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CHERRY HILL — The bulldozers are back at Garden State Park clearing land on Haddonfield Road and carving out new interior roads for a PNC Bank and KinderCare preschool, more housing and a long-awaited infrastructure change.

“Depending on the economy, we have five to eight more years of building left,” said Tony Manelo, property manager for Edgewood Properties, developer of the sprawling, 240-acre former racetrack.

Construction on the bank and preschool is expected to begin next month.

Construction on 617 apartments called Village Park has also begun. The first wave of tenants is expected to move in this summer. The entire complex, which will include some low- and moderate-income units, is expected to take three to four years to complete.

Village Park will include one-, two- and three-bedroom apartments. The complex will include a swimming pool and a clubhouse with a great room, coffee and sports bar, fitness center and fully equipped business center.

Also planned are about 475 condos and townhouses. To date, 40 townhouses and about 40 condos are occupied from the initial wave of construction that was sidelined by the recession.

The long-awaited infrastructure improvement is a connector road linking Garden State Park with The Pavilions, a neighboring, 60-acre shopping center that runs perpendicular to Route 70. Despite its major tenants — ShopRite, PETCO, Staples, Ross and Burlington Coat Factory, the center remains plagued by vacancies.

Garden State Park is eager to link with a competitor because the NJ Transit line between Atlantic City and Philadelphia lies at the back end of the complex.

“Getting approval to build the connector has been a nightmare because it involves Cherry Hill, the county, state and federal governments, but now we have it. We expect the road will create a convenience for the residents of Garden State Park and drive rail commuters on their way home to shop in our center,” said Manelo.

Once that swath of land is prepared for the connector road, Edgewood plans 1.5 million square feet of office space.

Recent additions to the nonrestaurant roster include Farmers Insurance Co., the third largest insurance carrier in the country, and DeVry University, a predominantly online college-degree granting program.

“Almost a full house,” Manelo said at that time. “The goal has always been retail on the first floor, with offices above the store. We have a few leases waiting for signatures. When that happens, we will fill all the existing commercial space at the center. As promised, we’re building a city within a city.”

Farmers is located above Nordstrom Rack. When fully staffed, it is expected to have 40 employees and train 105 agents a year.

“This is a good spot for us because of the population density and because of an amiable relationship with the New Jersey Department of Insurance. The state has been terrific,” said Dan Schrock, vice president of Farmers Eastern Expansion Market.

DeVry University, which has 90 locations in 26 states and Canada, chose Cherry Hill to round out its presence in the state. It has campuses in Paramus, and New Brunswick and two locations in Pennsylvania.

Michelle Wright, spokeswoman for DeVry, said there is a “demonstrated need (here) for higher education alternatives.”

Recent losses to the two retail centers have included Old Country Buffet and Baja Fresh. The loss of Buffet was one of 15 additional restaurants the chain closed after parent company Buffets Inc. filed for bankruptcy in January. It closed 81 sites then.

Still unresolved is a 10-acre site owned by GS Park Reading to build an off-track betting parlor along Route 70.

If the owners scrap the idea and put the land up for sale, Mannello said Edgewood could be an interested buyer.

