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Webb Group makes shift with plan to build patio homes in northwest

Business First of Columbus - by Kevin Kemper Business First

	


Bob Webb can neatly summarize his homebuilding company's latest development in Columbus. 

"The location is great, but the timing is lousy," said the owner of Lewis Center-based Bob Webb Group. 

Bob Webb Group in late August purchased 16 acres adjacent to Dublin, Hilliard and Upper Arlington where it plans to build Stonebridge Crossing, a development of 47 luxury patio homes in the Hayden Run corridor. 

Patio homes are essentially condominiums without common walls, and the move toward building them is a departure from Bob Webb Group's practice of building custom houses in Delaware County. 

Not only that, while most builders are doing everything they can to unload excess land from their books in the face of an anemic housing market, Bob Webb Group bought ground, Webb said, because it was too good to pass up. 

The land, inside the Interstate 270 loop at Hayden Run Road and Camden Place Drive, gives the company acreage in an area where there is little left to develop. It abuts the Hayden Run waterway and requires a 50-foot buffer from the edge of the stream, Webb said, so the project will include a swath of land that'll never be developed. 

Bob Webb Group bought the land, according to government records, for more than $3.7 million - more than $231,000 an acre - from Columbus construction company Elford Inc.
Elford will build eight patio homes at the site, while Bob Webb Group will build the remaining 39. Some of those residences will be built on speculation and used as models. 

Bob Webb Group plans to put the starting price the houses of 1,800 square feet and larger at $400,000. 

Draw for U.A. crowd? 

Had Bob Webb Group been involved from the beginning, it would have chosen to build traditional single-family houses, Webb said. But since Elford had started the development and marketing of Stonebridge, Webb said the company will stick with patio homes. 

Because there are few parcels in that neighborhood on which to build, Webb said he expects Stonebridge will attract empty-nesters from Upper Arlington who don't want to leave the area. 

The site is a few miles south of the Mall at Tuttle Crossing near Dublin and a few miles west of Upper Arlington. 

The development will include an association to provide lawn care and snow removal, Webb said, but because of its proximity to country clubs and the small number of houses, the project won't include a community center or pool. 

Webb wants to have the development completed in two years but speculates it likely will take three. 

"In normal selling years we would probably sell it out in a year-and-a-half," Webb said. 

Into a hard market 

But this year has been anything but normal for builders. 

The Columbus Board of Realtors reported in August that home sales in the seven-county region were down 4 percent through the end of July from the same period in a sluggish 2006. Meanwhile, the average price of single-family houses and condos sold in that period declined 1 percent to $174,522 from $176,495. 

Even worse, days on market before houses were sold increased nearly 15 percent to 109 days from 95 a year earlier, the real estate organization reported. 

Revenue at Bob Webb Group is down about 20 percent from 2006, Webb said, but he noted the privately held company remains profitable. The firm has laid off only one worker, a construction superintendent, and has held off on buying land. 

Among area builders there is little optimism over the market's forecast, said James Hilz, executive director of the Building Industry Association of Central Ohio. 

"We don't have people moving into the area because we don't have jobs," Hilz said. "I know there are people out there interested in buying a house, but they have to be able to sell the one they're in first." 
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