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Harbor East development sparks change in Little Italy

Baltimore Business Journal - by Moria Byrne Contributor

Even Little Italy has to work to draw business these days. 

With such emerging downtown neighborhoods as Canton, Federal Hill and Mount Vernon vying for a greater chunk of Baltimore's tourism business, some restaurateurs in Little Italy have been forced to offer more than just a plate of rigatoni to attract tourists and other customers. 

While some Little Italy businesses have spent thousands of dollars to renovate their facilities and expand their offerings, others have hired more staff or put into place new marketing strategies to lure business. 

Tourists and conventioneers staying in Baltimore's Marriott Waterfront or the Courtyard by Marriott -- both 3-year-old hotels that are part of the ongoing Harbor East development project adjacent to Little Italy -- have become the reason for many of the changes. 

About 65 percent of Little Italy's customers are tourists, said Mary Ann Cricchio, president of the Little Italy Restaurant Association and former chair of the Maryland Tourism Development Council. 

"The two hotels on the waterfront pay my paycheck alone," said Paul Oliver, owner of Dalesio's restaurant on Eastern Avenue, referring to the business his restaurant attracts from the two Marriott hotels. 

Oliver has taken a proactive approach. He gives local hotel concierges and doormen Dalesio's menu and card. He sends information about his restaurant and tips for booking lunch and dinner meetings or catering events to business groups planning a meeting in Baltimore. 

Oliver said he has redeemed almost 350 coupons for customers who want to get one meal free with the purchase of another. 

"Try to get your name out there first before they [tourists] even get off the plane," Oliver said of his strategy for capturing tourist business. "If you're creative and do different things, you'll be successful. You have to be willing to change." 

Change has taken place at Luigi Petti, an Eastern Avenue neighbor to Dalesio's. Luigi Petti owners Greg Orendorf and Steve Hikem recently spent $100,000 to give the restaurant a fresh look -- a move the restaurateurs made to lure more tourists and even a local lunch and happy-hour crowd. 

The renovations made at Luigi Petti include: 

· a retractable awning at the bottom level of a three-tiered deck; 

· a banquet room large enough to hold as many as 90 people; 

· new carpeting; and, 

· an expanded adult and children's menu. 

"It will bring in people who've never had the opportunity to eat here before," Orendorf said. "They're going to be pleasantly surprised." 

Orendorf and Hikem did not stop there. They also have added wine tastings and live music, and they are working with liquor distributors to hold promotional events aimed at Baltimore's young professional crowd, which spends much of its time patronizing bars in Federal Hill and Canton after hours. 

Orendorf and Hikem also hired Angela Faimanifo to drum up business for Luigi Petti's new banquet room. By visiting downtown's hotels and speaking with business groups, Faimanifo scheduled five events during the first month after the renovations were complete. 

And if the development at Harbor East is a source of much of Little Italy's business, the supply may not run out any time soon. Ultimately, the 20-acre site being developed by John Paterakis will also include two Hilton brand hotels, apartments, condominiums, an office building, movie theater and retail shops. 

"The Harbor East project will really help us [Little Italy restaurants], with the increase of people living in that area," said Cricchio, who also is proprietor of Da Mimmo (www.damimmo.com) on High Street. "However, with more residents also will come more restaurants, more choices." 

Cricchio is one of several Little Italy restaurateurs who is offering visitors of downtown hotels -- including the Marriott hotels at Harbor East -- free limo or shuttle rides to and from their respective restaurants. 

Still, some Little Italy restaurateurs are waiting until the Harbor East project is complete before putting on a full-court press for its patrons and tourists. 

"When that area is done, I'll make my presence known over there," said Carol Seidenberg, business manager for La Scala (www.lascaladining.com) on Eastern Avenue. "I'll get menus out to them and go talk to the managers over there." 


Moria Byrne is a contributing writer in Baltimore.
