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CHERRY HILL — A lumberyard. A bowling alley. A discount clothier. A large warehouse. At all four, the vacancy sign is now hanging or soon will be.

In Cherry Hill, redevelopment is the buzzword these days as township officials hope those sites and several other large parcels of real estate can find new occupants soon.

Three long-established businesses have announced their closings since September. First to go was Baker Lanes on Cuthbert Boulevard, the iconic bowling alley where pins have been knocked over for 53 years.

In mid-October, ProBuild, the owner of the former Haddonfield Lumber Co. at Brace and Kresson roads, said it will shutter its doors.

Then, on Nov. 3, the discount clothier Syms Corp., which opened on Route 70 near Springdale Road in 1985, filed for bankruptcy and reported that it will soon close.

In addition, the building that housed National Wholesale Liquidators on Brace Road at Route 70 has been empty for nearly three years. And a ShopRite off Brace Road at Haddonfield-Berlin Road went dark more than a year ago.

A commercial real estate bust? Or a chance for new growth?

Local Realtors and Cherry Hill officials favor the latter, and say the township will benefit in the long run.

Indeed, several long-vacant sites could be getting new uses — with a $10 million medical facility due to arrive at one high-profile site and a large retail employer expected at another.

“The current situation creates a great opportunity for those properties to either be re-leased or redeveloped for another purpose,” said Danny Wolf, executive vice president of Rose Commercial Real Estate in Cherry Hill.

“When those opportunities come up on properties that are prime sites inside the township, it creates a lot of positive energy and opportunity,” Wolf added.

Mayor Bernie Platt said the recent closings are part of the natural ebb and flow of the real estate environment. He predicted Cherry Hill will remain a regional hub for commerce.

“The township’s landscape has changed quite considerably over the last 50 years, and Cherry Hill is always evolving,” Platt said. “As we have seen over the years, especially this year in particular, the free market dictates who stays and who goes. Syms Corp. and ProBuild have both decided to downsize their free-standing stores not only in Cherry Hill but throughout the country.

 “The silver lining in this,” Platt continues, “is that these high-profile parcels will not sit fallow for a long period of time.”

At the same time, a sluggish economy won’t help efforts to find new uses for the sites. South Jersey’s retail vacancy rate was 9.6 percent in mid-year, compared to a statewide average of 7.9 percent, according to a recent report from Marcus & Millichap Real Estate Investment Services.

“Over the past four quarters,” the report added, “developers completed more than 1.9 million square feet of retail space in the state, well below the five-year annual average of 2.7 million square feet.”

But the amount of property coming on the market offers the potential for major deals, others said.

“In Cherry Hill you’re taking existing structures and developing them into something new and positive,” said Joe Riggs, a commercial broker for Prudential Fox & Roach Realtors in Haddonfield. “It’s not very often that you get that all happening like it is right now, which is great.”

Here’s a look at local properties and the latest on what’s happening with them:

The National Wholesale Liquidators building, built as a supermarket in 1964, covers more than 55,000 square feet on a lot of almost eight acres. Developer Joe Gonnelli of Rosewood Real Estate Enterprises purchased the building at auction in July for $1.7 million.

And just last week, Lourdes Health System of Camden confirmed it has entered into a long-term lease for the building.

Lourdes will develop the building into an ambulatory care center that will house physician offices (cardiology and other specialists) as well as a number of outpatient-testing services, said Alex Hatala, the health system’s president.

“The cardiology component will occupy 50 percent of the space, with physicians in the newly acquired cardiology groups, Associated CardioTvascular Consultants and South Jersey Heart Group, relocating their main physician offices to this facility,” he said. The rest of the building will have “a mix of physicians’ offices and outpatient testing and therapy services,” Hatala said.

The building will require substantial renovations. “We hope to select a contractor early next year,” said Gonnelli. “Right now we don’t even have a floor plan yet.”

Hatala said the $10 million project could open by mid-2013. “It’s a great location, with great visibility. It’s a way for Lourdes to consolidate our services and provide one-stop shopping for our patients.”

A former Home Depot in the Garden State Pavilion on Route 70 contains 130,000 square feet and sits on 12 acres of land.

Developer Jeff Lucas, the former director of economic development for Cherry Hill, said last week that Burlington Coat Factory is negotiating with the owner, Madison Marquette of Washington, D.C., to take over a portion of the building.

“I don’t know what’s happening with the rest of the space,” said Lucas. “And there was a rush by Burlington Coat Factory to try and open before Christmas. Obviously, that’s not going to happen.”

Township spokesman Dan Keashen said he had been contacted by Burlington Coat Factory and that the firm wants to set up a job fair later this month.

“They’re looking to hire about 150 people,” Keashen said. “So they’re probably looking to open sometime in the spring.”

Calls to Burlington Coat Factory and Madison Marquette were not returned.

The Baker Lanes site includes a four-acre lot and 45,000 square feet of building space. Prudential’s Riggs said he is actively marketing the property as “a great interconnection, bringing together Pennsauken, Collingswood and Cherry Hill.”

“A lot of people are excited about the redevelopment of that site,” he said. “It’s got great frontage and signage.”

Riggs has also listed the property and building of the old Haddonfield Lumber Co.

“The lumberyard is really unique,” says Riggs. “Where else do you find nine acres in Cherry Hill that is so ideally situated between the east and west sides of town and the north and south?

“My guess is that a number of small businesses will want to open at that site. It’s a great opportunity for small retailers to cater to the community.”

Riggs notes that ProBuild is still liquidating its inventory, and that the company is “catering more to the wholesale customer than retail right now. And there’s no plan right now as to when it will officially close.”

As for Syms, the front of the building carries a huge “Going Out Of Business” sign. Liquidation of the store’s inventory is expected to run through January. The site, with a 155,000-square-foot building on 12 acres, has not yet been listed for sale.

Keashen said that while the sites may now be vacant or soon will be, the township is not losing out on its property taxes. Combined, the properties contribute more than $1.3 million to the township coffers.

“The assessments of the parcels are what drives the formula for the property taxes,” Keashen noted. “And the assessments on these sites have not changed — whether they are operational or not. Bottom line is the township is not suffering a loss of tax dollars.”

Mayor-elect Chuck Cahn said economic development is a priority for him when he takes office Jan. 2.

“Communication and marketing are key,” Cahn said of reaching out to potential business owners. “One challenge of dealing with with new businesses is the delay in getting through the various boards and committees.

“I want to make sure the process is streamlined and speeded up. That will save these companies a lot of money.”

Realtor Riggs says he believes Cherry Hill is heading in the right direction in terms of commercial real estate.

“The (township’s) zoning laws are conducive to growth and progress,” he says. “Plus, some towns don’t have that progressive look, but Cherry Hill has that built right in.

“I imagine that generations are going to reap the benefits of the current redevelopment.”

