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IN THE BALANCE

For the proposed Wonderful World of Oz theme park, March 15 is a day of reckoning

By YAEL T. ABOUHALKAH
The Kansas City Star

heJohnson County
Commission soon
is going to disap-
point either the en-
ergetic supporters
or the vigorous de-
tractors of theWon-
derfulWorld of Oz theme
park and housing develop-
ment.

Both sides have reasons
tohope forvictory at the
commission’s meeting on
March 15, when the mem-
bers will make a decision
that could alter forever
Johnson County's future.

Critics of Oz offer sound
arguments tokill the pro-
ject.

It will always be difficult
to trust Oz proponents, es-
peciallylongtime leader

school-taxrevenuethe
project could create for the
DeSoto School District
and secretly trying to get
DeSototo take overa
primeroleinissuing
bonds for the project.

If Oz dies this month, its
supporters have been
their own worst enemies
almost everystep of the
way.
Ozopponentsalsoscore
points when theysaythe
taxbreaksand publicin- . |
frastructure improve-
ments sought for the pro- -
jectare simply too costly
for taxpayers. [ :

Ozdefenders havenever.
understood that they i
could have greatly helped - .
themselves with the public
and with politicians by de- -
manding farless in taxpay-, -
erassistance.

Robert Kory, given their Finally, Oz critics makea .
track record of shading the point thatresonateswitha -
truth and misleading peo- large number of Johnson
ple. The tax breaks sought Countyresidents: Theyre-
forthe theme parkand allydon'twant a theme
publicinfrastructure are park in their midst, bring-
excessive. And the very ingwithit touristsand a
ideas ofbuildinga theme huge, sprawling develop-
park and bringing in mil- : ment near DeSoto. '
lions of tourists continue DAVID PULLIAM/The Kansas City Star “I haven’t heard anybody
to annoy many Johnson Robert Kory, chairman of the Oz Entertainment Co., talked of his theme-park proposal in Los Angeles in 1999. say housing s a priority
Countians. . (in that part of the coun-

But Oz backers offer po-
tentially legitimate reasons to move
ahead with the project.

Theyhave put togeiher a state-ap-
proved cleanup plan for contaminated
parts of the 9,000-plus acres at the old
Sunflower Army Ammunition Plant. They
contend that private investors ultimately
will decide whether the Oz theme park
gets built. And public bodies at the coun-
ty, state and federal levels will have many
opportunities after March 15 to pull the
plugifthe project stalls.

The passionate debate over thisissue is
understandable, givenits size, the out-of-
town status of the developers and the po-
tentiallong-term effect on the communi-
ty.
yRig:hard Ferguson, chielexecutive offi-
cerofthe OzEntertainment Co., is aggres-
sively seekinga “yes” vote from the com-
mission.

“We have all therisk, and the benefits
are shared,” he says, repeating Oz’s claim
that millions of tax dollars eventually
could flowtolocal cities, school districts
and the county. “A‘no’ votekills us, and we
don't think that’s appropriate atall.”

Part of his comment isn't accurate. The
county istaking arisk because it could be
missing a great opportunity to attract an
even better development proposal for the
site. And the county could be harmed if
the theme park or commercial develop-
ment section go bellyup and the land re-
mains idle for many years.

Bill Sheldon, president of Taxpayers Op-
posedTo Oz, ticks off alonglist of reasons
— some conspiratorialin nature—tobe
suspicious of Kory, Ferguson and others
involved in Oz.

“Why can’t the people of Kansas look at
other options?” Sheldon asks, ina refrain
that makes sense when you realize the
U.S. Army didn't conduct afully open re-
quest for bids to redevelop the ammuni-
tion plant land.

Yet Sheldon and otheropponentsalso
don't give Oz backers enough credit for
what theyhave done so far. They have
spent millions of dollars getting private fi-
nancial investment advice, securing rights
to the Oz characters and changing their
plans to conform to many, but not all, of
the concerns raised by public bodies.

Sowe're back to square one: Is the Oz
deal the best one for Johnson Countians
aswell as therest of the metropolitan
area?

Take alookat the three most favorable
points Ozsupporters have going for’
them.

The remediation plan could cleanup
the ammunition plant land more quickly
thanifthe U.S. Army had planned to do
the job and atless direct cost to taxpayers.

Theinvolvement of private investors
will be key to any success that the Oz de-
velopment has. It makes some sense
when Ferguson says, “That’s the ultimate
acid test for us: Are we loanable onWall

Street?”

Sure, private investors have made mis-
takes before by buying bonds to support
projects that ultimately fail. But the lack of
interest by the private sector has killed
huge development deals in the metropol-
itan area before, most notably the Power
& Light District in downtown Kansas City
lastyear.

And more safeguards exist to protect
Johnson County taxpayers even if the
commissionlets Oz proceed on March 15.

The Kansas Development Finance Au-
thority, congressional oversight members
and the County Commission all will get
more opportunities to say“no” to Ozif fu-
ture problems develop.

True, Oz could claim it has gone so far
thatitcan’t be turned back at such alate
date. But cities have stamped out faltering
development projects before, in Johnson
Countyand elsewhere, when developers
have run out of chances to prove their
projectisviable.

Opponents do continue to have power-
ful ammunition of their own to try to pre-
vent Oz from being approved.

Theissue of trust can't be overstated. To
this day, good questions exist about why
Ozsupporters thought over the years that
they might be able to hide so many details
from the public or actin ways thatap-
peared duplicitous.

Theseactions included issuing mis-
leading information on how much

ty)," says Sheldon.
Mixall of the pros and cons together
and, come mid-March, the Oz decision
could all be up to one person: Commis-
sioner Susie Wolf. :
Shejoined the commission after defeat-
ingJohnna Lingle in last year’s election.
Lingle had been one of the two votes
against Ozwhertit stalled 2-2 in the com-
mission last November. '
Annabeth Surbaugh, the other oppo-
nent, sounds asif she's stillin that camp.
The two supporters, George Gross and
DougWood, haven't changed their minds.
Commissioner Gary Anderson abstains
on Oz votes because ofa potential conflict -
ofinterest,
Woll could breathe newlife into Oz if
she thinks the entire Oz economic devel-
opment plan, revenues generated by the
project and the land reclamation will
make Johnson Countyabetterplace to
live in the future. .
Or,Wolfcould help deadlock and possi- -
blykill Oz by saying she doesn't trust its
promoters and she thinks better reuse
proposals could be obtained for the Sun-
flowersite. .
Johnson Countyresidents deserveade- *
cision at the commission’s meeting on
March 15.
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