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NOLA LALEYE

The Midtown Tampa Shake Shack is
3,200 square feet at Midtown's
main entrance off of Cypress
Street.

As Midtown Tampa's shops and
restaurants open, a neighborhood
20-plus years in the making
emerges
Jun 10, 2021, 7:21am EDT

The final stretch of Midtown Tampa is
an awkward phase for the mixed-use
development.

Tampa Bay's first-ever Shake Shack
and REI are already open in Midtown,
which spans 22 acres at Interstate 275
and North Dale Mabry Highway. The
dual-flag Element and Aloft hotel has
been hosting guests since Super Bowl
LV was played at Raymond James
Stadium in February. Some 50 to 75
people are living in Novel Midtown, an
apartment building that more closely
resembles a boutique hotel on South
Beach. Whole Foods Market, which looks nearly finished from the
outside, has announced a July 7 opening date.

But its central plaza — Midtown Commons, which developer
Bromley Cos. hopes will be reminiscent of an Italian piazza — is still
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a mud pit. Construction vehicles roam the streets, and port-a-
potties are still on site.

"The last 10 percent of the job is really the key," Nicholas Haines,
CEO of Bromley Cos., told the Tampa Bay Business Journal. "No one
cares about sewers, plumbing or parking, but the key stuff is the
finishes — what’s it sound like, feel like, smell like."

With the opening of Shake Shack, more people than ever are
getting their first look at the 1.8-million-square-foot Midtown, which
includes two office buildings, apartments, the dual-flag hotel and
240,000 square feet of retail, restaurant and entertainment space.

But those first impressions may not tell the whole story: It's too
soon for Midtown to elicit any sort of visceral feeling or sense of
place. The plazas aren't done; the public art hasn't been placed.
The fitness studios and flagship Joffrey's Coffee and Tea Co. where
visitors will linger are still under construction.

It will come together quickly. In 60 days — by the end of the third
quarter — the Midtown experience should be complete, Haines
says. He envisions a sophisticated, vibrant neighborhood that
serves two distinct demographics: Tech-savvy office and
apartment tenants drawn to Midtown by its convenience, as well as
tourists and residents from throughout the Tampa Bay region who
are drawn in by an experiential food-and-beverage district.

The roads through Midtown are private, meaning Bromley can
close them to traffic on its own whims, giving precedence to
pedestrians. Open containers of alcohol are allowed throughout
the entire district.

"We’re sweating the details right now so that the vision becomes
this great reality," he said.

To a casual observer, Midtown rose from a series of vacant lots
between West Cypress and West Arch streets seemingly overnight.
Vertical construction began in May 2019; less than two years later,
hotel guests were staying at Midtown for Super Bowl LV.

In the sixth-floor lobby of the Element hotel, a space finished in
creamy neutrals and drenched in natural light, Haines quotes the
late Apple co-founder Steve Jobs: "If you look really closely, most
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overnight successes took a really long time." His father, Bromley
chairman William Haines, put the first piece of Midtown under
contract in 1996.

By 1999, Bromley had assembled 13 acres and a vision for the
property known as Tampa Bay One, which included two large office
buildings, a Westin hotel and minimal retail space. But those plans
never materialized; then came the Great Recession, and Bromley
added to its acreage but ultimately sat on the property.

In 2018, Bromley paid $10.5 million for a pivotal piece of Midtown: a
1-acre Circle K gas station at the intersection of North Dale Mabry
Highway and Cypress Street. That's where Whole Foods Market sits
today.

"We feel like we’ve been thinking about this site for so long," Haines
said, "but I really feel excited that the mix we came up with is the
right mix for Tampa at the right time."

That mix combines national and local operators; along West
Cypress Street, the publicly traded Shake Shack is opposite Ponte
Grill, a new concept from Chris Ponte, one of the region's most
celebrated chefs. Sephora is just steps away from BevelUp, a
medical aesthetic office helmed by Tampa physician assistant
Rashae Doyle.

Midtown includes nine restaurants; among them will be the
region's first True Foods Kitchen and The Hall at Midtown, a Tampa-
based food hall that was previously in Tampa Heights. Whole Foods
Market includes 150 seats for eat-in dining.

"It’s that interplay between the best local operator and a national
brand," Haines says.

Midtown is opening just one year after the novel coronavirus
pandemic wreaked havoc on office and retail properties. The
pandemic sent the majority of office-based employees to work
from their homes; nonessential retailers and dining rooms were
shuttered by state order in April 2020.

Florida reopened earlier than most states; restaurants, gyms and
salons were reopened at limited capacities in mid-May. By
September, Gov. Ron DeSantis had lifted all Covid-related capacity
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restrictions. As the pandemic raged, interest in Tampa's retail
properties surged as retailers and restaurants saw a place they
could operate in the black.

At Midtown, interest in the office space has trailed demand for
retail space, Haines said. But the office portion of the district is
starting to show signs of life.

"Tampa’s probably been a beneficiary, if you can call it that, of a
post-pandemic world," Haines said. "We’re not 100 percent
dependent on mass transit."

Bromley, headquartered in New York, has had a Tampa office as
long as it's owned property here; it will have space in The Loft at
Midtown, a boutique office building. It is the master developer of
Midtown and has ownership interests in each portion of the
project.

Midtown is a generational development, and Bromley has no plans
to sell. And it likely won't be the developer's last project here;
Haines has said for years that Bromley is scouting other projects in
the region. The company owns residential, retail, office and
industrial properties across the Northeast, Midwest and the South.

"Our investment in Tampa over the next 10 years will be our largest
across the company. That’s the scale at which we’re operating
here," Haines said. "This will be the most significant collection of
assets that we have."

Bromley is banking on the staggering number of people moving to
the Tampa Bay area to fuel demand for its projects. By Haines'
estimate, 15 percent to 20 percent of the apartment residents
moved in from out of the area; the office space in Midtown is
seeing similar demand from out-of-market companies.

"Part of the success of Midtown is going to be the migration to
Tampa and being able to satisfy the demands of the growth," he
said.

Haines describes a bit of a "heart attack" when Covid hit; it seemed
unbelievable to have held the property that long and be under
construction during a once-in-a-century pandemic. But Bromley's
timing, it seems, may ultimately work out even better than planned.
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"We felt great about it to start," he said, "but you almost feel better
today than you did two years ago."

Ashley Gurbal Kritzer
Real Estate Editor
Tampa Bay Business Journal


