



Land and Space
Journal Sentinel business reporter Tom Daykin talks about commercial real estate and development, including stores, hotels, offices, condos, apartments and industrial buildings.

Investors plan to redevelop Northridge into Chinese retail center

By Tom Daykin of the Journal Sentinel 

Dec. 30, 2009  
The former Northridge Mall, largely empty for more than six years, might be redeveloped as a location for Chinese businesses to sell clothing and other goods through stores and sell that same merchandise on a wholesale level to large retail customers throughout North America.

Beijing-based Toward Group is forming a joint venture with a U.S. investment group led by Milwaukee business operator Robert Kraft to raise money for the project, Kraft said Wednesday. He said the plan is to reopen at least part of the former Northridge, at N. 76th St. and W. Brown Deer Road, by August.

There's a lot of space to fill, Kraft acknowledged. The former mall, where the last stores closed in 2003 after years of declining sales, has more than 800,000 square feet.

But Kraft said Toward Group is recruiting Chinese retailers that will sell clothing, furniture, toys, consumer electronics and other goods. Kraft said he's raising money, based on tenant leases, to make improvements at the Northridge property.

Also, Julie Lee, Toward Group's attorney, later told me that many of those businesses, which would include manufacturers as well as retails, will likely use additional space at the former mall to sell their goods on a wholesale basis to customers throughout North America.

Those wholesale operations would use a lot more space than a strictly retail use.

I contacted Kraft after a report about the plan appeared at China Daily.com. That report quotes Wu Li, CEO at Toward Group.

An affiliate of Toward Group bought Northridge in August 2008 for $6 million. But the owners declined to comment on their plans for the property until now.

Northridge's previous owner, Inland Commercial LLC, a Los Angeles group led by investor Michael Mirharooni, marketed the property as a potential site for back-office operations, call centers, health care facilities and distribution centers.

However, Inland Commercial, which bought the property in 2005 for $2.5 million, failed to land any tenants at the mall, which includes attached buildings that formerly housed the Younkers and J.C. Penney department stores.

The former Northridge building that once housed Boston Store is owned by another investor, an affiliate of Tucker Development Corp. Tucker leased a portion of that building to Value City Furniture until it closed in March.

Tucker, of Highland Park, Ill., demolished the former Sears building at Northridge in 2005 and in its place developed a Pick ’n Save supermarket and a Menards home improvement store. Tucker then renamed the buildings Granville Station.

I will have a lot more on Toward Group's plans later at JSOnline.com and in Thursday's Journal Sentinel.

Here's a rendering of what the main entrance might look like.
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