Shanghai's Stalled Revival

Confusion Over Exactly Who Is a Rockefeller Stymies Plans To Restore City's Famed Bund
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SHANGHAI -- When the president and chief executive officer of Rockefeller Group International Inc. visited this Chinese city in January 2003, he was treated, well, like a Rockefeller.

Police escorts whisked Jonathan D. Green's car through Shanghai's crowded streets. The mayor and party secretary led a high-level assembly of officials who toasted him at a government guesthouse. The New York real-estate developer was invited to present his vision for transforming the Shanghai skyline, and he dangled the idea that his company might build a Rockefeller Center in the city.
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We were treated "like heads of state," Mr. Green boasted in the Rockefeller Group newsletter. The hoopla led to the signing of an agreement in May 2004 that put the Rockefeller Group in charge of one of China's most coveted urban-restoration projects: reviving a choice section of Shanghai's Bund, the city's riverside embankment, to what it was a century ago -- the best address in all the Orient.

Yet the $1 billion Shanghai Origin Project quickly stalled. Instead of the spruced-up buildings depicted in architectural models, dilapidated structures are now gated with bicycle locks. Where plans call for a landscaped park and cafes surrounding a new Peninsula Shanghai hotel, there is a field of rubble recently crammed with tour buses.

In the murky world of Shanghai property dealing, the fate of -- and the fight over -- the Rockefeller Group's role in Bund redevelopment is the talk of the town. The Rockefeller Group and its local government partner have clashed over project timing, financing, design and control -- as real-estate values soared but political backing for "trophy projects" waned, according to people on both sides.

Also to blame: confusion about the name Rockefeller. "They aren't the real Rockefellers," says Fred Fan, a Shanghai district-government official in charge of foreign investment. Indeed, Japan's Mitsubishi Estate Co. has owned the company for years.

No one claims that Mr. Green, a lawyer who has run Rockefeller Group for three years, or anyone else at the firm say anything to suggest family ties. Descendants of oil baron John D. Rockefeller no longer have any association with Rockefeller Group. It is most active these days in New York, Florida and New Jersey, and may be best known for its real-estate brokerage Cushman & Wakefield Inc.

The Rockefeller family sold control of the property development company, including an interest in New York's Rockefeller Center, to Mitsubishi Estate in stages starting in 1989. But New York's real-estate market struggled and Mitsubishi Estate lost control of the landmark buildings. Mitsubishi's purchase, and then loss, of the American icon came to symbolize Japan's economic boom and bust.

Today, it is China that is drawing investors and developers. But China's thirst for brand-name cachet has sometimes left it gripping an out-of-date image.
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The stalemate pockmarks Shanghai's Bund. Nearly every other building along the classic strip of banks and offices has had a face-lift in the past few years. Ornate 1930s' bank lobbies have been restored to reveal original Art Deco cast iron and marble, while the arrival of Cartier and Giorgio Armani has redefined the area as a luxury destination.

When Mr. Green was invited to Shanghai in 2003, the chance to make Rockefeller Group's first foray overseas looked too good to pass up. Success with the high-profile Origin Project could allow it to secure work elsewhere in the booming Chinese construction market, company officials say.

From the start, the Rockefeller Group says it was careful to ensure Shanghai government officials had a clear picture of its corporate structure and history.

"Confusion about exactly what our ownership is is something we have encountered before," says Mr. Green. But he rejects any notion its profile has been misconstrued by policy makers in China.

The first phase of the Shanghai Origin, or Waitanyuan, project involves gutting and refurbishing over a dozen buildings -- most of them built in the 1930s but some decades earlier -- that stand as an exhibition of international architecture on the Bund's northern tip, where two rivers meet. A centerpiece is Britain's former consulate, built in 1873 but crumbling since Mao Zedong's communists seized it and the rest of the Bund buildings in the 1950s.

The planned Peninsula Shanghai -- a $361 million, L-shaped, 250-room hotel -- is a major part of the area redevelopment but is technically distinct from the Rockfeller Group master plan that abuts it. The hotel's builders have faced challenges over the Peninsula's height, but the project has moved on a faster track than the Rockefeller Group work.

Aside from setting up a joint venture to do the restoration,the Rockefeller Group couldn't get its project off the ground. Relations quickly grew rocky between Rockefeller Group and New Huang Pu Group Co., the government-owned concern assigned by the government to be the group's partner.

Government officials, who say they were initially dazzled by presentations from the New Yorkers, now suggest someone else may end up with big chunks of the project. "We are looking for the foreign developers, designers and investors for this project," says Mr. Fan, the district-government official. "For such a big project, we have to divide it up."

Rivals salivate at the prospect. "Everybody is looking at that deal," says Garth Peterson, head of investment bank Morgan Stanley's China property arm.

Stirring further confusion about Rockefeller Group in the minds of some government officials earlier this year was the arrival of one Nicholas Rockefeller, a Los Angeles attorney, who says he appealed personally to Shanghai Mayor Han Zheng to take over the project after hearing it was troubled. He says he suggested to the mayor that his name would make it easy to adjust any contracts.

Nicholas Rockefeller declined to say where in the Rockefeller family he fits. But the family's patriarch, David Rockefeller, said through an associate that he doesn't recall ever meeting Nicholas. The relationship "is probably quite distant, seventh or eighth cousins," according to the associate, Peter Johnson.

Rockefeller Group officials say they remain confident they will be able to proceed in Shanghai. Mr. Green said last week "we're right close to conclusion" on an agreement to begin the first phase of its Shanghai master plan, expressing hope it could happen before the end of the year. Rockefeller would pay more money and not have any guarantee of work on the latter stages, according to a person knowledgeable about the situation.

Less certain is the Rockefeller Group's local partner, New Huang Pu Group. "It's difficult to say anything accurate about the project at this point," Pan Yihua, a senior company official, said last week.

Amid the uncertainty, Rockefeller rumors swirled one recent lunchtime on the rickety second-floor landing of a 100-year-old building slated for redevelopment. Occupants said they expect to get kicked out eventually but figure the Rockefeller involvement could mean bigger eviction payments.

Gripping a yellowed newspaper mentioning the project, resident Bao Ming said that compensation should reflect the area's soaring property values. "We hope Rockefeller can discuss it," he said.
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The main building of Britain's former Shanghai consulate, completed in 1873.
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The Ampire & Co. building (1908), another of the edifices along Yuanmingyuan Lu to be restored.
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The Shanghai Origin project involves restoring more than a dozen buildings along Yuanmingyuan Lu, a thoroughfare featuring U.S., British and Chinese architecture. A noteworthy feature of the Lyceum Building (above) is its tower, actually an elevator shaft. Vying to handle the restoration job is Rockefeller Group International.
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