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For decades, residents of south Phoenix and Phoenix city leaders have envisioned the land
just south of the Rio Salado as a gateway to south Phoenix, where Black and Hispanic
residents make up most of the population.

A community plan approved by the Phoenix City Council in 2022 — funded by a federal
grant and created over three years with the involvement of residents and business owners —
imagined a transit stop with housing, retail, restaurants, medical services, a hotel and a
movie theater just south of the Rio Salado along South Central Avenue.

But the extensive South Central Transit-Oriented Development Community Plan has its
limitations: It can’t rezone or purchase land or impose regulatory standards.

Now, the site between South Central and Seventh avenues, just south of the Rio Salado, is set
to be an 83-acre industrial park.

It reflects a larger trend near the Rio Salado in south Phoenix: A history of industrial zoning
and landfill use in the area, combined with a market ripe for industry, is impeding decades of
community, city and state planning that envisioned something different for the area.

“This community has worked really, really hard and has made a lot of investments with
public money,” hoping that this would create a site to “become catalytic for the entire city
and bring that connection of south Phoenix and the city together,” said Victor Vidales, a
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lifelong resident of south Phoenix, a real estate agent and the president of the community
organization SoPho Convening.

Vidales said he hopes developers consider the community-led plans.

Decades of public investment in Rio Salado planning

The vision for the Rio Salado in the transit-oriented development plan is not new.

Plans to restore the Rio Salado and revitalize the area with mixed-use development go back
to an ASU College of Architecture classroom in the 1960s.

Two decades later, a Maricopa County property tax to support the implementation of this
vision was put to a public vote, but it was defeated in all municipalities except Tempe, which
used the funds to create Tempe Town Lake.

Planning for the future: South Phoenix will soon get its own development plans. But will
it stop displacement?

Since then, the vision has been pushed forward by public investments in creating plans and
restoring the river.

A Rio Salado “Beyond the Banks” plan, developed by Phoenix’s planning department in 2003
after engaging residents in the area, imagined the development of residential, retail, office,
entertainment and cultural uses on the southwest corner of South Central Avenue and Rio
Salado where the industrial park development is planned. The plan called the area a
“gateway.”

Roughly $85 million was spent on the 5-mile Rio Salado Habitat Restoration Area, which
borders the planned industrial park site, to restore the once-destroyed “native wetland and
riparian habitats of the historic Salt River,” according to the city’s website, and provide
recreational and educational opportunities, including hiking trails.

The Nina Mason Pulliam Rio Audubon Center — a nature center that opened in 2009 and
connects to trails in the Rio Salado Restoration Habitat Area — is just across the street from
the planned development.
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In more recent years, the late Sen. John McCain pioneered a “Rio Reimagined" project to
revitalize the rivers that run through the Valley and build a regional destination. The project
recently received a federal designation from the Environmental Protection Agency.

Federal recognition: Rio Reimagined project to restore Salt, Gila rivers receives special
designation from the EPA

Still, “left to its own devices, the area along the river will become industrial development,”
said Phoenix Community and Economic Development Director Christine Mackay at a
meeting last fall.

City and community leaders are trying to hedge this trend.

'Plaza de Las Culturas' plans for the site fall through

As developers move forward with plans for a seven-building, 1.2 million-square-foot
industrial business park at the site, community members and city leaders are trying to work
with them to incorporate elements of the community’s vision.

The 83-acre site along South Central Avenue and the Rio Salado was formerly a landfill
owned by CEMEX. It was one of dozens of landfills that historically lined the river.
According to a 1984 Arizona Republic article, for years, there were no restrictions on the type
of waste accepted at the dumps.

When CEMEX was ready to sell the land, the Latino-focused Raza Development Fund
created plans for a “Plaza de Las Culturas” and hired Vidales to lead the project. The plans,
created nearly a decade ago, imagined the site as an education and recreation center to
celebrate the culture and vitality of south Phoenix, which is 66% Hispanic, according to U.S.
Census Bureau data.

But Raza Development Fund ultimately could not purchase the land because the cost to
remediate it would have been too high due to its history as a landfill, according to Tommy
Espinoza, former president and CEO of Raza Development Fund. Raza couldn’t access
remediation dollars from the city, state or federal government without first owning the land,
he said.

“It was a great dream,” Espinoza said. “And then it came to a screeching halt.”
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The land was ultimately bought by Merit Partners, a Phoenix-based developer behind a
number of warehouse and distribution centers and big-box stores like Dick’s Sporting Goods
and REI. Merit spent $11 million to clean up and prepare the land for development.

Cleanup of site begins: Merit Partners begins $11 million cleanup of proposed south
Phoenix industrial park site

After Merit Partners remediated the land, they put the site on the market and “cast a wide
net,” seeking retail, office, multi-family and industrial uses, said Phil Haenel, executive
managing director at Cushman & Wakefield, who served as the broker.

The industrial demand in the area, he said, resulted in over 30 offers for industrial uses but
nothing else.

J.P. Morgan Asset Management bought the land. Now, Merit Partners is the developer.

Representatives from Merit Partners have said that with this project, they hope to bring
1,000 jobs to the community, both during construction and with the long-term tenants they
plan to bring to the site.

They also said it will be an employment business park rather than a major warehouse
distribution center.

Espinoza said that a deeper question for the community is whether the jobs created on the
site will offset the loss of the plans for Plaza de Las Culturas.

“Like it or not, the (financial) resources for cultural centers and parks are sometimes very
difficult to come by,” he said.

Because the land was zoned for industrial development when it was purchased, there are not
many hoops Merit Partners needs to jump through before it gets the green light to develop.
The project does not have to go before Phoenix City Council.

“It’s unfortunate decades ago the city of Phoenix approved industrial zoning for much of the
banks of the Rio,” said Vice Mayor Yassamin Ansari, who represents District 7, where the site
is located.


https://www.azcentral.com/story/news/local/phoenix/2020/12/03/future-south-phoenix-industrial-park-gets-11-million-cleanup/6427665002/
https://www.azcentral.com/story/news/local/phoenix/2020/12/03/future-south-phoenix-industrial-park-gets-11-million-cleanup/6427665002/

5/17/23,12:41 PM Industrial development persists along the Rio Salado, despite plans

“The zoning code doesn’t fit within our general plan or Rio Reimagined" or the South Central
Transit-Oriented Development Community Plan, she said.

Permitting process connected to Rio Salado habitat gets contentious

Merit Partners does need a use permit as a result of the Rio Salado Interim Overlay District,
which is intended to protect the Rio Salado Habitat Restoration Project. It imposes
restrictions for certain outdoor land uses and landscape materials within 500 feet of the Rio
Salado Habitat Restoration Project.

At a hearing for the use permit in March, some community members — as well as Phoenix’s
planning and development department — took the opportunity to oppose the project, saying
that despite efforts to work with Merit, the developer is still ignoring the plans created over
decades.

Francisca Montoya, a south Phoenix resident and Raza Development Fund director, said that
light industrial use at that location would harm the quality of life for people in south
Phoenix.

Having semi-trucks on South Central Avenue, with its reduced lanes due to the light rail, “is
going to cause a lot of noise, it’s going to cause emissions,” she said. South Phoenix has
higher particle pollution levels than most other parts of the Valley, according to a Maricopa
County Air Quality Department analysis from 2014-18.

“It’s a gateway,” Vidales said. “You’re entering in the heart of south Phoenix.

“It would be a shame to allow this much land going to another 50 or 100 years of warehouses
that doesn’t show up on any of the plans that the community has worked on over the
decades,” he said. He also referenced the $1.35 billion investment into the light rail
extension, which will have a stop next to the site.

Others who live in south Phoenix said at the meeting that they don’t want more warehouses
but rather development that will entice visitors and serve the community.

Phoenix’s Planning and Development Department wrote a letter opposing the project as well,
saying that the proposed development is “inconsistent with adopted policy plans and the
community’s historic vision for this site” and that the development would result in adverse
impacts from an increase in traffic, emissions, noise and heat.
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Merit Partners maintained that the comments made at the hearing, as well as the letter from
the city’s planning department, were beyond the purview of the use permit, which just
regulates outdoor land uses.

Given that the land is now vacant, the project would be an investment in the area, said Jason
Morris, a partner at Withey Morris and the attorney who represented the project at the
hearing. Morris said the developers hope the project will address some of the camping and
dumping surrounding the area.

If it were a zoning case, the community may not want the land to be designated for industrial
development, Morris acknowledged. But the land was already zoned industrial when it was
purchased.

What's being proposed, Morris said, is the "best of what you can anticipate" for industrially
zoned land.

“What we are not able to do is to make it something else,” he said.

Following the contentious hearing, the use permit was ultimately approved with a number of
stipulations.

It seems that nobody is happy with the result.

Merit Partners filed an appeal, claiming that the stipulations drive up rents for potential
businesses, disproportionately hampering the ability of small businesses, entrepreneurs and
potential nonprofit tenants to lease the space compared to large multinational corporations.

Members of the SoPho Convening community organization also appealed the use permit,
saying that the project will lower property values and contribute to the neighborhood's
deterioration.

The appeals are scheduled to be heard by the Board of Adjustment on June 1.

Official: Phoenix lacks leverage over project

Many of the community members — as well as city leaders — have been meeting consistently
with the developer, trying to encourage Merit Partners to incorporate elements of their
vision into the proposed industrial park while they fight the project at the city level.
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One request they’ve repeatedly made is for Merit Partners to begin development along
Seventh Avenue rather than along South Central Avenue, which is undergoing construction
for the light rail extension, but Merit does not seem to be considering this request. They said
in a statement that the area along Central is best suited for businesses like showrooms,
offices, medical, workforce development, light manufacturing and warehouses.

Phoenix doesn’t have much leverage over the project, Ansari said.

“But for me, it was very important that we do everything that we possibly can to make it the
best possible project for the community,” she said.

Any leverage the city and community might have with the developer comes from
relationships, she said, adding that “no developer wants the community to be unhappy with
the product.”

Merit has offered murals and landscaping, Ansari said, but that's not enough.

In meetings between Merit Partners and the South Central Collaborative, a community
group that worked on the South Central Transit-Oriented Development Community Plan,
community members advocated for an artist-maker space and a potential workforce
development center at the site, she said.

Ansari said she hopes there will be additional efforts to make the side of the project facing
South Central Avenue fit within the community plan. That side of the project will eventually
be next to a light rail station. She said she hopes the developers will include retail, workforce
development or artist spaces in the buildings along the light rail.

"This business park does have a lot of potential to bring good quality jobs to the area. We just
want to make sure it fits" with the light rail and the South Central Transit-Oriented
Development Community Plan, Ansari said. "So, making sure that it's active. Making sure
that it supports the community in the best way that it can."

Representatives of Merit Partners and J.P. Morgan said their companies are committed to
creating a valued community asset and that they are working with community members to
plan murals to pay homage to the heritage and history of the community.

They have not yet chosen tenants for the industrial park, according to spokespeople from
]Merit Partners and J.P. Morgan. But they said that the three buildings along Central are
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being designed with the ability to add mezzanines, which would allow for the potential to be
converted into a two-story flex, education, medical or office premises.

Phoenix trying to raise money for its vision

As a number of industrial projects are in progress along the Rio Salado in south Phoenix, the
city is trying to raise money to purchase land to implement its alternate vision.

A few blocks away from the planned Merit Partners site, a 140-acre food innovation center
on another former landfill is planned. The project includes a permanent farmers market, a
park and a wholesale produce market and large-scale food distribution.

A proposed bond going before voters in November 2023 would provide Phoenix with money
to acquire about 23 acres along the Rio Salado in south Phoenix to advance the city’s Rio
Reimagined vision.

Last year, Phoenix received $25 million in funding from the U.S. Department of
Transportation to construct a pedestrian and bicycle bridge across the Rio Salado along
Third Street.

"It is going to be an incredible destination," Ansari said.

Madeleine Parrish covers equity issues. Reach her at mparrish@arizonarepublic.com and
follow her on Twitter at @maddieparrishé61.
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