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Living Large on A Landfill
Daks, Martin C 

CRANBURY 

As untainted land grows scarce, more people pay to live on reclaimed brownfields 

IN 2001 A SURVEY found that most state residents who said they'd be willing to move into housing built on formerly contaminated property were young and poor. Four years later, Red Bank-based K. Hovnanian Cos.is building a development on a former landfill in North Wildwood and three-quarters of the $900,000-plus homes have sold while in construction. For an increasing number of residential builders in New Jersey, brownfields are the last frontier. 

Michael Greenberg, who co-authored the Rutgers study, "The Demand for Housing in Brownfields in New Jersey," says he still believes that most people who move into housing built on former brownfields are buyers or renters who can't afford higher-priced accommodations. But Greenberg, associate dean at Rutgers' Edward J. Bloustein School of Planning and Public Policy in New Brunswick, acknowledges that plenty of people, including commuters and young dual-income couples, are snapping up pricey homes built on formerly contaminated sites. 

"The demand for a residence built on a remediated site rises and falls with the overall real estate market," says Richard Johnson, a senior vice president and partner with Cranbury-based Matrix Development. In late May his company helped sponsor a well-attended "Brownfields Marketplace" conference that showcased New Jersey properties and highlighted government financial assistance programs aimed at attracting developers. "In many areas, particularly in the northern part of the state, there's simply not much 'greenfield' land available and developers are buying anything that comes on the market regardless of the baggage." 

About four years ago Matrix paid a reported $7.4 million for a 5.7-acre brownfield next to Newark's Perm Station. The property had significant soil contamination thanks in part to years of industrial dumping and to a Public Service Electric and Gas substation that had operated there. But Johnson says the parcel, which fronts the Passaic River, is a gold mine. 

"The property is part of a multi-phase development plan," says Johnson. "In addition to the existing 420,000-sq.-ft. Legal Center [which Matrix manages under a 99-year lease signed with the center's owner, the Port Authority of New York and New Jersey], we anticipate building a 400,000-sq.-ft. office building and market-rate apartments. It's a terrific site on the waterfront, next to the train station, in a city that's making a comeback." 

He acknowledges that brownfields can present challenges that go beyond remediation. Landfill soil, for example, may be too soft to support construction and the buildings may require special support structures. In some cases rock may have to be brought in for a cleaned-up site that is close to water. On the other hand, adds Johnson, "If the stream of income will support the expenditures, then it's worth it to do a project." 

Sometimes it's hard to remember that brownfields used to be seen as a liability by Camden, South Amboy and other cities. Often, the municipalities became reluctant landlords after corporate owners went bankrupt and stopped paying property taxes. High cleanup costs and concerns over legal liability meant that it was tough to sell the properdes or even to give them away. A combination of legislation and market forces has changed that situation. 

The legislation was the state's January 1998 Brownfield and Contaminated Site Remediation Act, which provided a measure of legal protection as well as grants, low-interest loans and other incentives to developers. The market forces were driven by a combination of the spiraling late-1990s stock market and a reverse exodus that saw a sizable number of people leave the suburbs for cities. 

"The past few years has been huge for residential real estate development, and the demand for homes on remediated sites is benefiting from it," says Leah B. Yasenchak, a principal in the consulting firm Brownfield Redevelopment Solutions, which has offices in Camden and Manasquan. "In some urban areas, there simply isn't much available land, and brownfields represent an opportunity for development. In Trenton, for example, Battle Monument represents a very successful effort." 

Soil throughout the 11.5-acre Battle Monument site had been contaminated by petroleum that leaked from an unmarked underground tank. After cleanup efforts that included the removal of 150 tons of tainted soil, more than 100 moderate-income housing units were built on the site. The project has won multiple environmental and housing awards for its positive impact on the community. 

For Donald Eisen, executive managing director of Cushman & Wakefield in East Rutherford, there's a certain irony to today's brownfield boomlet. "Many of these sites were initially attractive to industries because they were near rivers, which were a primary means of transportation," he says. "Unfortunately that proximity to shipping also meant they were convenient dumping grounds. But in today's market, riverfront property can command a premium price. The economics of a property's use often shifts over time." 

Eisen adds that Cushman is currently working on two northern New Jersey brownfield sites. "The properties were originally slated for office use," says Eisen, who declined to provide more details. "But given the direction of the market, it made better sense to reposition them for residential use." 

Given the strong housing demand, will brownfields become an endangered species in New Jersey? 

"I don't think you could say that every brownfield will soon be cleaned up and rebuilt," says Eisen. "I'm sure there are some sites we'll have to leave for future generations when the science improves." Or until the economics change even further. 
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