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Local officials hoping to redevelop Agere Systems' Union Boulevard plant have less than three months to find new occupants, or the Allentown building where Western Electric made the nation's first transistors in 1951 could be torn down.

In July, the semiconductor maker will vacate the plant, which has been a source of high-paying jobs in the Lehigh Valley for more than half a century. If no company decides to move in, the building will be boarded up or demolished.

A task force led by Don Snyder, president of Lehigh Carbon Community College, has been beating the bushes for several months to find a company to move into the sprawling industrial site in east Allentown. But so far, no concrete leads have materialized.

Snyder said this week that he is working against the clock to save the plant, which under Western Electric was home to the first commercial production line of transistors.

The task force is working against two deadlines. The first is that local officials need to submit candidates for Keystone Opportunity Zone properties by the end of this month to get approval from the state Legislature in June. Such properties are exempt from school and property taxes for a designated period. The goal is to give companies an incentive to create jobs.

The second deadline is the July shutdown. The company will soon begin decommissioning the plant, after which its manufacturing space will become considerably less valuable.

''Within the next two months, we will know if there is a user for the property,'' Snyder said. ''If not, there's no hope.''

Agere is willing to give the plant to a company such as a pharmaceuticals maker. The 800,000-square-foot manufacturing space has ''clean rooms'' where microelectronic components are assembled in an environment more sterile than a hospital.

Colliers L&A is helping Agere market the site. The Philadelphia real estate firm has an office in Allentown and has marketed several Agere properties, including its Reading area plant, which will close in May.

The Allentown plant, part of which was built in 1947, has been used to manufacture transistors, fiber-optic components and other items. It now has 1,300 workers and houses an integrated circuits manufacturing line. The integrated circuits are used in communication devices such as cellular phones and computer modems.

Agere is moving toward a contract manufacturing model in which other companies will make most of its products, rendering the plant unnecessary.

Company spokeswoman Vibha Agrawal said this week the company has no obligation to talk about real estate matters and will provide information about redeveloping the site when it's ready.

Snyder, who is reluctant to disclose information about potential occupants, said there are serious prospects. He said it's critical that Agere's plant continue to provide jobs for the area.

''I'm working very hard on it,'' said Snyder, a former state lawmaker. ''If it happens, it will be well worth it for the community.''

Yet Snyder acknowledges that his confidence that a company will be found for the site changes daily. Obtaining tax-free status would go a long way, he said.

For now, Allentown and Lehigh County officials have shelved plans to designate the site a tax-free Keystone Opportunity Zone, but say they would reconsider. Their decision came in part because Agere has failed to show a company is interested in moving to the site.

Ed Pawlowski, Allentown community and economic development director, said he has had little contact with potential tenants and has had only one meeting with Michael Zerbe, an agent with Colliers L&A. Redeveloping the property is important to the city, but Pawlowski said he is not being given a lot of information.

''My sense is there are companies looking at the site,'' Pawlowski said. ''But we have heard no plans of potential re-users.''

Pawlowski reiterated this week that Allentown has not ruled out petitioning to add the site to the Keystone Opportunity Zone. But he said the city needs to be furnished with more than mere hopes of new jobs before it gives up more than $500,000 in school and property taxes that Agere pays on the property.

''It can't be some secret deal, especially when you're asking for total forgiveness of taxes,'' Pawlowski said.

Zerbe of Colliers did not return phone messages.

The Union Boulevard plant's ownership changed hands in a series of corporate reorganizations. It was run by AT&T and then the microelectronics division of Lucent Technologies. That division became Agere Systems, which separated from Lucent last year.

Over the summer, Agere will transfer production from Allentown to a plant in Florida that will eventually be sold or closed.

In the past two years, the company has reduced its work force and sold several divisions. In January, TriQuint Semiconductor of Oregon bought the fiber-optics components division.

Agere has no plans to return to manufacturing, so it has no use for the plant.

''We want to find a useful purpose for this property,'' Agrawal said. ''It is a decent amount of space.''
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