is safe to stay that the Great Lakes 

region has faired reasonably well through-

out the downturn of the last 18 months and 

that self-storage has been one of the bright 

spots. Local self-storage experts in each 

of these markets agree that, overall, the 

Great Lakes region has strong occupancies 

and that well-located, quality self-storage 

projects will be well positioned as the real 

estate market begins to rebound. I believe 

that the stable nature of the Great Lakes’ 

regional economies and the outlook for 

continued employment growth will position 

the region for a strong recovery.

Ben Vestal is President of the 

Argus Self Storage Sales Network, 

a national network of commercial 

real estate brokers specializing in 

self-storage. 
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