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Retrofitting a Building Into
Your Dream Self-Storage Facility
A Guide for Intrepid Souls
By Lewis Pollack

The following words of advice are for those of you who have passed that
dark Circuit City or the closed Winn Dixie every day on the way to your office and
mused about the possibilities of stealing it for a song and converting it into a selfstorage facility. As one of those intrepid souls, along with my partners who have
chosen to follow the muse, I welcome you, pilgrim!
In this article, I will not unravel the secrets of the universe, but I will attempt to
offer my opinions on retrofit selection. I will not address issues which would be
common to any other asset class or type of storage development or straight
purchase such as financing. The goal is to focus your attention on how to steer
clear of making some avoidable stumbles and think about retrofitting in a more
critical way than you might now.

Site Selection
A commercial zone 2 (C-2) location is the most desirable in a market area. It will
typically have a large and destination-bound traffic count and great visibility. We
have learned that facilities in C-2 rent up faster than those in light industrial 1 (I-1).
It used to be a fairly hard and fast rule that self-storage properties were not going
to be permitted in any C-2 area. However, many jurisdictions are now willing to
swallow hard and allow a class-A storage product in a C-2 area to mitigate the
problems of vacant and vandalized buildings in what’s typically a heavily
trafficked retail-shopping corridor. While this window of opportunity exists,
search in C-2.
You should also eliminate any potential site that cannot accommodate a
minimum of 50,000 net rentable feet. This isn’t a hard and fast rule but a sweet
spot for cost-efficient management.
While a single-story building is preferable, many older, dark retail boxes seem
to contain no more than 40,000 square feet. Oddly enough, with a clear span of 19
feet at the low eave, a smaller building might be an appropriate candidate for an
interior mezzanine level, which can essentially double the net rentable square feet.
Bring your tape measure!

Extra Land
Many retrofits are within existing shopping plazas and are self-contained buildings
that must, by the restrictions of the footprint and design, be climate-controlled.
However, it’s always prudent to enhance a climate-controlled facility with a goodly

FROM THE PRESIDENT

What’s in Store this Spring?
By Steve Tranni, President
As I am writing this message to our
membership, we are preparing for yet another
winter storm to arrive in New England the
day before the first day of spring. Just goes to
show you that Mother Nature has a sense of
humor and that New England weather is truly
unpredictable. But let’s keep an optimistic
attitude because spring is coming. Spring’s
events will be the focus of this month’s
message. What’s in store this spring?
As most of you know, our annual trade show is
scheduled for June 6th. I always look forward
to attending trade shows because I always learn
something new, whether it is a MASSA event
or the annual SSA event that I attend. I never
come home “empty-handed” or disappointed.
The trade show committee has been working
diligently to put together another show that
will bring something new for our membership.
Our educational seminars and key speakers
will provide an abundance of information that
will be informative for manager, owners and
those of us who are operators as well. Check
out the insert in this issue of the newsletter.
You’ll see that our keynote is presenting the
“Selling Game” and the state police will be
talking about their involvement in self storage.
We also have an owners and a managers
breakout after lunch and roundtables at the
end of the day. You’ll have ample time to
visit exhibits, be brought up to date on our
legislative efforts and enjoy talking with others
in the industry. I am sure that everyone will
walk away with something of value that can
be applied to their operations. So please take a
moment before your calendar fills up and log
in the date for attendance.
Continued on page 2

Continued on page 4
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Another MASSA committee has completed and rolled out the applications for the
Vendor Affiliate program. Current applications are being reviewed. It is our aim
to have some of these vendors present at the trade show to roll out their services
and products to our membership. The success of this program will generate an
opportunity for members to meet screened and selected vendors offering services
and products at discounted pricing. Revenues are then received by MASSA which
can be used to fund future legislative efforts and educational events. If you have a
relationship with a vendor who provides great customer service and a good product
or service, please make them aware of this new program.
The spring season will also be a busy time for our legislative efforts. We are working
with our lobbyists at Lynch Associates and representatives from the SSA toward
scheduling our first new round of meetings with key legislators. As you know, we
have a broad band of legislative changes on our agenda. You have already received a
request for support for our Political Action Committee. Our efforts require funding
as well as the involvement of our membership as we move forward. You may be
asked to contact your local legislator and seek their support toward our efforts or we
may request your presence at a meeting. If we reach out to you, please make every
attempt to be available and help if you can. It is imperative that, as an association,
we put forth a united effort to succeed. Please appreciate how far we have come
in the last year and how close we are to achieving our legislative goals. These
legislative changes when achieved will bring many positives to the way we operate
and the levels of protection we offer our tenants and our businesses. While we work
with our lobbyists on these current issues, they are also learning more about our
industry. With this acquired industry knowledge, they keep a watchful eye on other
legislative changes that could help or hinder the future of the self storage industry
in Massachusetts. Monitoring by the lobbyist of all legislation benefits us as we
will now be informed about potential changes before they take effect rather than
after. Our developing relationships and involvement with Lynch Associates and the
SSA have broadened our awareness, depth of knowledge, experience and assistance
available for whatever challenges the future may put before us.
I close my message realizing that I have written about items that were included in
the January newsletter. I always strive to avoid redundancy. I do feel strongly that
these are the most important issues at hand and you need to be kept informed of
our progress. It is the role of your board to work on current issues and keep an eye
on our future as well. If there is an issue brewing that you are aware of, please keep
us informed. Remember that our success depends on a united effort.

Frank DeBaggis (2012)
Affordable Self Storage
413-443-5178
fdebaggis@aol.com
Connie Neville (2012)
Sperry Van Ness | Commercial Realty
781-372-7221
nevillec@svn.com
Kellee Snyder (2015)
Stor-U-Self
719-938-7757
woburn@storuself.com
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MEMBER NEWS
MASSA contacted members and asked for their financial support for both our Legislative Fund and our PAC Fund.
The members who have responded to this request as of March 24, 2013 are listed below. We thank them for their
support and assistance in helping us to improve business for the self storage industry in Massachusetts. Thank you:
• A Plus Self Storage

• Colony Storage Group

• Store Rooms

• A Storage Solution

• Framingham Self Storage

• Stor-Safe

• All American Self Storage Methuen

• Grafton Self Storage

• Sure-Lock Storage

• Ashland Mini Storage

• Planet Self Storage

• Traveler Storage

• Ashland’s 126 Self Storage

• Hyde Park Storage

• Waltham Self Storage

Help us make this list grow! If you haven’t responded to our request, please consider a business donation of
$250/facility to our Legislative Fund (business check) with checks payable to MASSA. Also consider a personal
donation of $250 to our PAC or Political Action Campaign (must be personal check and contributions must not
exceed $500/year) with your personal check made payable to MASSA PAC.
Mail contributions to: MASSA, 17 Rivendell Road, Marlborough, CT 06447-1260.

Call the office if you have questions, 417-600-4481

Welcome New Members

Attention Members!

Rob Kushner
U-Name-It Self Storage LLC, West Springfield, MA

As the legislative session progresses,
MASSA will need your help. Please be
prepared to call or e-mail your elected
officials when asked. If your home or company
addresses are located in Senator Moore’s,
Representative Wagner’s, or Representative
Basile’s districts, please let the association
know at massa@maselfstorage.org.

Frank Curreri
Kingston Self Storage, Kingston, MA
Kyle Tracy
Stor-it-Away, Athol, MA
Terry Conroy
Boston Seaport Self Storage, Boston, MA
Jorge White
U-Haul Co. of Boston, Somerville, MA

Likewise, please let MASSA know if you know
any other elected officials at the State House.
If you are unsure of who represents your
district, please visit www.malegislature.gov/
People/Search and type in your city and
zip code.

MEMBER’S SHARE
Submit your news item, funny story or best practice to share with other members.
We are also seeking announcements about member promotions, acquisitions, etc.
Send your item to lbolduc@maselfstorage.org with “MASSA News Item” in the subject line and
your story or item either attached as a Word doc or as the email message.
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Retrofitting a Building Into Your Dream Self-Storage Facility: A Guide for Intrepid Souls Continued from page 1
number of drive-up conventional storage units, for several reasons.
First, conventional units typically rent up more quickly than
climate-controlled ones, thereby minimizing the shortfall inherent
in leaseup. Also, such an addition will also advertise the facility in
the most graphic way, offering terrific visibility.

Traffic Counts and Visibility
While it’s always better to see a high traffic count, in the case of a
retrofit, it seems that many older potential sites are on secondary
streets with few vehicles passing by. Whatever the reason (and
because a newly renovated facility in a shopping center is typically
far back from the main road), look for a site with great traffic
counts. This would be in the range of 35,000 vehicles per day.
Many jurisdictions have severe restrictions on what we most want:
visibility, read as “big signage and no bushes or trees” to obscure
visual recognition. Don’t be surprised if current code restricts
signage to a small unlit “pedestal” sign and camouflages the
building from public view by a hedge row and trees designed for this
purpose. This penchant for obscurity will be a hurdle for you.

Due Diligence
Despite your reluctance to pull out the checkbook, you’d better be
prepared to commit to at least $35,000 to determine the feasibility
of your retrofit. Always keep in mind that while these upfront
expenditures mount, they’ll dictate whether your multi-milliondollar bet can be retrofitted to self-storage at the pro forma budget
you devise. Most will also be necessary for both engineering and
plans, and for bank financing should you need it.

Physical Integrity of the Site
Congratulations! I’m assuming you’ve placed your dream
conversion under contract and the clock has begun ticking for due
diligence. You should prepare your budget to withstand problems
from any of the following components, all of which I’ve
encountered at one time or another and are not uncommon when
looking at an older building with an eye to converting the
pumpkin into a coach.

your state is deregulated, there may even be rebates available.
HVAC. Determine the age of the HVAC systems. Older buildings
have units that most likely require recharging with R-22
refrigerant gas. Since production of R-22 has been banned, the cost
of recharging older units using what’s left of the diminishing stock
of R-22 has skyrocketed. Recharging an obsolete HVAC unit can
easily cost more than replacing the unit with a new energy-efficient
one. We always include replacement of existing non-compliant
units, even if they’re in working order.
Roof. On older buildings, such as your dream facility, a
potentially big-ticket item will be the repair or replacement of a
failing roof. Before making any repairs, or even when having it
inspected, be certain to read any existing warranty. It could very
well be the roof is still under warranty. Merely reading the
procedure on making a claim on an older roof could save you a
bundle should you move forward. Ignoring the exact instructions
for making a warranty claim, or even having the roof inspected by
a non-approved contractor, could cost you the warranty, so follow
instructions to the letter.
Asbestos. It may be that your older bargain building was
constructed with asbestos insulation or flooring. In a recent
project, we discovered this when we cut a hole in the concrete roof.
The job was red-tagged for three weeks while we spent $50,000 to
remediate the problem. This is probably something we couldn’t
have avoided. Nevertheless, it put us back almost a month. So,
while one cannot predict every contingency, a line item that over
predicts issues such as asbestos remediation is an excellent idea. Be
certain to add a month to the construction schedule, exclusive of
weather delays.
Water leaks. Many old buildings have pipes under the building
that are very old and deteriorating. Have a qualified engineer test
for leaks. We recently spent more than $10,000 to jackhammer
inside a facility to get to a leaking pipe.

The slab. The “as built” plans you inherit (if there are any) may
indicate your dream retro has a solid 6-inch concrete slab. After all,
it was permitted and inspected during original construction.
Don’t believe it! Have core samples taken by a structural engineer
to ensure the slab will support storage use or a mezzanine, if that’s
in your plan.

Environmental (Phase 1) testing: I know this is common to all
classes of development and a financing requirement. But with an
older building, and before you do much else, a clean Phase 1 is a
necessity. If the report comes back ambiguous, don’t hesitate to go
to a Phase 2. Don’t spend a lot of money on anything else until the
property has a clean environmental report.

Soils analysis. Another possible issue is the underlying soil
composition. There are many areas of the Southeast with horrible
soils that will need expensive added fill brought in.

Other Considerations

Lighting audit. New federal energy-efficiency standards in
lighting took effect in July. It’s likely your building has older,
inefficient bulbs and ballasts. Lighting audits are usually provided
free of charge by companies that specialize in this. At the end of the
process, you should receive a written proposal for bringing the
lighting up to current code. Fold this into your pro forma as a
capital-expenditure improvement. Estimated cost would be $40,000
to $60,000 for a typical 50,000-square-foot building. In the event

There are some elements that are common to all commercial
redevelopment. However, with storage, they’re simply more
critical. Here are a few to consider.
Title insurance and survey. It may seem obvious, but older
properties must be vetted for encroachments, setbacks, easements
and zoning compliance. Current use or lot coverage can mask a
variety of these issues, which could seriously impact your site plan
and unit mix.
Timing considerations. From the day you actually target a site
location to the point at which a building permit is issued should
take about six months. From building permit to grand opening
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might take an additional four to seven
months, depending on the complexity and
scope of your dream facility. You’ll probably
want a spring opening. Try working
backward from the proposed opening date to
pick a target date for commencing
construction.
Financial risk. I’ve tried to confine this
discussion to some of the hurdles you might
encounter on the way to a building permit.
Really, the elephant in the room is financing,
as many of you will need. To secure a loan,
you’ll need a complete set of plans, pro forma
and more.
From the bank side of the transaction, an
independent appraisal must support the
values being proposed in the pro forma. As
you grizzled veterans of appraisal wars can
attest, some of the fiercest battles we’ve
fought have been with independent
appraisers over valuation. But this is a topic
for another evening around the campfire
with a bottle of Maalox at hand.
I would like to close with, “In conclusion...”
However, I hope this is just the beginning of a
very profitable and interesting venture for
you. Do not be deterred. The rewards are well
worth the effort. u

Modernize Storage Branding: The Top Five Mistakes
Your Facility’s Website Could Be Making
By Jenny Zhang, The Storage Facilitator
A few weeks ago on the Storage Facilitator Blog, we featured web developer Jeffrey
Cherewaty on #storchat, where he answered questions on all things web design. This
week, we’ve brought him back to discuss how self-storage facilities can modernize
their branding and website design to optimize visitors and increase tenants. Here is
his list of the top five mistakes facility websites make:

1. Only naming your storage facility for Yellow Pages ads.
More and more people are using online search engines like Google and Yahoo, rather
than pulling out their Yellow Pages book. While it may have been optimal many
years ago to name your storage facility something like A1, the truth is that internet
searches are greatly outpacing Yellow Pages usage. If your storage facility is only
optimized for the Yellow Pages, it is likely that you’re missing out on an already huge
and perpetually growing pool of customers who only use search engines.
“It’s better to have a unique name,” Jeffrey said. “Otherwise the search engine
won’t differentiate you from other websites.” Additionally, Jeffrey advised against
using outdated search engine practices like keyword stuffing and trying to overoptimize content. “Google is picky about that,” he said. “You don’t want to hurt
yourself. If you’re not a search engine professional, don’t try to overthink it–just
build a website. Keep it simple, and the search engines will reward you.”

2. Hiding your prices.
Some facilities may hide their prices out of fear that their competitors will see them.
Jeffrey suggested showing your prices upfront, rather than trying to hide them. “It’s
imperative that your customers are able to see your prices, regardless of your
reservations about competitors. The customers are most important!”

Lewis Pollack is a self-storage owner and
managing principal of StoreSmart
Development LLC, which operates facilities in
six states under HAT Management LLC.
Pollack has been involved in the development
and management of self-storage for more
than 25 years. For more information, call
561-212-5350; lpollack@storesmart.org;
visit www.storesmart.org.

3. Having irrelevant content.

The following article is reprinted with
permission from Inside Self-Storage, the
premier magazine of self-storage
professionals. For information, visit
www.insideselfstorage.com.

Don’t discount mobile customers–a lot of people are visiting your website on mobile
phones now, so keep that audience in mind. If your website is horribly incompatible
with most mobile interfaces, you risk losing a large portion of customers who may be
more inclined to rent from a competing storage facility with a much more pleasing
mobile layout. “Avoid mouseovers and really wide layouts. If you’re building
something from scratch, make sure it’s a flexible layout.”

Getting the right content first is more important than trying to brand your facility.
While it’s okay for your facility to have a personality, avoid using irrelevant content
and graphics. Instead of pictures of bald eagles with flags in their mouths, put up a
picture of your facility’s manager to connect with the customer and effectively
advertise a personable and accessible atmosphere. “Get rid of the big photos, autoplay music, and silly flash animations,” Jeffrey said. “Instead give your customers
phone numbers, hours and prices, and you’re good to go.”

4. Forgetting your mobile users.

5. Not hiring a professional.
“Don’t be afraid to hire a professional,” Jeffrey said. “Spending money on a quality
website is a smart investment–let’s say you spend $1000, but it brings you extra
customers–it’s worth it.” Jeffrey also stressed the importance of simplicity. One of
the biggest hiccups he sees on storage websites is having too many layers and
complicated hierarchies of information. “I’ve never seen a site that does this well–
most of them make you click on another page to get more info. If you’re a single
facility, you don’t need more than one page for your website. While multi-facility
companies can benefit from separate pages for each facility, single-facility websites
really only need one page to get their information across. Don’t make your users dig.”

The MASSA Advantage • Page 5

7 Tips to Hiring A Great Self Storage Manager
By Aycha Williams

A

s a self-storage owner, how big of a role would you say
your facility manager plays in the successful
performance of your property? Would you agree the job
requires the manager to wear many hats and entails
covering a lot of ground on a daily basis? Here are just some of
managers’ daily tasks:
• Selling on the phone and face-to-face, and selling ancillary
products and services
• Meeting and exceeding monthly occupancy and other sales
goals while providing excellent customer service
• Marketing the property to businesses and apartments on an
ongoing basis
• Maintaining the facility so it functions at its best
• Providing weekly reports to upper management
• Price shopping the competition to ensure rates are where they
should be
• Responding to Internet leads, which have not only become the
main source of business for many facilities but are also the
most urgent, as prospects will move on to the next property in
their search results
These tasks make for a busy and extremely demanding
workload, and even the best site managers may have difficulty
delivering their fullest in all areas. This is why most large
operators focus on automating processes to limit the manager’s
role to tasks that are physically done on site. This way, they can
focus on selling to walk-in customers while the call center
handles incoming calls, for example. Managers can also give
emphasis to site cleanliness and functionalities while letting
corporate handle marketing, specials and necessary reports.
However, if you’re a small to mid-size operator, you may not
have the resources and systems in place to concentrate your site
manager’s efforts in this way. What you can do is clearly define
the parameters of the manager’s responsibilities so you’ll have a
more targeted approach when hiring.
If you were hiring a facility manager today, what skills would
you look for? The first qualification should be sales experience–
the natural ability to sell regardless of product or service–plus a
basic knowledge of the sales cycle in a retail environment. Notice
I didn’t say to look for someone with industry experience. Sure,
it may be nice to come across a candidate with a self-storage
background, but it’s not necessary. A candidate with great retailsales experience is a perfect fit.

Here are seven tips to consider when hiring your
next self-storage manager.

1

Hire a Retail-Sales
Professional

You need someone who understands the sales cycle. The
candidate should have a proven track record in closing sales over
the phone and in person. He should be familiar with delivering

on monthly sales and occupancy goals while knowing how to
run and operate a store. The candidate should have at least a
proficient level of computer and management-software skills.
Sound familiar? I’m essentially describing anyone who comes
from a great retail-sales background. Think of Home Depot,
Target or Walmart. Don’t feel pressured to search for candidates
limited to the self-storage industry, and don’t undersell your
facility by looking at those with little or no experience. Open
your search to retail-sales professionals and you’ll access a large
base of qualified prospects.

2

Customer-Service
Skills Reign

Chances are the retail professional you’re interviewing
will naturally have great customer-service skills. All large
retailers have extensive training programs for employees.
The self-storage business is all about word-of-mouth and
referrals. With the power of the Internet, communications about
your facility is spreading fast via online reviews and posts.
Therefore, looking for excellent service skills and a natural
aptitude for pleasing customers will be the second most
important quality to look for in a candidate.

3

Understanding Accounting
and Finance

It’s important to share the facility’s financial goals with
property managers. Managers should be provided with their
facility’s monthly and annual goals for occupancy, ancillary sales
and total revenue. You can then share, on a weekly basis, facility
performance as a result of their efforts. This allows them to see
their progress and proactively fix areas before they become
troubling.
For a manager to understand your annual financial goals, he
needs a basic understanding of numbers. It’s important for a site
manager to be able to read a simple budget sheet and make sense
of profit-and-loss statements.

4

A Techno-Friendly
Attitude

This era is one of communications, and the Internet
certainly has changed how we do business in the self-storage
industry. In the old days, minimal computer knowledge was
acceptable. Today, facility operators are looking for managers
who are Internet-savvy. Using online tools to follow up with
prospects and keep tabs on time-sensitive information such as
new leads or online reviews is only possible with a good
knowledge of technology.
Upper management is also looking to communicate in real
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time with site managers, and online tools such as “Google
Documents” makes this possible. Computer skills and
technology knowledge is of upmost importance to look for
in a candidate.

5

Accountability
Counts

One of the qualities that may be hard to gauge during an
interview process is a prospect’s commitment and accountability.
There’s nothing like being able to delegate tasks and expect them
to be completed promptly and accurately.
Number of years of experience at each of the previous jobs
may tell something about the candidate’s skills and
accountability. Nevertheless, the personality trait that allows a
manager to run a property like his own is not easy to measure by
a simple interview. You must rely on your instincts when making
a decision on accountability and hope you make the right
decision. The next tip for a successful hire will hopefully take the
guesswork out of gauging accountability.

6

Conduct a Pre-Hire
Test

7

Background Checks
Are a Must

companies that offer this service, including those specific to selfstorage. For a minimal cost, you’ll know you’re leaving your
property in good hands.
Follow the hiring steps above, and chances are you’ll have a great,
long-term storage manager in place in no time. Best of luck. u
Aycha Williams is responsible from marketing strategy and
manager training programs at AC Commercial Realty. Aycha
Williams has over 16 years of combined marketing background
from 3 different industries. Mrs. Williams focuses on improving self
storage property occupancy performance and profitability by
tailoring marketing and training solutions for individual storage
facilities. AC Commercial Realty currently manages over 1.5
million square feet of self storage, mobile home parks and other
commercial holdings in Florida and in Texas. AC Commercial
Realty was founded in Orlando, FL and is privately held. For more
information visit www.accommercial.net. For consulting inquiries
call 407-647-9800x111 or at awilliams@accommercial.net
Editor’s Note: The following article is reprinted with permission from
Inside Self-Storage, the magazine for self-storage professionals.
For information, visit www.insideselfstorage.com.

It’s not uncommon for an impressive candidate to fail to
deliver once hired. He may have many years of experience and
excel in the interview, but 30 days down the road, you come to
the conclusion that no level of training can remedy his
weaknesses and you have to let him go. You’ve now lost an
invaluable month of time and have to start all over again in your
search.
The great news is there are several companies that provide
aptitude-testing solutions to take the guessing out of the
equation. For example, you can use an online “hire testing”
interface that measures sales- and customer-service skills and
personality traits. Yes, that includes measuring a sense of
responsibility and commitment. What’s more, testing of basic
mathematical skills and computer skills are also offered.
Everything is completed online and results are e-mailed with
a detailed report. Based on the data, the system either
“recommends,” “highly recommends” or “doesn’t recommend” a
candidate for the position. The results of various candidates can be
compared through the online interface, which creates an archive
of all completed tests. Using a new-hire assessment tool is essential
to ensure you have the right employee to run your facility.

These are essential to avoid any undesired surprises,
such as a bad driving record or worse. Again, there are several
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Legislative Update: MASSA Files Two Matters
MASSA has two filings this session including the re-filed and improved matter to update the
lien notification requirements and a new matter relative to self-storage insurance.
SB 183 and HB 326, sponsored by Senator Michael Moore and Representative Joseph
Wagner, respectively, will update the notification and advertising requirements. Specifically,
this legislation updates the notice and advertising requirements governing the auctioning of
property left within a self-storage facility when the owner of the stored property defaults.
The bills also ensure that self-storage operators are not unduly held responsible in the event
a lessee fraudulently seeks to recoup more than the amount previously stored. The legislation
patterns the new Wisconsin law which states “if the rental agreement contains a limit on the
value of property stored in the lessee’s storage space, the limit shall be presumed to be the
maximum value of the property stored in that space.” While self-storage operators often
put this language in their agreements; including it in law further highlights that self-storage
facilities are not meant to be banks where extremely valuable items are stored.
HB 842, sponsored by Representative Carlo Basile, would allow self-storage facilities to offer
and sell insurance in connection with the rented space. This legislation, which is patterned on
the national model developed by the National Self-Storage Association, has been passed in
several other states. This legislation, which would provide additional protection for consumers,
would not allow self-storage operators to sell other types of insurance unless otherwise
licensed to do so.
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