Project in Stafford takes step forward
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The sale of about 175 acres of land off Centreport Parkway in Stafford County is the latest step toward the commercial development that officials have long envisioned along that stretch.

CSG Partners and Ryan Development, two limited-liability companies based in Maryland, purchased the land near Stafford Regional Airport for about $8.3 million late last year. 

They join two other groups looking to develop the Centreport corridor, which was connected to Interstate 95 when the Exit 136 interchange opened in 2005. Expansion projects at the airport, including three new hangars and eventually a terminal, also are ongoing.

CSG and Ryan bought the land from a group of investors who live in Boston and overseas, said Rich McDaniel, a senior vice president for CB Richard Ellis in Fredericksburg. CBRE will handle the leasing. 

The land is zoned for light industrial uses. Pat Creaney, a principal with CSG Partners, envisions small distribution and assembly companies setting up there. Many will likely be locally owned. 

The location is near three major arteries: I-95, U.S. 1 and the airport. Creaney said businesses there could serve Northern Virginia and Washington while avoiding the costlier rents and denser traffic farther north.

People shouldn't expect to see development overnight. Creaney said the project could take 10 years to develop in full. Initial steps include subdividing the property, putting in sewer and water, and grading. Most businesses don't want to commit until the costly and time-consuming infrastructure has been laid.

Creaney said there's one 50-acre site that could support a 500,000-square-foot building. Depending on demand, the acreage could be subdivided into anywhere from 10 to 25 plots. One section comprises 30 acres between Centreport Parkway and I-95 that would be highly visible from the highway. Creaney and McDaniel said that spot could be attractive to a car dealership or destination retailer.

CSG and Ryan also are developing the Virginia Gateway Distribution Center on 50 acres off U.S. 17 in Stafford. A 140,000-square-foot building there is nearing completion, and additional industrial space is planned. McDaniel, who is also handling the commercial leasing on that project, said he has three tenant prospects. 

Such commercial development has become increasingly important to Stafford's tax base as the residential real-estate market has slumped. Commercial space now makes up 14 percent of Stafford's real-estate tax base, up from 11 percent in the 2006 assessment. 

County officials have long envisioned the commercial possibilities along Centreport Parkway. Thus far, FedEx Ground is the only tenant, and progress has been slower than public officials and private developers hoped. 

But they remain positive about the area's long-term potential to attract businesses involved in distribution, warehousing, production, defense contracting and more. 

"We think we have something of great value, and we want to make sure we're doing the right thing with it," said Dan Melrod, a Washington man whose family and partners own about 400 acres near the FedEx facility off Centreport.

Melrod said he's spoken with Fortune 500 companies, but for the most part the area hasn't yet hit people's radar screens. He noted that development in Stafford has been mostly in the north and south, so it may be awhile before retailers find the middle area attractive. So far, most of their conversations have been with companies seeking distribution sites.

Melrod noted that it's the closest interchange to Washington that is still mostly undeveloped. They're patiently waiting to see what the marketplace dictates for the land, and believe that the project will accelerate once the first businesses commit. 

Different parts of the Melrod group's land are zoned industrial, residential or retail. The group is focusing for now on the 150 acres zoned industrial. The approximate price per acre zoned industrial is $175,000. 

A third project in the works along the stretch is the 51-acre Centreport Gateway, which is close to the I-95 exit. Plans there call for 375,000 square feet of office space in addition to hotels, restaurants and a conference center. GVA Advantis, a commercial real-estate broker that has an office in Fredericksburg's Central Park, is selling or leasing the project for the Northern Virginia developers. 

Andy Hagy, who heads Advantis' Fredericksburg office, said they're now seeking an anchor business. He said times are slow, but the area's growth should eventually lead to success. He noted that by the time they're ready to start construction, the housing market may have improved.

The developers are working closely with Stafford's Economic Development Department to market the projects to businesses. Tim Baroody, the department's director, said there seems to be some apprehension for businesses to be among the first to set up along Centreport. But he's confident in the corridor's future. 

"We think it has real potential," Baroody said. 
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