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By PRASHANT GOPAL
STAFF WRITER 
Montvale and Woodcliff Lake -- long known for their picturesque campus settings -- have recently drawn a flurry of corporate activity.

Companies such as Benjamin Moore & Co. and BMW are expanding their presence in the area. Japanese pharmaceutical company Eisai is moving its headquarters from Teaneck to new digs now under construction in Woodcliff Lake.

A Florida company is converting a Holiday Inn in Montvale into a new 190-room Courtyard by Marriott.

And several office renovation projects are under way, creating large blocks of modern office space to meet growing demand.

"Historically the investment market has been very active," said CB Richard Ellis Executive Vice President Jeff Babikian. "But this latest spike in activity has been investments with the user being the buyer. ... This is a very healthy statement for the market."

Brokers say many of the recent deals have been in the works for a while. But the space crunch in midtown Manhattan is likely helping to convince companies to consider northern Bergen County.

Companies that look in the area often want a campus setting and proximity to major highways and bedroom communities in Bergen, Rockland and Westchester counties where many top executives live.

Asking rents for Class A and Class B office space in the Montvale/Woodcliff Lake market have increased from an average of $23.81 per square foot in 2004 to $28.16 this year through the beginning of August, Babikian said. Availability rates, which tend to fluctuate in this small market, are now about 13 percent. They jumped from 12.4 percent in 2004 to 16.7 percent last year, he said.

"The sale market is very good, and it has been particularly good recently," said Mark Siegler, executive vice president of Colliers Houston & Co. "But the leasing activity, quite frankly, is not as strong as I'd like to see it."

Benjamin Moore, which has been based in Montvale since 1972, said Monday that it purchased the 140,000-square-foot former Medco Health Solutions building at 101 Paragon Drive. The paint company, which put its 55,000-square-foot Chestnut Ridge Road building on the market, will move its headquarters and more than 400 employees to Paragon Drive starting early next year.

"We feel very comfortable here in Montvale. ... It's gracious and accommodating to business," said Eileen McComb, a Benjamin Moore spokeswoman. "It was also in our plans to find somewhere that would remain convenient for our workforce."

China Shipping Co. is said to have purchased the former Daiichi Pharmaceutical Co. headquarters in Montvale, where the international shipping company is expected to move its local administrative personnel this fall.

But investors also see the area's value and have been working to update many offices built during the 1970s and 1980s.

Gerald Jager, managing director for Coldwell Banker Commercial Troast Realty in Paramus, said investors can justify the renovation costs because they can command higher rents.

"It's kind of the high-end prestige location in Bergen County," Jager said.

Among the recent renovation projects:

Ivy Realty of Montvale is overhauling the 130,000-square-foot former Toys "R" Us building on Summit Avenue in Montvale.

The Hampshire Companies is renovating 15 Mercedes Drive, a Montvale property it recently acquired.

Accordia Realty Ventures of Wyckoff is renovating 85 Chestnut Ridge Road, a 72,000-square-foot building it bought in May in Montvale.

"I love the market," Accordia principal Joe Romano said. "It's kind of a niche market but the activity there is very strong." 
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