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• Brandeis building
construction

The Brandeis  Building is  located at 16 th
and Douglas  Streets .

Developers who bought the historic Brandeis building in downtown
Omaha plan to renovate and expand the food court, fill the
northeast ground-level corner with a restaurant and build 118
luxury apartments. Construction is expected to start March 1.

The sale of the former
department store is
expected to close in the next
week or so. That is about a
year and a half after the
original developers fell short
of money and filed for
bankruptcy, halting the
building's conversion into
condominiums.

Townsend Inc., the Overland
Park, Kan.-based company that bought the unfinished
project at 16th and Douglas Streets out of bankruptcy

talked for the first time this week about their plans.

The main level will house a restaurant, sales office, commercial space and the food court.
Floors two through seven will be apartments, with condos on floors eight and nine.

The developers have not determined what to do with the 10th floor, formerly the ballroom.

Troy Strawhecker, a developer with Townsend, said construction should take 11 to 14 months.
He hopes to have the apartments fully leased in eight to nine months and occupied within 12
months.

"We can't finish the apartments fast enough," he said. "There's a high demand for fine
apartment homes."
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The developers are segmenting the building into three identities, or brands.

The Pavilion at the Brandeis comprises the retail and commercial space on the first and second
floors. The Renata at the Brandeis is the luxury apartments. The Enclave at the Brandeis is the
condos.

The first steps will include updating and expanding the food court and building amenities for
condo residents who had moved in when the original developers stopped construction. Those
amenities include a community room and a movie room seating 15 to 25 people, both on the
second floor.

Townsend plans to spend $1.5 million to renovate the food court with new tables, chairs and
flooring and to expand it by 1,600 to 2,000 square feet — enough for three to five more
vendors.

"It's our opinion that this needs to be updated," Strawhecker said. "It's going to be lighter. One
of our goals is to play off natural light, to make it as light and bright as we can."

Joseph DeRozza, the concierge for the condos, opened a tiny shop, Joseph's of Omaha, about
six months ago in the food court area. The shop, which sells gifts such as toys and purses, has
done well despite low traffic beyond the condo residents and lunch crowd, he said.

"For the size of the store, we took in money I didn't know was out there," DeRozza said.

Strawhecker said insurance companies and brokerage firms already have expressed interest in
the first-floor commercial space, which is available fronting both 16th and 17th Streets.

The developers want to fill 8,000 to 9,000 square feet on the first floor with a restaurant that
would serve lunch and dinner and include a bar, Strawhecker said. The space in the northeast
corner has large windows overlooking Douglas Street.

Two national restaurants and one local business have expressed interest, Strawhecker said.
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Two national restaurants and one local business have expressed interest, Strawhecker said.

The developers decided to build more apartments than condos because they believed the
building was better suited to a mix of uses and that the demand for rental units was increasing
— a trend that correlates to a housing market decline, Strawhecker said.

The original developers had planned 135 to 144 condo units ranging from $202,000 to
$750,000. The project at one point had commitments for 35 of 131 condos, but Douglas County
records show only 15 closed sales.

Strawhecker said the new plans call for 34 condos. With 15 of those occupied, that leaves 19
for sale.

Of those 19, some are finished. For the unfinished units, buyers may choose finishes such as
cabinets and countertops. The finishes and floor plans will be similar to those offered
previously.

Those 19 one- to three-bedroom condos range from 900 to 2,300 square feet and from
$198,000 to $600,000.

The apartments range from $750 for a 950-square-foot, one-bedroom unit to $1,650 for a
1,900-square-foot, three-bedroom unit.

"You really won't be able to tell the difference between the finishes of the apartments and the
condos," Strawhecker said. "It's just that the floor plans are a little different."

The original developers had mostly completed the infrastructure work — heating and air
conditioning, electrical and plumbing, he said. The build-out, or finishing of units, is only about
20 percent done, however.

Even so, the infrastructure is a major expense and effort, making the remaining work
manageable and affordable, he said.

Townsend is investing "significantly more" than the $15.4 million it paid for the building,
Strawhecker said, declining to disclose the total investment. He said the project's total value
will be $50 million when completed.

Townsend's other projects have ranged from $16 million to $80 million in value, he said.

Townsend also is developing the 32-story WallStreet Tower Omaha at 14th and Dodge Streets
— a condo project that will be valued at $125 million.

While the slower housing market has increased a need for rental units, it doesn't mean condo
sales at WallStreet Tower are suffering, Strawhecker said. Currently there are 108
reservations for the 270 condos in the project, which will start construction after the old Union
Pacific building is razed.

"Regardless of where the national market is, the Omaha housing market, particularly condos,
continues to be strong, and WallStreet Tower is two years away from delivering units,"
Strawhecker said. "We are confident that the housing market will be suitable for the tower to
come online in two years. We're pretty confident that we've seen the worst and things are
going to improve."

But will the slower housing market now impact immediate condo sales in the Brandeis?

"How long will it take us to sell 19 units? I don't know. Maybe a year," he said.

Some builders and developers are suffering, but not everyone is, he said.
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"Dollar value aside, we do feel this building is a trophy," Strawhecker said. 
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