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) CRANE WATCH

Years before Buckeye was designated a city, people were
flocking by the thousands to the West Valley suburb, which
was once a small town largely made up of family-owned
agricultural and dairy farms.

“It was ‘Drive until you can afford,’” recalled Deanna Kupcik,
the president of the Buckeye Valley Chamber, whose family
came to Buckeye in the 1950s.

Single-family homes continued going up and residents moved
in because of the relatively low price to buy land and
inexpensive housing, she said.

In the 2000s, when the population jumped from just 6,500 to
50,000, some people were buying upwards of five homes,
Kupcik said. City officials contend that a variety of "high value"
housing options is what drove people to Buckeye.

Eventually, Buckeye was hit hard like the rest of Arizona by the
Great Recession, so construction stalled. But as the economy
started to recover, so did the West Valley municipality, which
recent Census data shows was the fastest-growing city in the
nation from 2010 to 2020.

Meanwhile, several years after Buckeye became a city in 2014,
commercial growth also started to pick up steam. The city has
landed deals with such companies as Cardinal Glass, Five
Below and recently, U.S.-based KORE Power, a lithium-ion
battery manufacturer that’s poised to bring 3,000 well-paying
jobs to the area.

“We are now starting to see significant non-residential
development as well, both in terms of major employers, retail,
services, amenities for the community, things like that,” said
Dave Roderique, economic development director for the city of
Buckeye. “That obviously comes as a result of having a lot of
people in an area.”

A confluence of factors has led to this pivotal moment for
Buckeye, the largest Valley city in geographic size at 640
square miles. To go along with its booming population growth
and accompanying residential projects, other development is
finally starting to catch up, spurred in part by the buildout of
Loop 303 that has caused a surge in industrial development.
City officials and industry observers say Buckeye's biggest
challenge will be to properly manage the increasing demands
for infrastructure growth, while patiently waiting for retail to
catch up with the growing number of rooftops.

Historic Downtown Buckeye is home to dozens of events, restaurants and shops. The city is
designating the area as one of several mixed-use destination centers in Buckeye.
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Buckeye is now home to more than 91,000 people, which is a
nearly 80% increase from 2010. The city is known for its
sprawling master-planned communities such as Verrado,
Tartesso and Festival Ranch as well as new commercial areas
and Skyline Regional Park, which the city said saw more than
400,000 visitors last year.

Most of Buckeye’s employment activity is in advanced
manufacturing, logistics and distribution and energy related.
Roderique said the city has about 15,000 jobs and is on pace to
add 7,000 more this year.

"It's a 50% increase in one year in the number of jobs in the
community, and that just reflects that we are becoming more
diversified and a broader mix of activity," Roderique said.

Commercial growth

Last year, Buckeye saw a total of 2 million square feet in
commercial construction. The city previously said it estimates
it will see a total of 3 or 4 million square feet in commercial
construction in 2021.

But before the city's commercial growth kicked in, experts say
several factors influenced that expansion. After construction
of Loop 303, Jason Morris, a partner with Withey Morris, said
the city saw an “incredible increase” of industrial demand.

“All of sudden, we weren’t just doing residential subdivisions,
there was a tremendous interest in industrial, and that has
been the case now steadily for the last 24 months,” he said.
"The city has really pivoted well in terms of adjusting to that
and making employment a priority."

In the West Valley, the demand for e-commerce during the
Covid-19 pandemic has also driven industrial growth across
several cities. Existing industrial inventory in Buckeye
includes about 3.1 million square feet of space with 862,000
square feet under construction as of October, according to
Colliers International.

The city also sits within a foreign trade zone and has 16 miles
of industrial property that's served by Union Pacific. It also
boasts access to several freeways like State Route 85, MC 85,
Loop 303 and potentially Interstate 11 and State Route 30,
which could connect SR 85 to Interstate 17 to alleviate traffic
on Interstate 10. This summer, Arizona Department of
Transportation also started widening I-10 between SR 85 and
Verrado Way.

The construction of Loop 303 is causing industrial development in the city of Buckeye to
explode.
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Buckeye had to meet a population threshold to support
businesses, but Roderique said more retail and amenities
started to pop up once the city grew large enough. Like other
fast-growing West Valley cities, Buckeye has also seen
increased interest from California companies looking to leave
the state due to cost, congestion and regulations.

“Half of our prospects today are companies in Southern
California,” Roderique said. “We’re going to benefit from that
for a long time.”

Real estate experts also say new city leadership, improved
internal processes and a shift to pro-development has moved
growth forward in the municipality.

“That’s been a big change in Buckeye,” said the founder of
Arizona Land Consulting, Anita Verma-Lallian, of the new
mayor and economic development director. “Now there’s
industries coming in and I think that’s been a huge change and
we’re just seeing a big shift.”

'Red hot' retail
Since most of the city’s development has included master-
planned communities and single-family subdivisions, the city
said in its most recent general plan that employment growth
has not kept pace with the residential growth. Most of its
residents also commuted to work outside of the city, the plan
said.

"Our retail hasn't kept up with our population," said Kupcik
with the chamber. "Historically, that's what happens — retail,
restaurants, that kind of thing, they have a specific formula
and demographic that they look at as far as income and
population density ... so we just have to wait for that to catch
up."

The city’s existing retail includes about 1.3 million square feet
of space with about 93,000 square feet under construction as
of October, according to Colliers International.

James DeCremer, principal with Avison Young in Phoenix, said
a bounce back in Sundance Towne Center, one of the city's
retail centers started in about 2012.

"And then Buckeye just flat out started to flourish a couple
years after that and it's just been red hot ever since," DeCremer
said.

Right now, DeCremer said there are still a number of retailers
who want to locate at I-10 and Watson Road but can't find the
real estate. "There's still incredible demand out in Buckeye,
which will obviously help to catalyze some of that
development near Verrado," he added.

DeCremer said Verrado, an 8,800-acre community on the east
side of Buckeye, will house the next wave of retail expansion,
and added that Miller Road could eventually fill in. Retail sales
in Buckeye are also very strong, he said. Multiple restaurants
opening in Buckeye in the near future include Salad and Go,
Macayo's, Ebb & Flow Coffee, Tacos Chilango and other well
known food joints, the city said.

'From 0 to 100' mph

Buckeye has the most developable land in the Valley and is
only about 5% built out, according to the city. A lot of the land
is already zoned, but Roderique said infrastructure tends to be
a “big issue.”

“For a rapid-growing city like ourselves, keeping up with
infrastructure is always a tough part of our job,” Roderique
said. “Most cities grow from the core, they kind of grow out …
[we have] pockets all over the place and it makes it really
difficult to adequately plan for infrastructure and get
infrastructure in every single area.”

Morris said it's difficult for a municipality to go from "0 to 100"
mph and that in the past, infrastructure was a "choke point"
for development.

"Because of that, you saw other jurisdictions take advantage ...
and try and take that employment, whether it's Surprise, or
Goodyear or Glendale, because they didn't have some of the
infrastructure issues that Buckeye had, so there were
definitely some hiccups, but I think the worst of that is
behind," Morris said.

Five Below is one of many that have opened distribution centers in Buckeye. This one is at
2150 Miller Road.
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The city said it has appropriated about $151.5 million of its $392
million budget for capital improvement projects, which
includes infrastructure. Infrastructure is the most critical piece
of what what companies look for when purchasing or
developing land, according to Buckeye. Most of the people the
city works with are looking for sites that already have
infrastructure, city officials previously told the Business
Journal.

In August, the Bureau of Reclamation announced the Colorado River water
shortage amid an ongoing drought, which could also impact economic developers'
ability to bring business to the Valley. The city said it has enough water to support
its current and future residents over the next 20 years and is being “proactive”
about enhancing its water portfolio.

Planning for growth

Despite infrastructure challenges, some real estate experts say Buckeye is the West
Valley’s next big thing. The Maricopa Association of Governments predicts
Buckeye's population will grow to 305,000 residents by 2040.

Buckeye also has plans for several areas it's designating as large mixed-use centers,
including the Buckeye Municipal Airport and Historic Downtown Buckeye.

“We went from a booming residential market now to be the juggernaut of
economic development,” said Greg Vogel, CEO of Land Advisors Organization.
“Goodyear had been really the story of the past decade, and Buckeye will be the
story of the next decade.”

Goodyear, another West Valley city, was also one of the fastest growing cities in the
nation that has seen a significant increase in employment and population, but
Roderique said growth in the Valley is moving further outward.

“Even in places like Goodyear, they’re starting to run out of
land, and so employers who need, say 500 acres of land on a
rail line — there really aren’t any opportunities until you get all
the way out to Buckeye, or you have to go down to Casa
Grande on the other side of the Valley,” he said.

More new projects have been proposed for Buckeye, including
a massive 2.7-million-square-foot industrial park on 163 acres
and a mixed-use business center near I-10. One of the
proposed industrial areas is the PV 10 corridor, which Brandy
Braveboy with Phoenix West Commercial said includes about
640 acres of industrial land.

"They set aside all of these sites, they're planned and
designated for industrial growth in that area. One of the things
that attracts those businesses and users is the West-MEC,"
Braveboy said of Buckeye's career and technical education
campus. "The workers and skilled labor workers are right there
within the community that they can pull from."

In September, the 10 West Commerce Park facility was also
fully leased to Washington-based Funko Inc., a well-known toy
company that holds licenses from such companies as Disney,
Hasbro, Lucasfilm Ltd. and more. Several miles south of the
Five Below and Funko facilities, KORE Power said it’s working
with the city and land owners to turn the area near MC 85 and
SR 85 into a “clean technology” corridor and attract other
companies.

George Getz, president and co-CEO of Scottsdale-based Globe
Corp., said they're currently in discussions for a 120-acre site
near SR 85 and 260 acres on Southern Avenue and Watson
Road, which was one of the sites initially proposed for KORE
Power’s facility.

"Buckeye is one of the West Valley stories that continues to be
a great one as far as growth goes," said Getz. "There continues
to be a tremendous amount of economic activity in Buckeye
and a lot of interest in developing more industrial product out
there."
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