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With a last boost from State House, a new village rises Missing piece OK'd at old hospital site

 John Laidler Globe Correspondent

State lawmakers have given a boost to the redevelopment of the former Foxborough State Hospital campus to a village-style mix of stores, offices, and homes, passing a bill authorizing the sale of an additional piece of state land needed for the project.

VinCo Properties, the project's master developer, plans to acquire the 1.5-acre Chestnut Street property for a wastewater treatment plant. The land was not part of the 93 acres off Route 140 that the Boston-based firm bought at auction from the state for $5.17 million in 2005.

"In working with the town and figuring out how we were going to use the land, it became apparent we were not going to have the space we needed to build a sewage treatment plant," said Vincent O'Neill, president of the firm. He said it was determined that the Chestnut Street parcel was the most suitable spot available to meet that need.

Governor Deval Patrick signed the legislation on March 7, authorizing the state to sell the land to the developer at fair market value.

The approval comes as the reuse project, which calls for 203 housing units, 100,000 square feet of office space, and 55,000 square feet of retail space, gets fully underway. According to the plans, the housing will include 70 mill-style condominium units, to be located in restored hospital buildings, along with 60 newly constructed townhouse condominium units, and 73 single-family houses. Forty-five of the condominium units will be reserved for people 55 and older, and 24 of the overall housing units will be sold at affordable rates.

VinCo Properties is building the office space, to be located in restored hospital buildings, and the retail space, which will be new construction. It is partnering with the Abrams Group of Boston on the mill-style residential units. Douglas A. King Builders of Easton and Intoccia Construction of Foxborough are building the single-family houses.

To date, about 15,000 square feet of the office space is complete, a third of it occupied. O'Neill said the remaining space is set to be completed in the next year.

Site work has begun for the retail space, with its completion set for the first quarter of 2008. The major tenant will be a 15,000-square-foot Walgreens.

Space has also been leased to the Dynasty Restaurant, serving Asian cuisine, and a Postal Center USA store, and negotiations are underway with a sub shop, a child-care center, and a home decoration store.

About 15 of the single-family houses have been completed, and construction of the condominium units is expected to begin in the next few months.

Last fall, work was completed on the first phase of a planned recreational complex on 40 adjoining acres of town land.

The complex, which King and Intoccia are building for the town, will include two football fields, eight basketball courts, two soccer fields, a baseball field, bocce courts, and a volleyball court.

Last July, a fire accidentally sparked during interior demolition work heavily damaged one of the old hospital buildings. But O'Neill said the damage was not a major setback to the overall project, noting that the building, one of those set aside for condominium units, was salvageable.

"I think overall the town is pleased with the progress that they've been making," said Town Planner Marc Resnick. 

"As with any large project, there are a variety of details and issues to be worked out. But it is continuing to move forward, and we are in constant communication with the developer."

Built in the 1880s, Foxborough State Hospital was shuttered in 1976 at a time when the state was deinstitutionalizing mental health care. Various agencies used the complex until the state declared it surplus in 1993.

Parts of the 150-acre campus have been transferred to Foxborough since, including the site of a public safety building the town is now constructing and the site of the planned recreational complex.

In 2002, state and town officials finalized a reuse plan for the site, and Town Meeting approved related zoning changes. The state decided to auction off the 93 acres targeted for development when an initial effort to select a development team fell apart.

"This has been sitting empty for over 20 years," Resnick said, "and most people in town would like to see the area become an active utilized portion of the community."

A further plus for the town, he said, is that the project meets the goal of "smart growth," with its pedestrian-oriented mix of retail, offices, and housing.

Resnick said a number of traffic improvements are also planned, funded partly by the developer and partly through a $1.8 million state grant the town received to help facilitate the development.

He cited the new athletic fields and new shopping and job opportunities as other benefits to Foxborough.

O'Neill, the developer, said he was drawn to the Foxborough site because "it's large and historic. Historic buildings are twice as much work, twice as much hassle, but they have soul. ... No matter who you are when you walk on the site, you are struck by the beauty of its architecture."

He said the project also offers the chance for one of the "only true live-work-play developments, where you have office, retail, and residential uses, in a very suburban place. 

"You see these types of developments in urban places," he said. But "we thought this was a very unique opportunity to bring that type of development to a market like Foxborough."

Originally sponsored by then state representative Virginia Coppola of Foxborough, the bill authorizing the recent land transfer was shepherded through by her successor, Representative F. Jay Barrows of Mansfield, and state Senator James E. Timility of Walpole.

"It will be a really nice addition to the neighborhood there," Barrows said. "It's great to see the reuse of those buildings."

John Laidler can be reached at laidler@globe.com.

