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By MARTIN DAKS
A commercial real estate deal for 

a portion of a 228-acre site in Piscat-
away reflects a surge of activity in the 
Central Jersey township and a whole 
lot of progress by a big construction 
project there.

The lease, announced in January 
by Rockefeller Group, will see Best 
Buy bring logistics operations into a 
725,000-square-foot building at the 
2.2-million-square-foot Rockefeller 
Group Logistics Center under con-
struction at 171 River Road. It makes 
Best Buy the first official tenant of the 
Logistics Center and is projected to 
result in more than 300 permanent 
local jobs.

Overall, the Logistics Center has 
generated more than 300 construc-
tion jobs, and once fully leased the 
center is expected to result in more 
than 1,000 permanent positions.

A 300,000-square-foot building on 
the site, constructed on spec, is near-
ly complete and has generated “a lot 
of interest” said Clark Machemer, 
senior vice president and regional 
development officer for Rockefeller 
Group in New Jersey and Pennsyl-
vania.

“We expect to start construction 
later this year on another three build-
ings, totaling 1.1 million square feet, 
and those have also generated signif-
icant interest,” Machemer said.

In total, the Logistics Center will 
comprise six buildings upon comple-
tion, ranging in size from 200,000 to 
more than 800,000 square feet.

The Best Buy lease was among the 
nation’s largest lease deals, accord-
ing to commercial real estate firm 
Transwestern. As a result, even as 
the national industrial vacancy rate 
fell to 5.9 percent, New Jersey outper-
formed with a slimmer 4.3 percent 
rate.

“What is remarkable about the cur-
rent 5.9 percent vacancy rate is that it 
has been cut in half since the fourth 
quarter of 2010, despite 873 million 
square feet of new development dur-
ing the same period,” said Matthew 
Dolly, Transwestern research direc-
tor in New Jersey. “Nationally, we’ve 
experienced four consecutive years 
of at least 200 million square feet of 
positive absorption.”

The Garden State places in the top 
U.S. markets for supply under con-
struction, 12-month total net absorp-
tion and year-over-year rent change, 

according to recent Transwestern 
data.

New Jersey’s vacancy and asking 
rents improved to historical levels, 
while net absorption was the second 
highest quarterly total all-time and 
average asking rent for industrial 
space was 50 percent higher than the 
national average.

“Rockefeller Group’s project plans 
are propelled by the vigorous de-
mand for modern, top-quality ware-
house space in New Jersey, as the 
functionality of logistics centers con-
tinues to change the face of industrial 
development,” Machemer said. “The 
impact that e-commerce has spe-
cifically on building functionality is 
becoming increasingly significant. 
It’s now more critical than ever be-
fore for developers to build industrial 
properties that satisfy users’ current 
needs, while also providing the func-
tionality that can accommodate a 
company’s rapid growth.”

Rockefeller Group is doing just that 
in Piscataway, providing next-gener-
ation features – such as 40-foot clear 
heights and ample car and trailer 
parking – that position its users for 
long-term growth and success.

The real estate developer, best 
known for its Rockefeller Center in 
New York City, has positioned the 
logistics center as “especially ideal for 
users involved in e-commerce, third-
party logistics, food and beverage, 
retail or other consumer products.”

The former brownfield property, 
situated near the intersection of 
Baekeland Avenue and River Road 
close to Interstate 287, once was the 
site a Bakelite plastics manufacturing 
plant that shut down in 1939. The site 
was remediated by Union Carbide 
but has been vacant since the 1960s.

“In the current environment, es-
pecially in markets that are facing a 
scarcity of developable land, clients 
are turning their attention to redevel-
opment and renovation,” Dolly said.

Piscataway officials are pleased 
with the project.

“We think that Best Buy made a 
great decision,” Piscataway Mayor 
Brian Wahler said. “We welcome Best 
Buy to Piscataway, and we are excited 
for the increased economic activity in 
our community.”

Best Buy plans to open the distri-
bution center in plenty of time for 
the holiday shopping season. That’s 
when it will use the facility to deliver 

major appliances and large-screen 
televisions to more than 90 Best Buy 
stores and directly to customers 
throughout New Jersey and parts of 
New York, Connecticut, Pennsylva-
nia and Delaware.

The center also will serve as a hub 
for customer service and support for 
repairs.

“We’re excited to expand our sup-
ply chain capabilities with this new, 
larger distribution center,” Best Buy 
spokesman Jeff Shelman said. “With 
the growth of our appliance business 
and our strong market share position 
in home theater, this facility will help 
us serve our customers more effec-
tively and more efficiently.”

For Rockefeller Group’s Machem-
er, the deal signals a return to the 
property’s historical roots, as well as a 
rebound opportunity for Piscataway.

“This site was one of the local 
centers that drove true job creation 
through the mid-20th century,” he 
said. “But it became a blighted, un-
used site. The redevelopment is good 
for the town as a tax ratable and be-
cause it brings more jobs in.”

Flexible transaction options enable 
companies to either lease or own 
space within the Rockefeller Group 
Logistics Center, and other enhance-
ments include on-site rail service, 
two means of entrance and exit to 
the site, and an in-place 30-year Pay-
ment in Lieu of Taxes agreement with 
Piscataway. 

A PILOT program generally allows 
municipalities to exempt developers 
from property taxes and instead pay 
an annual service charge to the mu-
nicipality for a set period. The exemp-
tion comes in exchange for improv-
ing existing buildings or creating new 
projects in areas classified as being in 
need of redevelopment.

It was a significant attraction “since 
potential tenants have a better idea 
of what their future PILOT payments 
will be, removing the uncertainty of 
uncapped property taxes,” Machem-
er said.

The decision to redevelop the 
property as a logistics center also 
speaks volumes about the direction 
of the state and the township.

“Signing a lease with a high-cal-
iber company like Best Buy at the 
Rockefeller Group Logistics Center 
validates our vision for the master-
planned development as one of New 
Jersey’s largest and most sought-after 
distribution hubs,” Machemer said. 
“Furthermore, the company’s deci-

sion to take space in Piscataway is a 
testament to the market’s recognition 
of the Interstate 287 corridor as the 
next frontier for well-located indus-
trial development in the state.”

Joel Bergstein, president of the for-
mer property owner Lincoln Equities 
Group, said the entire I-287 corridor 
is generating significant interest from 
industrial developers because of to 
its proximity to Newark’s airport, port 
and rail stations.

“We purchased the site at 171 River 
Road three years ago when most 
developers were focusing on the 
I-95 corridor,” Bergstein said when 
Lincoln sold the site to Rockefeller 
Group.

The Cushman & Wakefield team of 
Jules Nissim, Stan Danzig and Marc 
Petrella was the exclusive marketing 
and leasing agent for the develop-
ment and represented Rockefeller 
Group in the transaction with Best 
Buy. The site was attractive for a va-
riety of reasons, according to Nissim.

“Location absolutely remains key 
in New Jersey’s industrial market, 
and the Rockefeller Group Logis-
tics Center provides Best Buy with 
a prime transportation-oriented 
location with access to the region’s 
major thoroughfares and robust la-
bor pool,” he said. “However, user 
requirements today go well beyond 
location. Best Buy was in search of a 
next-generation building that could 
support its continued growth, and 
that is exactly what the company 
committed to in Piscataway.”

For a long time, Exit 8A on the New 
Jersey Turnpike was the big draw for 
warehouses and logistics centers, but 
now, “the I-287 corridor is one of the 
biggest selling points,” Piscataway 
Mayor Wahler said. “We’ve always 
offer proximity to New York City, and 
[with I-287’s intersections of I80 and 
I78] we offer access to Pennsylvania 
too.”

Wahler noted that when he was 
first elected, about 18 years ago, “we 
realized we needed to reconstruct 
county, state and local roads in Pis-
cataway.

He added: “Many projects that 
were suggested more than a decade 
ago are now in progress or complet-
ed, including work on Route 18 to 
I-287 connections, and the rebuild-
ing of parts of Centennial Avenue 
that parallel I-287. You can build new 
developments, but you also have to 
provide a way for people to travel in 
and out. Early on, we looked at the 

long-term effects of traffic patterns.”
It helps that the town’s agencies, 

such as the Planning Board, the May-
or’s office and others “work closely 
with county agencies,” the mayor 
noted.

“We recognize that we’re compet-
ing with other towns, and even other 
countries, so we’ve got to be flexible 
when it comes to planning and zon-
ing,” Wahler said.

The changes also accompanied a 
shift in industries, though Piscataway 
still is home to telecommunications 
companies. Longtime tech sites in-
clude 360,000 square foot data center, 
formerly owned by DuPont Fabros 
Technology but sold to QTS Realty 
Trust in 2016.

“We continue to host them, but the 
town is also diversifying with projects 
like the Rockefeller Logistics Cen-
ter,” Wahler said. “To help existing 
companies and attract future ones, 
we’re working with the New Jersey 
Department of Transportation to 
upgrade existing freight crossings 
with safer and smoother ones, re-
placing existing crossings with new 
concrete crossings and new asphalt 
approaches.”

The town has to be ready to evolve 
“as the face of the economy and New 
Jersey changes,” the mayor added.

“For example, some companies 
no longer need large offices since 
you’ve got people walking around 
with pocket-size smartphones that 
are as powerful as computers used to 
be,” he said. “It’s fortunate that we’ve 
been talking to commercial real es-
tate agents and others for more than 
a decade to keep ahead of the trends.”

Bringing in new commercial de-
velopment is helping Piscataway to 
balance its budget without socking it 
to residents.

“We’ve actually been able to 
achieve a 12 percent drop in the mu-
nicipal tax rate for residents because 
of all the development,” Wahler said. 
“When corporations move in, the 
town gets a stable source of revenue, 
and many companies end up build-
ing roads and other infrastructure, 
which makes the town an even more 
desirable destination.”

The fact that Rutgers University 
has hard science and other facilities 
within Piscataway helps, he added. 

“Businesses want easy access to an 
educated workforce and having a sig-
nificant Rutgers presence here helps 
to meet that demand,” the mayor 
said.
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Pumped on Piscataway
Rockefeller Group Logistic Center’s Best Buy 
lease part of warehouse-distribution surge

From left, Bob Murray, vice president and general manager, Alston Construction; Clark Machemer, senior vice president 
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Group; and Jules Nissim, executive managing director, Cushman & Wakefield. The four are pictured inside Building 2 of the 
Rockefeller Group Logistics Center in Piscataway. -AARON HOUSTON NJBIZ


