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Several times a week, I drive on University Avenue in St. Paul, and each time I wonder why no one has come up with a catchy name for the blocks between Lexington Avenue and Rice Street. There are a lot of great restaurants and places to shop, but the area is such a hodgepodge that if you don't know what's behind the doors, there's no incentive to pull over.


A little marketing has done wonders on Nicollet Avenue in Minneapolis. After a 17-block stretch there was dubbed Eat Street, the area went from declining real estate to dining destination — a world of flavors on one bustling street.


The time for rebranding of University Avenue couldn't be better, with the Central Corridor Light Rail Project gearing up to link the two downtowns.


Turns out, I'm not the only one who thinks so. The Asian Economic Development Association is working on such a plan. The goal is to rebrand that area as the World Cultural Heritage District, with the Asian businesses calling themselves Little Mekong, after the river that runs through Southeast Asia.


The association's executive director, Va-Mejn Thoj (prounced va-ming taj), says that through rebranding, University Avenue will not only survive light rail construction but also become a thriving place to eat, shop and do business in the long run. Although the heavy light rail construction won't start on the east end of University until 2012, the group wants to get the name in place by year-end.


"We've talked to St. Paul Mayor Coleman and council members, and they like the idea. Our next step is to talk to the businesses and residents in the area," says Thoj. "We think it's an idea that's overdue."


Pioneer Press restaurant critic Kathie Jenkins can be reached at 651-228-5585 or kjenkins@pioneerpress.com. Follow her on Twitter @ JenkinsCritic. 
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