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Secrecy big part of incentive deals,
but here's what we know about
Schwab — and some others

Jan Buchholz
Staff Writer- Austin Business Journal
Email  |  Twitter  |  LinkedIn

As a reporter, one of the most challenging aspects of the job is trying to
uncover the details of big corporate real estate deals, especially when they are
tied to government incentives. It would seem that given the fact that public
money is involved, maximum transparency should be the rule.

Rarely is this the case.

Thursday it was revealed that financial services giant Charles Schwab Corp.
(NYSE: SCHW) will embark on a major expansion of its Austin operations along
with establishing a presence in El Paso. The announcement was released by
Texas Gov. Rick Perry’s office, which noted that $4.5 million in state incentives
are at stake.

See Also

Financial giant eyes major expansion of Austin presence
Rick Perry heads to California again, this time to tout state's oil, gas and
coal

As it turns out, another $8.5 million in incentives from Travis County could be
involved, based on a story published today in the Austin American-Statesman.

For probably six weeks I’ve been chasing this story. There was no doubt that
the deal was going down, but no one involved would discuss. Schwab’s public
relations representative said the company would have no comment — neither
before nor after the official announcement. Brokers at Aquila Commercial LLC,
which ostensibly represents the San Francisco-based company, wouldn’t even
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confirm that they were handling the account.

I get that. They have signed confidentiality agreements that prevent them from
breathing a word.

It’s more interesting that Schwab refuses to discuss any details even though
taxpayer money is at stake. The situation harks back to the mega-incentive
deal provided to Apple Inc (NYSE: AAPL). in spring 2012.

Even though Apple has been building its expanded facilities in far northwest
Austin for the past 18 months, the company still isn’t talking about it despite
the fact that the technology giant is the beneficiary of an estimated $35 million
in public monies. All the contractors involved in that expansion are sworn to
secrecy, too.

The only way to find out what’s going on is to drive by the site and take
pictures from across the street or from the air, which ABJ has done on several
occasions.

Corporate secrecy seems to be the American way these days, and local
governments play along so as not to upset the corporate powers-that-be who
decide where to relocate or expand. Economic development entities have code
names for all these potential deals and even when subsidies are involved,
information is doled out with the sparest details — after the fact.

Don’t be surprised if Amazon is the next company in the queue for government
incentives. My sources say the mega-online retailer has big plans for the Austin
market that could include both new jobs, new office space and possibly a
distribution center nearby — perhaps in San Marcos.

Meanwhile, Google also has loftier aspirations for Austin as it keeps expanding
throughout town. Most recently, the company leased a couple of floors or about
50,000 square feet at University Park, the 204,297-square-foot office tower at
3300 N. I-35.

Granted, there are no incentives at stake, but the company’s secrecy involving
its leases and locations is baffling. A company spokesman would only confirm
that Google had secured space at University Park but would provide no other
details — zilch about how much space was taken or when employees will move
in. Apparently even more real estate is in play given Google’s expanding imprint
in the high tech industry and its fondness for Austin, including the rollout of
Google Fiber here.
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But back to Charles Schwab. Whether the company gets everything it wants
from Travis County remains to be seen. The Commissioners Court will discuss
the matter and hear public comment July 29 and could vote on the matter in
early August, the Statesman reported.

Here are some other details:

• Schwab would build a 200,000-plus square foot building to the east of The
Domain mixed-use development in North Austin. IBM Corp. owns a 50-acre site
at 2309 Gracy Farm Lane, which surrounds its Tivoli Building and provides
ample opportunity for additional density.

• Schwab’s estimated capital investment would approach $200 million.

• More than 800 new jobs would be created in Austin, where the company
currently employs about 1,000 workers.

• The average salary of the new jobs would be almost $80,000 a year.

Jan Buchholz covers commercial and residential real estate,
construction and architecture and retail and restaurants for the
Austin Business Journal.
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