Issie Shait of New England Development, left, and Bill Congdon, vice
president at Wegmans, are behind the success of Northborough Crossing, a
major new development project in MetroWest. How did they do it in this

economy and what does it mean for the rest of the region?

The New Faces of

MetroWest
Development

BY BRANDON BUTLER

n a still-struggling economy,

a new development in

Northborough has proved
to be a success, so far. How did
it get done, why has it worked
and what does it mean for the
region?

The funny thing about Northborough
Crossing — home to the state’s first Weg-
mans supermarket, hundreds of residential
rental units and a 650,000-square-foot
shopping plaza — is that the development
was originally planned to look very differ-
ent.

About six years ago, Kevin Giblin,
president of Southborough development
group Brendon Properties, knew he wanted
to construct a mixed-use commercial and
residential complex at the corner of Routes
9 and 20 on land he had recently purchased
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in Northborough.

Permits were secured to construct
hundreds of thousands of square feet of
“lifestyle” shopping, meaning numerous
small stores, similar to those traditionally
found in a mall, but located in an outdoor
commercial shopping complex.

It was vogue at the time: Smaller, niche
shops that allow people to stroll around and
enjoy a leisurely shopping experience.

Then, in late 2007 and 2008, the market
started to sour.

“In the middle of a recession, boutique
tenants have no interested in expanding,”
Giblin recalled.

The concept wasn’t going to work any-
more and he needed a change in strategy.

He got involved with New England
Development (NED), a Newton-based firm
that has done commercial projects across
the state, including sites in Marlborough,
Westborough and up and down Interstate
495.

NED was already in contact with two
anchor tenants looking for the perfect sites.
Fairly quickly, Brendon Properties and
NED linked up the two clients — Wegmans
and B]’s Wholesale Club — and signed off
to build the Northborough location. An-
chored by these tenants, the development

has proved initially successful.

Officials with Wegmans, the New
York-based supermarket chain, said the
Northborough opening was one of its most
successful.

“The Northborough opening broke all
previous records for opening day and open-
ing week for us,” said company spokes-
person Jo Natale, who said 25,500 people
visited the store on that first day in October,
shattering the company’s previous single-
day record of 20,000 at a store in Virginia in
2004. The store has been so successful the
company now plans to add another location
in Newton.

The residential component, controlled by
Avalon Bay Communities, is fully leased,
according to NED. The commercial side is
almost completely leased, and construction
is still underway to add retail space, includ-
ing a sporting goods store, a Starbucks and a
Burger King restaurant.

“It’s been very, very successful,” said
Issie Shait, senior vice president of property
management for NED. “The feedback from
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the retailers has been fantastic and even the
stores that opened prior to Wegmans have
had success, which has only continued.”
Now, Northborough Crossing is firmly
established as the big new development in
MetroWest. And other developers across
the region are taking notice to see what
impact it will have on their projects.

Wegmans Fallout

For some developers, Northborough
Crossing could be seen as competition to
their own project.

Take Matthew Senie, general manager
of Riverbridge North LLC, a planned
commercial and residential development in
Berlin near the Solomon Pond Mall.

Senie’s project has undoubtedly been
impacted by Northborough Crossing. He
was originally planning to court a super-
market or grocery store as an anchor tenant
in his 130,000-square-foot site. But plans
changed since Wegmans opened.

“If it weren’t for Wegmans, we would
have a market signed by now,” he said.

But Senie isn't bitter. In fact, he’s a fan of
Wegmans and Northborough Crossing. He
was one of the 25,500 visitors on opening
day and has been back to shop there several
times .

“I think 1t’s great,” he said. ““There is a lot
of positive energy coming from that whole
complex. It looks good and it bodes well for
the entire MetroWest region.”

Senie said developers can point to
Northborough Crossing to show financiers
that a project in MetroWest can work and
succeed.

Looking at it another way: If Northbor-
ough Crossing were not as popular as it
has become, it could raise skepticism from
outside investors about the region.

So, while Wegmans has thrown some-
what of a monkey wrench into Senie’s plans
for his own development, he’s still pursu-
ing the Riverbridge project. Specifically,
he’s marketing the site to niche retailers,
meaning speciality stores that people visit
for a specific cause, and do not necessarily
stroll in and out of because they are in the
area. These stores don’t necessarily need
an anchor tenant to attract visitors, similar
to Giblin’s original idea. Senie is playing
up the development’s central location near
the junction of Interstates 495 and 290 as a
major selling point.

And then there’s the housing piece.
Senie said the 250 units of planned resi-
dential units are moving forward faster than

the commercial development.

“The rental market is very strong in
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MetroWest,” he said. “If you build it, they
will come.”

If anything, Senie said there is a shortage
of rental properties in MetroWest.

Bigger Picture

Other developers are taking more of a
long-term approach. They’re watching
and carefully analyzing the Northborough
development, but they're in the region for
the long haul.

Baystone Development in Weston has
been at this for a while. Its president, Steven
Zieff, remembers back in the recession of
the late 1980s and early 1990s, when the
general consensus was that there would be
a 100-year oversupply of housing in the
market. Then the housing bubble popped
within a few decades.

That’s why Zieff said he’s feeling good
about his Legacy Farms project, which
would build 940 homes and 450,000 square
feet of commercial space on 730 acres in
Hopkinton, with more than 500 acres to be
kept as open space.

“You need a vision of what you want to
accomplish,” he said.

It’s a big project, one that Zieff is confi-
dent will fit in with the evolving trends of
the Central Massachusetts area.

“We're long-term players,” he said.
“We're interested in the long-term vitality
of the area, which we think we’re helping to
create.”

There’s always a necessity for the basic
essentials of life like food and shelter, Zieff
suggested. Plus, he said MetroWest contin-
ues to evolve as an important and growing
economic region in the state.

“If you look at the long-term demo-
graphic trends in Massachusetts, there has
definitely been a move down the Interstate
90 corridor; the area is filling in between the
population centers of Worcester and Boston
and are occupying along the Route 90 and 9
borders,” he said. “In many ways, Hopkin-
ton is ideally positioned in the area to take
advantage of that development.”

So is Zieff worried about a project like
Northborough Crossing?

He doesn’t view that as competition. In
fact, he said, a rising tide lifts all boats.

“It really gives you comfort that there is
velocity in the marketplace, people are mak-
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Bill Congdon, left, vice president of the New England
region for Wegmans, and Issie Shait, a senior vice
president at New England Development of Newton,
represent some of the newest faces of the MetroWest
development scene. Wegmans is one of the anchor
tenant’s of NED’s Northborough Crossing development.

ing investments and there is a belief in the
market,” he said. “And we share that.”

Insider’s View

Giblin, Northborough Crossing’s
developer, doesn’t believe the project is a
market changer for the region. He sees it as
a benefit for all of Central Massachusetts.

“If that shopping center is able to attract
10,000 or 20,000 cars a day, that’s good for
the entire region,” he said. “That’s the type
of thing that puts an area on the map.”

He pointed to the 1,200 jobs the project
has created through construction, and on-
going employment at the shopping centers.
It will also generate an estimated $2.5
million in taxes and — so far — there has
been minimal impact on traffic and utility
infrastructure, he said.

“If you're looking to build a supermarket
right down the street, maybe you would
reconsider, but overall, this has been a net
positive for the region,” said Giblin.

He’s putting his money where his mouth
1s: Giblin has five other residential invest-
ment projects underway within five miles
of Northborough Crossing. Obviously he’s
not worried about the development cutting
into the potential for those sites.

“This is a great area that is lacking retail,
housing and restaurants,” he said. “There
are just great demographics in this area, and
it’s really just getting started.” H
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