Business First

Nucleus issues request for Haymarket development partner

Ben Adkins
January 15, 2009
The University of Louisville’s Nucleus: Kentucky’s Life Sciences and Innovation Center LLC is looking to kick-start development of its planned downtown life-sciences campus.

Nucleus, which is overseeing development of the planned Haymarket Research Park, has issued a request for qualifications from development, architectural and engineering firms that are interested in working on the project.

Part of the Haymarket Research Park would be built on the former Haymarket property, which is bounded by Jefferson, Floyd, Preston and Market streets. The Louisville Medical Center Development Corp. acquired the property for $4.9 million in 2003, and the deed for the property recently was transferred to Nucleus.

The entire park would encompass nearly two city blocks, a combined 10.8 acres. The existing MedCenter Three, at 201 E. Jefferson St., is included in the park.

Maryland developer Wexford Science + Technology was chosen in 2005 to create a plan to develop the former Haymarket property and was expected to invest millions of dollars in the construction of the first building. But U of L and Wexford were unable to come to terms on details of the project, and they agreed to part ways in August.

Now Nucleus officials are again seeking partners for the project, and Nucleus president and CEO Vickie Yates Brown said they hope to identify those firms by mid-March.

“This is kind of that time when (we’re) like a sponge,” she said. “We’re looking at all the possibilities.”

Developer could help shape project

The RFQ was issued Dec. 31 and includes the first phase of the development project, or the Haymarket block.

According to a descriptive document being given to parties interested in working on the Nucleus project, the first phase likely would include two primary buildings.

One of those buildings would be dedicated to wet and dry laboratory space, along with offices and shared-use space for “next-stage and more mature life-sciences innovation and logistics companies.”

A second “signature” office building also would include wet and dry lab space, the document says.

Nucleus also is working with city officials to develop a roughly 650-space parking garage on the property, Brown said.

The first building on the life-sciences campus once was expected to be about 150,000 square feet. During the course of negotiations with Wexford, project leaders discussed building a facility as large as 225,000 square feet.

But for now, the size of the facilities expected to be built remains undetermined, Brown said.

Nucleus officials also are willing to consider a variety of options for how space in the buildings will be used. For example, multiple prospective tenants have expressed a desire for sterile lab space, Brown said. Some tenants might share lab space, helping to shoulder rent costs, she said.

A developer could help determine the shape the facilities will take, Brown said, based on their knowledge of the life-sciences field and any industry trends.

“We are amenable to suggestions and guidance,” Brown said.

Nucleus officials flexible about development deal

The form any agreement with a developer might take also remains flexible at this point. No decisions have been made, Brown said, and there are a variety of possibilities.

One option might involve a partner financing construction costs and U of L leasing space in the facilities, Brown said. Another might involve U of L funding construction of the facilities.

Other possibilities could include a joint venture, through which a partner would provide a portion of funding for construction costs.

Development and architectural firms can join together to respond to the RFQ, or they can respond independently, Brown said.

Nucleus officials will reserve the right to suggest partnerships between developers and architectural firms, Brown said.

The RFQ already has been advertised locally.

It also will be distributed nationally — and possibly internationally — by the Association of University Research Parks.

Eileen Walker, CEO of the association, said public-private partnerships to develop research parks “are commonplace, and they work well for everybody concerned.”

Walker pointed to BioSquare, a biomedical research and business park in Boston, and another park under development at The Johns Hopkins University, in Baltimore, as examples.

She also said such partnerships can be formed in a number of ways.

By having a private firm pay to build facilities on public land, for example, the university can share the risk involved. Meanwhile, the developer can profit from leasing the property.

“I think (the use of public-private partnerships) is a really good model that can take advantage of resources in a really good way,” Walker said.

The quality of the proposal will determine the partner or partners that are chosen, regardless of where those firms are located, Brown said. A development partner with experience in marketing and leasing properties similar to the planned U of L research park would be ideal, she said.

“Having expertise or relationships in this area would be very helpful.”

Local, state officials helping recruit tenants

Nucleus is working with state and local partners to identify possible tenants for the research park. The office of Louisville Metro Mayor Jerry Abramson, Greater Louisville Inc., the metro chamber of commerce, and the state’s Cabinet for Economic Development are involved in the initiative.

Nucleus officials are in talks with prospective tenants, Brown said, but she declined to identify any of them.

Among the prospects are local companies that either are looking to expand or need a different type of space than they already have.

Officials also are attempting to recruit life-sciences companies from across the country and beyond, an effort that Brown said is aided by the number of academic relationships U of L researchers have formed abroad.

“We’ve got substantive, ongoing discussions with a number of companies.”
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