
 

 
 
 
 
Summary:  The acquisition of commercial real estate 
assets requires among other things a significant 
amount of effort to understand the needs, wherewithal 
and risks of each tenant.  The process involves a 
detailed understanding of the tenant’s business 
operations and financial condition.  Ultimately it 
requires the investor to be both part consultant and 
part security analyst in order to make appropriate 
decisions on the structure of and capital commitment 
to the lease.  Every so often we come across tenants 
that for a variety of reasons may be outside of our 
comfort zone – whether it be business model, balance 
sheet or other factor. TriGate Property Partners III, L.P. 
(“TriGate”) acquired a 192,300 sf empty office 
building in greater Boston in April 2016 at a 
compelling initial basis.  The building, named One 
Upland (the “Property” or “Upland”), was a former 
manufacturing facility built for Polaroid and a 
significant amount of capital was needed to upgrade 
the facility to current building standards.  TriGate’s 
initial plan was to fully renovate the building’s core 
systems and amenities to develop a creative office 
environment and then to lease it as a multitenant 
building, but during the underwriting process a young 
company with a significant amount of cash on its 
balance sheet, zero revenues and a world changing 
business proposition surfaced as a potential tenant.  
At the time, we were most worried if the prospective 
tenant would survive long enough to allow us to exit 
the investment given their enormous cash burn rate.  
However, we did realize one thing during the lease due 
diligence process:  If even half of what the company 
told us was possible, the world’s medical community 
would have many potent new weapons to combat 
disease in the future.   Little did we know that this 
small venture capital backed company - Moderna 
Therapeutics - would someday make good on its 
promise and become a household name. 
 
Transaction:  From the beginning, the project entailed 
a significant amount of complexity.  The transaction 
began as a recapitalization of a project owned by 
Campanelli, a long time TriGate partner.  The 
recapitalization involved commitment of new equity to 
the transaction to fund the redevelopment as well as 
to modify the existing debt on the property to allow for 
additional funding. 

  

Originally constructed in 1969, the Property had 
undergone some previous renovations and had an 
adjacent 10.17 acre land parcel, all situated in a 
master-planned campus suitable for both office and 
R&D/Flex users.  The site was located two miles from 
Route 128, three miles from I-95 and just 16 miles 
from Boston.  Prior to partnering with TriGate on the 
transaction, Campanelli had marketed the Property for 
two years to single tenant users and although they 
have been close to leasing or selling the building to a 
single user twice, the process has not yielded a 
successful result.  Meanwhile, there had been a 
number of competitive buildings in recent years which 
were in similar condition, both in terms of occupancy 
levels and building layout, and their owners had 
undertaken redevelopments to offer creative multi-
tenant office space and subsequently saw a significant 
increase in both tenant demand and leasing velocity.  
TriGate and Campanelli wanted to take advantage of 
this multitenant demand so the partnership developed 
a $21.5 million ($112/psf) capital budget to fund 
base building capital, tenant improvements and carry 
costs.  The new creative office building would have 
centralized amenities, two long spine corridors and 
spaces that could accommodate multiple sized 
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tenants.  The building itself was two stories tall, which 
created design and functional complexity, although 
tenant suites were designed to be accessible and 
visible from the central spine corridors as shown in 
Exhibit A. 
 

Exhibit A:  Original Upland Design 
 

 
 
Understanding Moderna:  TriGate and Campanelli first 
met with Moderna in June 2016.  Moderna had toured 
Upland within a few weeks after the transaction had 
closed and quickly decided that the site location, park-
like setting and layout could fit their needs.  One of the 
key aspects of the building was the fact that the 
building was two stories with a portion of the building 
open all the way to the second floor, which was perfect 
for Moderna’s needs to accommodate office, lab and 
warehouse.  We quickly moved to a signed LOI which 
required an aggressive timeline to get to a lease, so 
understanding the tenant became the partnership’s 
due diligence focal point.  A team of Campanelli and 
TriGate professionals descended upon Moderna’s 
modest headquarters in Cambridge to hear their story.  
We listened for two hours to a presentation from 
Moderna’s COO and Head of Corporate Finance about 
their technology, partnerships, clinical trial timetable 
and balance sheet.  We were told that “most illnesses 
are a result of a defective or missing protein and 
Moderna’s mRNA technology is trying to use the body 
to create a functioning protein to replace the missing 
or defective one.”  We heard things like “mRNA is a 
fundamentally different way to treat disease” and “we 
are hijacking the central dogma of biology to unlock  
 
 

the genetic code in order to heal disease and we will 
be able to do this over and over again”.  The process 
for the coronavirus vaccine (which was 
commercialized in 2020) is shown below in Exhibit B.  
The process involves the injection of part of the 
coronavirus's genetic code into the body to start the 
production of viral proteins, but not the whole virus, 
which is enough to train the immune system to attack. 
The idea was that it would train the body to make 
antibodies as well as another part of the immune 
system called T-cells to fight the coronavirus.  
 

Exhibit B – mRNA Vaccines 
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Moderna presented a balance sheet that had close to 
$800 million in cash with a burn rate of close to $350 
million per year.  The company had a number of 
clinical trials in process and no commercial products 
or revenue, but it was also in the midst of obtaining 
further venture capital and life science partnership 
capital with the hope of an IPO in 2017 or 2018.  With 
a little over two years of cash available and no 
revenue, underwriting the potential for the company to 
raise additional capital was paramount to approving a 
lease transaction.  TriGate consulted with a number of 
life-science industry and real estate experts to 
understand the potential of the technology and to 
determine the potential for additional funding for the 
company.  Along with venture funding, Moderna had 
established partnerships with AstraZeneca (oncology), 
Alexion (rare disease), Merck (infectious disease) and 
had received grants from DARPA (tropical diseases) 
and the Gates Foundation (HIV) to create four venture 
companies within their “ecosystem”, all using the 
central mRNA technology to do research and create 
drugs for commercial application.  The company had 
twenty (20) separate programs either in discovery, in 
development or in clinical trial, all which created an 
enormous cash burn rate.  Moderna had also been 
very stealthy in publicizing their work, leading to some 
negative press and questions of the authenticity of 
their work.  However, everyone we spoke with said the 
promise of mRNA was revolutionary and that the 
company had top-tier scientists and prodigious 
fundraising capabilities.  Our building would be a GMP 
manufacturing facility and would become their clinical 
trial engine, allowing small batch manufacturing and 
development.  The property was expected to support 
development/supply of mRNA for Phase I/Phase II 
clinical trials, a personal vaccine unit and pre-clinical 
research.  Prior to TriGate’s approval of the 
transaction, Moderna also announced an additional 
$200 million investment by Merck and another $40 
million investment from Vertex Pharmaceuticals to 
collaborate on a treatment for cystic fibrosis.  At the 
time of TriGate’s approval, Moderna was in the middle 
of a new round of venture capital fundraising with an 
expected raise of $300 million to $500 million, with 
the added promise of current investors stepping up to 
more capital at a higher valuation.  TriGate estimated 
at closing that the company would have a three-year 
cash burn rate assuming the aforementioned 
financing efforts were successful and the existing 
development pipeline stayed the same.  As added  
 
 

collateral, Trigate negotiated for a long-term security 
deposit in the first three years with a step up if 
Moderna failed to raise a minimum amount of capital 
in its next venture capital raise.  
 

 
 
Life Science Real Estate Market:  Meetings with life 
science real estate experts painted a picture of a well-
funded industry with a nascent trend of moving from 
Cambridge, MA, where the industry was concentrated, 
to further out suburban locations.  Our location in 
Norwood, MA, while close to the city, was considered 
somewhat groundbreaking.  It created an added exit 
risk because there were few sales comps for buildings 
like ours and also if Moderna failed we could be left 
with an overbuilt asset that was not capable of 
attracting a new life science tenant.  There were other 
suburban lab options available in the market that were 
superior in location to our Norwood location.  On the 
other hand, Cambridge rents were skyrocketing to 
levels over two to three times what was being offered 
in suburban locations for similar buildings.  Likewise, 
space availability in Cambridge was declining, which 
was forcing companies to look elsewhere.  Moderna 
was also talking about constructing a “reusable” 
facility more like a laboratory rather than a higher 
volume manufacturing facility that typically would need 
significant piping, vats and other fixed structures.  
Moderna’s space would be more modular with 
moveable equipment.  Our building actually had all the 
features for what is now becoming a necessity for pre-
clinical/pilot GMP manufacturing in the life science 
industry – office space, lab space and a portion of the 
building with high bay space in the back for 
manufacturing and warehousing.  Moderna was on the 
forefront of the life science GMP manufacturing boom 
in Massachusetts which has been driven by enhanced 
technology, access to an educated workforce, novel  
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gene and cell therapeutics, the need for localized 
quality control and the potential for companies with 
international operations to de-risk supply chains.  The 
seeds for this boom were driven by the massive 
amount of capital provided to companies in formation 
in the Boston area life science industry as outlined in 
Exhibit C. Companies born between 2013-2017 have 
had three to seven years of discovery R&D work 
underway that is now translating into clinical trials. 
 
Aftermath:  The TriGate/Campanelli partnership 
signed a lease with Moderna in the fall of 2016.  Prior 
to the lease signing, we had grown more comfortable 
with our ability to exit the investment because two 
major life science buyers had indicated interest in 
owning the completed building.   As a private equity 
fund with likely twenty to thirty investments once fully 
deployed, TriGate viewed the transaction as potentially 
 
Exhibit C – New Life Science Companies 

 

 
Source:  JLL 

 
very profitable but also with a significant amount of 
binary risk.  If Moderna had failed or a competitive 
sales market for a facility of this type did not 
materialize, we were potentially looking at unattractive 
returns or a risk of capital loss in the transaction.  We 
needed a life science building buyer where the risk of 
a company like Moderna would be a small percentage 
of their balance sheet and we ultimately found this 
with Alexandria REIT, who acquired the building in 
2017 prior to completion of construction based on the 
strength of the long-term lease arrangement and 
knowledge of the life science industry.  Our lease with  
 

 
Moderna ended up requiring us to commit to a 
significant amount of base building and tenant 
improvement capital ($>160 psf) but also involved 
Moderna committing a significant amount of its own 
capital.  The rent that was ultimately negotiated was 
adequate compensation for the capital committed to 
the project assuming the sale of an asset at a market 
cap rate.  In retrospect, the transaction proved very 
rewarding as an investor but also importantly it served 
as an important component of the national effort to 
produce a viable Covid-19 vaccine.  Listening to the 
Moderna story back in 2016 was extraordinary as they 
outlined their technology and how it might help fight 
disease.  It is not common to walk away from a real 
estate transaction with a feeling that something much 
bigger is at play, but Moderna was in the midst of a 
giant leap in technology and our ability to quickly 
provide them space to grow was hopefully a small 
piece in the success of the Covid-19 vaccine now in 
distribution. 
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