Midtown’s

By Pam Baker

any a fortune has come and gone with a twin-

kie in a developer's eye. Men with an ather-

wise good grip on their faculties have literally
bet the farm on little more than a guess as to what chunk
of ground will be hot in Atlanta next. There's no room on
the game board for the gutless, and no pity from the
bankers on the sidelines, It's strictly a high-stakes game
where everyone has an opinion, but no one knows for sure
whao's got the winning ticket,

“Just a year and a half ago, the chamber people and
everyone else were claiming that Atlanta's greatest asset
was that it had no natural barriers and could therefore
grow forever,” says Michael Dobbins, the city’s commis-
sioner of planning and development. But even with mil-
lions sunk into the plans and hoopla spouting from the
marketing pits, minds can change quickly. “The redefini-
tion of sprawl from a good thing to a bad thing has hap-
pened with alarming speed.”

To some. the flurry of activity and the grand plans in
Miclroswn merely mark the latest thrill on the Atanta real
estate roller-coaster ride. To others, it's the new holy land,
full of energy and synergy and the promise of that holiest
of modem-day grails — high-paying, high-tech jobs. So
now thase who once stampeded to the ‘burbs are stam-
peding back again,

Dobbins compares the phenomenon to the Big Bang
Theory that purports the universe began with a bang,
spread out to near infinity and will one day collapse upon
itself once again. “Buckhead was the first indication the
trend had changed, as investors turned to areas where
core infrastructure already existed,” he says. “Then
Midtown followed right on Buckhead's heels, and
Downtown followed close behind.”

But cynics can take a breather on this one. Developers
are not lone rangers in Midtown, They come heavily
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social mavement. And, like earlier movements, the impli-
cations could reverberate deep into the future.

Though the collective language of Midtown Alliance
members is still heavily politically correct, their actions are
not. Nothing seems hidden behind vague language,
meaningless platitudes or closed doors. For this reason,
8ays, blacks, Aslans, Hispanics, the orange-haired, the
body-plerced, the doom-adomed gothics, the cops and
the buttoned-up executives can actually communicate
with one another, get to the point and reach a consensus.

“We all decided and agreed on exactly what we want
Midtown to be,” says Shelton Stanfill, president and chief
executive officer of the Robert W, Woodruff Arts Center.
That agreement is called the Midtown Blueprint — a
color-coded control map that reassures everyone, even
the mast skittish of bankers, of predictable growth.

But Stanfill and the others aren't just talking turkey,
what is agreed upon comes to be, "I've lived in quite a few
Places, and |'ve never been involved with an organization
where the ratio between talk and action is so favorable.”

The Midtown Alliance s the instigator and its Blueprint
the guardian of the movement.

obbins says even before the Midtown planning

effort was finalized Into the Blueprint agreement,

the city was using the criterla and values coming
fram the process as its guide for responding to zoning
applications. “Now the Blueprint is even heavily influencing
our attitude toward new transportation systems and other
Infrastructure needs,” he says.

The Midtown Alliance exercises its collective muscle to
charter unknown territory and achleve that which has never
been done before. This unprecedented, unabashed collabo-
ration of the historically uncooperative ensures that things
In Midtown happen in record time and that they will last.
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from the mere thousands to over $2 bil-
lion. There are plenty of big names in the
mix: BellSouth Corp., the Federal Reserve
Bank of Atlanta, Equifax Inc., Crawford
Long Hospital, Georgia Tech and Atlantic
Steel. among others. Statistics from
lamison/Costar, an Atlanta research firm,
show the market had neardy 10 million
scjuare feet of existing space with a vacan-
cy rate of 12.3% at the end of second quar-
ter 1999, New space added so far this year
amounts to 305,000 square feet,

A large percentage of the new con-
struction can be attributed to Peachtree
Pointe, the first multi-tenant office build-
Ing to go up in Midtown in a decade.
Developed by John Dewberry of Dewberry
Capital Corp., the first phase of 165,000
square feet will be finished in late summer. A second
phase of 300,000 sguare feet is being designed.
Dewberry s also the force behind The Ansley, a project
slated to include condos and a boutique hotel between
Peachtree Circle and Beverly Road at the gateway to
Ansley Park.

And this appears to be only the beginning...there are
hints of a BellSouth déja vu, with other corporations look-
ing to follow the lead of the telecommunications glant by
relocating and leasing office space near MARTA stations,

“We represent a major renant who's currently looking for
a very large space in Midtown, to consolidate a work force
currently spread both Inside and outside the perimeter,”
says Frank Mann, executive vice president of Jones Lang
LaSalle, which consistently Aluctuates in ranking between the
largest and second-largest commercial real estate firm in the
world. He's mum on naming the client but says an
announcement will be made shortly. Asked if there will be
others, he says, “We are involved in a couple of other deals,
but we're not at liberty to discuss them just yer.”

expanding. There are preliminary plans for a new

Symphony Hall, leaving more room for the Atlanta
Ballet in the old place. (The Arthur Blank Family Foundation
plans to give as much as $15 million toward a new sympho-
ny facility on the site of the old First Baptist Church.) The High
Museum, meanwhile, Is talking with the great Itallan architect
Renzo Mano about expanding the museum. The Atanta
College of Art is actively seeking more space to handle its
burgeoning waiting list. Plus, several of the new develop-
ments, from BellSouth to 805 Peachtree, include performing
arts theaters, art galleries or other art cutlets in their plans.

Haousing is also springing up everywhere and snapped
up before it even really hits the market. Even retail is final-
ly developing on a scale that presumably will one day
challenge Phipps Plaza and Lenox Square,

The most expensive project on the scene is Atlantic
Steel. The $2 billion development — to ENCOMpass over
10 million square feet — will sit on about 150 acres of the
old steel mill site at the intersection of I-75 and 1-85 at

ln addition to the big business boon, the arts are also
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New Midtown home is in affing for Atianta's Federal Reserve Bank, headed by Jack Guynn,

l4th Street (see sidebar, page 96).

Besides being the largest, costliest and most daring
project in Midtown, Atlantic Steel s the most complex
deal as well. For one thing, there’s the matter of the pro-
posed 17th Street bridge — at a projected cost of $50
million. No bridge, no Atlantic Steel deal.

The new bricige would connect West Midtown to East
Midtown, specifically Atlantic Steel with West Peachtree
and Spring streets. It also would allow better access to
and from Midtown on I-75/85. Under the cloud of recent
EPA restrictions, the process is not only leng and arduous,
but previously unknown. No one in Atlanta has ever tried
such a thing before.

“I'm not complaining about the process at all,” says
Charlie Brown of CRB Realty and a consultant to Jim Jacoby
of Jacoby Development, the developers of Atlantic Steel.
“But It does sound like a stand-up comic routine.”

Certainly the process uses mast, if not all of the alpha-
bet. According to Brown, the property was Initially zoned
12 with an FAR 2. The developers approached the city for
an AC3 and the city replied that they ought to have a C4C
instead. Once done. the developers went to NTU, which
unanimously approved the project with ZRB. ZRB sent it
to ZC, and the ZC sent it to council, which approved it and
the mayor signed it. At that point, Atlanta went into non-
conformity with the CAA and the developers had to qual-
ify as a Project XL through the EPA to do a TCM. The TCM
had to be approved by ARC to be put into an ITIP and the
IAC Committee had to send it to TAQC to get approval
from the TCC to get the TCM back to the ARC board, then
back to Geargia EPD, The EPD has to get approval from
FHWA through the EPA after it does an NEEFA document.

“Let me tell you, | didn't add anything, | probably left
out a bunch, but [ didn’t add anything,” Brown concludes,

If you didn’t understand this process, don't worry. Very
few people do. Suffice to say that Atlantic Steel had to
hurdle new obstacles and unheard of difficultics just to get
to the starting point. “The next phase is the permit stage,”
laughs Brown, “Usually that's where we start!”

“IF all of that had been spelled out to any one of us at
the outset, we all would have thrown up our hands, bro-
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