Work to start in '09 on downtown area
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Dirt could start flying in 18 months as Madison starts building its town center.

Realistically, that's the earliest the Kerioth Corp. could start breaking ground as it develops the 17 acres at the corner of U.S. 51 and Main Street, said company President Clint Herring.

Madison Square, on the site of what is now an old elementary school, will be a mix of shops, restaurants, a boutique hotel, offices, condos and the city's performing arts center built in an old-world Scandinavian style.

Mayor Mary Hawkins Butler on Tuesday announced that local developer Kerioth would oversee the building of what she said will be "the heartbeat of the city."

"We're pleased to be partnering with Kerioth," Butler said. "I trust him, and that's the biggest compliment in development."

Kerioth and the Madison Square Redevelopment Authority are working out details of the contract for overseeing the $150 million development, said Tony DiFatta, chairman of the city commission.

Kerioth is developing the mixed-use development of the Township at Colony Park in Ridgeland.

"That he's local and knows the area is a bonus," DiFatta said, about landing Kerioth.

In April, city officials received the results of a feasibility study that said the town center project, with its upscale shops and businesses, will have a ready customer base. City officials had been in discussions with a Green Bay, Wis., company to lead the development but that plan fell through.

"That company wanted to control too much," DiFatta said. "We want cooperation, not someone to dictate to us."

The city turned to Kerioth, a company that expressed initial interest in the project when the redevelopment authority was first created and started talking about a town center.

Herring said Kerioth officials realize that the project will be a cooperative venture of the public and private sectors, and they are ready to work with the city to make its vision a reality.

"Our job is to implement the vision of the city," he said. "We are very involved in place making."

Kerioth's job in the coming months is to take the city's feasibility study and turn it into "a real market scenario," Herring said, adding that as a developer "I take my role very seriously."

Herring said once construction starts, he expects completion of the overall project in about five years.

DiFatta said the authority is confident that Kerioth can produce what the city is looking for.

"We've met with Clint and gotten his thoughts, vision and core values," DiFatta said. "They're the same as ours. That gave us a good feeling this was the way to go."

The city already has a design for the performing arts complex which will sit at the northeastern corner of the town center property. The existing arts center building, which is listed on the state's historic register, will remain but the old Madison Station Elementary will be torn down.

City officials consider the new arts center to be a magnet for drawing in visitors to the town center.
