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U of L seeks developer for office-research park

Sheldon S. Shafer
January 20, 2009
With $10 million of new roads and other site improvements nearly completed, University of Louisville officials are seeking a developer to build the first phase of an office-research park at the former Shelby Campus.

The goal is to turn the prime real estate near the busy Shelbyville Road-Hurstbourne Parkway intersection into "a revenue-producing asset" for the university, said Burt Deutsch, vice chairman of the U of L Foundation, which leases the campus from the university.

Revenue from any leases with a developer would primarily provide funds to advance U of L's academic mission, officials said.

The university adopted a master plan several years ago for what it now is calling the ShelbyHurst Research and Office Park.

The U of L Foundation created an affiliate, the U of L Development Co. LLC, to be the master developer of the nonacademic portions of ShelbyHurst.

The company has advertised for developers to submit qualifications by Feb. 9 if they are interested in trying to build primarily offices on as many as three lots totaling 15 acres at ShelbyHurst.

Deutsch said U of L plans to negotiate with one or more of the applicants and select one, probably this spring..

The plan is for U of L to lease the initial 15 acres to the developer to build three structures. With the provision of the land as an incentive, the developer would pay for construction and also find tenants, probably a variety of professional office users and medical-research related businesses, Deutsch said.

Much of the land for the research park will remain open space. The foundation has targeted 110 acres at the 232-acre campus for development. Deutsch said U of L would like to have all of that land developed primarily with offices within 10 years.

But he acknowledged that the current recession and tight lending market might slow or stymie the development effort.

Still, Deutsch expressed optimism that ground can be broken for the first building by year's end.

The ShelbyHurst site was originally Kentucky Southern College, a Baptist liberal-arts institution that opened in 1957 and closed in 1971. The state and U of L took over the property soon thereafter.

Two main classroom buildings -- Burhans Hall and the Founders Union Building -- are the only remnants of the old U of L Shelby Campus. They are now used chiefly for continuing education.

To accommodate the planned research-office park, the state contributed $5.7 million and U of L about $4.3 million to pay for ShelbyHurst's infrastructure. The work will be completed this spring.

Included are major new entrances off Hurstbourne Parkway and off Shelbyville Road; the latter entrance is aligned with Whittington Parkway.

Deutsch said the project also includes detention basins for drainage, as well as landscaping, waterlines and sewers.

Construction also is nearly complete on the $34.6 million U of L Center for Predictive Medicine, a biosafety lab and the first new structure at the office and research park. The federal government put up $21.9 million for the facility, and U of L sold $12.7 million in bonds to cover the rest of the cost, said Larry Owsley, university vice president for business affairs.

Dr. Colleen Jonsson, center director and a professor of microbiology and immunology, said the center should be operational around July 1.

It has two stories and 30,000 square feet of space. Its mission, Jonsson said, is to discover and develop therapeutics for emerging infectious diseases, such as the West Nile virus. She said the lab will not pose any risk to neighbors.

Deutsch said university officials in recent years have worked hard to keep nearby residents apprised of the ShelbyHurst plans and to make concessions to minimize any ill effects of the development.

Wide landscaping buffers, including setbacks and some berms, are being developed along all the borders of ShelbyHurst. And U of L has agreed to prohibit retail development and to limit structures to five stories, Deutsch said.

He also said the property's zoning needs to be changed from residential to an office use.

Larry Odom-Groh, the mayor of Bellemeade, located just west of ShelbyHurst, said the roads should improve traffic flow near the Hurstbourne-Shelbyville crossing. "It's a very dangerous spot now," he said of the intersection, adding that "a lot of what they're doing will make things better."

Both Odom-Groh and Richard Pontrich, a former Bellemeade mayor, agreed that U of L officials have tried to keep residents abreast of the plans.

But Pontrich said, "We have concerns about what's going in back there. There's probably nothing we can do about it."
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