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SQUARE FEET

By Jon Hurdle

Dec. 9, 2014

CAMDEN, N.J. — In a city with a bleak history of crime and

poverty, plans for real estate development suggest there is new

hope for an economic revival, thanks in large part to tax credits

from a state-run program.

In the last six months, six major development projects have been

approved by the New Jersey Economic Development Authority for

tax credits worth a total of $614 million, leading to the creation,

retention or relocation of some 2,000 jobs in one of the country’s

poorest cities.

The latest approvals, announced by the agency on Tuesday, are for

$117.8 million in tax credits to Subaru of America to establish a new

headquarters and training center in Camden, and for $39.9 million

to Cooper Health, a health care provider already based in Camden,

to consolidate its back-office operations, with the retention of some

350 jobs.

In addition, new market-rate apartments are being built or

renovated to meet growing demand from an expanding medical

community, a supermarket operator has just opened a store, and

city government has begun the bond-financed demolition of about

600 abandoned houses in an effort to improve a blighted landscape.
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“We’re working to rebuild Camden and restore a sense of hope and

pride,” Mayor Dana L. Redd said in an interview. “Our residents

are starting to take pride in what they see happening in their city.”

Ms. Redd, a Camden native now in her second term, said she

measured progress in terms of public safety, education and jobs,

and predicted that gains on all three fronts, together with the tax

incentives provided by the state, will encourage companies to

relocate or expand in Camden.
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Recent additions include the Philadelphia 76ers, the basketball

team announced in June that it would move the team headquarters

and practice facility from Philadelphia, just across the Delaware

River, to a new 120,000-square-foot building in Camden, bringing

250 jobs to the city by June 2016. The move qualified the N.B.A.

franchise for $82 million in tax credits, payable over 10 years,

under New Jersey’s Economic Opportunity Act of 2013.

In July, the state approved $260 million in tax credits for Holtec

International, a maker of parts for nuclear power plants, to build a

600,000 square-foot plant in Camden’s port area, with the addition

of around 400 jobs.

And on Nov. 10, the Economic Development Authority said it would

provide $107 million in tax credits for the military contractor

Lockheed Martin to move 250 jobs to Camden from its location in

Moorestown, N.J.
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While tax incentives may be the biggest motivator for companies

to move to Camden, the relocations would not happen without the

city’s approach to fighting crime, creating jobs and driving down

poverty, officials said.

According to the Census Bureau, 38.6 percent of Camden residents

lived below the federal poverty line from 2008 to 2012, more than

twice the national average. This February, the city was named the

most dangerous city of its size in America, according to a national

ranking based on F.B.I. data.

But crime in the city of about 77,000 residents has fallen since

Camden County took over the city’s police force in early 2013,

putting more officers on the streets. The number of homicides

dropped to 28 in 2014 so far from a peak of 58 in all of 2012, while all

violent crime was 70 percent lower this summer than last, Ms.

Redd said.

Meanwhile, the official unemployment rate has dropped to 16

percent from 19 percent in 2010, Ms. Redd said, compared with the

current national rate of 5.8 percent.

Although a lower crime rate may encourage companies to add

workers in Camden, it is less clear whether the new employees will

also live there, said Michael Silverman, managing director in the

Philadelphia office of Integra Realty Resources, a real estate

valuation firm. Without new residents, the city will struggle to

recover, he said.

“People will go there to work but you still need people to live

there,” he said. “The recovery is still a long ways off.”

ADVERTISEMENT

LEARN MORE

Let insights reveal new opportunities
When we act on insight with the right people by
our side, opportunity is everywhere. With KPMG,
you have the people and technologies to uncover
insights and turn them into action.

But in a sign of growing demand for unsubsidized housing, a

downtown development of one- and two-bedroom apartments is set

to become the city’s first new development in more than 10 years to

be rented at market rates.

The Cooper Village development of 59 new and renovated units,

scheduled for completion in June, is expected to be occupied

largely by students and nurses from the adjacent Cooper Medical

School of Rowan University, said Jason E. Friedland, a partner with

Iron Stone Strategic Capital Partners, a Philadelphia company that

is developing the complex.

Mr. Friedland said the development qualified for tax credits

equaling 40 percent of its $18 million cost, payable by the state at 10

percent a year for 10 years. The credit was the biggest incentive for

Iron Stone to take on the project, he said, although the company

was also motivated by additional historic tax credits for renovating

the 100-year-old buildings.

The credits helped the company to overcome doubts about Camden

that have deterred many other investors over the years, Mr.

Friedland said. “They would say, ‘I’m not taking that risk — it’s

Camden,’” he said.

But the prospect of market-rate rentals suggests that the Camden

market may finally be gathering enough strength to exist without

government support, Mr. Friedland said.

Robert Corrales, a spokesman for Mayor Redd, confirmed that

Cooper Village would be the first new market-rate development in

Camden since the city’s RCA Victor building, a former gramophone

factory on the Delaware River waterfront, was converted into

apartments by the developer Carl Dranoff in 2003.

If there is good demand for the Cooper Village apartments, Mr.

Silverman said, they could be a “game changer."
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Returning confidence in Camden also helped reopen a

supermarket, after a year in which the city became a food “desert”

where residents had to buy groceries from expensive corner

stores, or travel to supermarkets in neighboring towns.

Jason Ravitz, a partner in Ravitz Family Markets, said the

company opened the Price Rite market on the city’s south side on

Oct. 15 on the former site of a supermarket whose closure left the

city with no grocery store.

Mr. Ravitz said his family recognized the challenges of running a

business in Camden but opened the new market because there was

clear demand for it.

“We believe that it is, and will continue to be, an underserved area,”

he said. The store, which includes foods selected for Camden’s

Hispanic and Caribbean populations, has experienced “excellent”

demand since it opened, he said.

In another development meant to improve the urban landscape,

the former site of a parking garage on the west side of Camden’s

City Hall has been converted into a park, offering residents green

lawns, blue lounge chairs and an open-air piano that is available for

public use.

Kobie H. Mack Sr., playing the piano with a friend, said the park

helped to restore civic pride in Camden after years of damage from

crime, drugs and poverty.
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“To see this park utilized by the people, that is a great step for

Camden,” he said. “This without question is spiritually lifting.”

Mr. Mack said the site was once marked with crosses to

commemorate people who had died from violence or drugs —

whose effect on the city is still shown by a methadone clinic across

the street from the park.

Mr. Mack, 41, a construction worker who was off for Veterans Day,

said he came from Philadelphia but since 2011 has lived and

worked in Camden, where housing is a lot cheaper. He said he was

in the process of buying an abandoned building and planned to

apply for a grant to renovate it.

With more police on the streets, and an improving economy, Mr.

Mack said he was feeling better all the time about living in

Camden. “This stuff is turning around,” he said.

A version of this article appears in print on Dec. 10, 2014, Section B, Page 4 of the New York edition with the headline:
In Camden, Development Projects Kindle Hope. Order Reprints | Today’s Paper | Subscribe
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