A Recovery On Left Coast 

City Ventures Keeps Lead in Land War on Water; California, Here We Come

In California, competition for land is going coastal. 

City Ventures LLC, a Santa Ana home builder, said it received a $100 million investment from an affiliate of Ares Management LLC on Tuesday afternoon. City Ventures says it will use the money to purchase land and develop new homes in urban, high-density coastal communities such as Los Angeles, San Diego and San Francisco.

The funding is yet another sign that California, hard-hit by the housing crash, is starting to recover. Builders are snapping up any available land suitable for construction, fueling bidding wars. 

City Ventures, formed last year by industry veterans Mark Buckland and Craig Atkins with a mission of building "walkable" communities where residents now are heavily dependent on automobiles, is a few steps ahead. 

It has amassed more than 1,000 lots in 13 communities. Mr. Buckland expects this most recent round of capital infusion, by far City Ventures' largest, will buy at least 2,000 more lots. 

Owning dirt is good, but you also have to keep prices low enough to compete with resales, which dominate the market. "That's the key," Mr. Buckland says. "If you pay too much for land, you have to stretch the price points of the house. We can deliver housing that's 40%-50% below" 2005 prices. 

—Dawn Wotapka
Waiting Game

Elsewhere in California, the clock is ticking on the state's controversial plan to raise money by selling and leasing back a portfolio of two dozen state office buildings, including the San Francisco Civic Center and the Junipero Serra state building in Los Angeles. 

In April, California said that it expected to announce a winning buyer in late May and that CB Richard Ellis Group Inc., a real-estate services firm acting as the state's broker, had received multiple bids that exceeded $2 billion for the package of properties. The best offers have since been submitted to state officials.

Eric Lamoureux, a spokesman for the California Department of General Services, says the sale is on track and attributes the delay to the complexity of the deal and the need for thoroughness. "It's a process we need to go through to ensure we get this right," Mr. Lamoureux said.

Mr. Lamoureux said Ron Diedrich, acting director of the DGS, which serves as the state's business manager, is charged with making the decision on the sale. Mr. Lamoureux says it isn't clear whether California Gov. Arnold Schwarzenegger will be consulted, but he maintains the state is confident it will get its desired price and expects a decision within about a month. 

— Maura Webber Sadovi 
Bankruptcy Bonanza

Senior executives of General Growth Properties Inc. missed a $10 million payday by failing to end the mall owner's bankruptcy by today. But don't cry for them.

General Growth's "key employee incentive plan," approved last year by a U.S. bankruptcy judge, established the $10 million bonus for the company's top 47 executives if the bankruptcy stint ended by today. Failing that, they share $5 million if it happens by Sept. 30—still, unlikely.

Instead, the fortunate 47 must settle for sharing another bonus: an estimated $145 million payout based on how well General Growth's unsecured creditors and shareholders fared in the bankruptcy. Chief Executive Adam Metz and operations chief Tom Nolan, both board members who commandeered the reeling company in late 2008, will receive 20% and 17% of that amount, respectively.

General Growth, owner of 204 U.S. malls,was considered insolvent when itentered bankruptcy in April 2009 with its stock trading around $1. Now, due to the economic recovery and capital from new investors, General Growth intends to emerge from bankruptcy later this year by paying unsecured creditors in full. Shareholders, meanwhile, will get roughly $15 a share.

The bonus pool isn't final yet. It is partly based on the average trading price of General Growth's stock in the 90 days after the bankruptcy exit. General Growth also faces the challenge of raising $2 billion through selling new shares and debt to help finance its emergence. 

—Kris Hudson
