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IN THE BALANCE
For the iproposed Wonderful World ofOz theme pai'k, Mai-ch 15 is a day of reckoning

By YAELT. ABOUHALKAH
The Kansas Ciiy Star

lie Johnson County
Commission soon

isgoing to disap
point eilhcr the en
ergetic supjiorters
orthe vigorous de- J
tractors of theWon-

derfu! World ofOz theme
parkandhousingdeveiop- jpF
ment. •

Botlisideshavereasons
tohopeforvictoryatthe W J
commission's meetingon jm A
March 15, when the mem-
hers will make adecision f ajfl
tliat could alter forever

JohnsonCounly'sfuture. t Str
CriticsofOzoffersound ^ SjP

arguments to kill tlie pro-

Itwillaiwaysbedifncuit
to trust Oz proponents, es- ai •
peciallylonglimeleader m''. 1
Robert Kory,given their
trackrecordofshadingthe r .
trutJi andmisletiding peo- ^
pie.The tax breaks sought
fortlic ihcnieparkand ^®
puhlicinfrastructureare k
excessive.Andihevcry t
ideasofbuildingalJiemc
pork andbringing inmil- r-^
lions of tourists continue

toannoymanyjolinson Robert Kory,
Cotintians.

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

Tlicyhave put together a siate-ap-
provcd cleanup plan for contaminated
parts of the 9,000-plus acres at tlie old
SunflowerArmyAinmimition Plant.They
contend that private investors ultimately
willdecide whether tlie Oz theme park
getsbuilt.Andpublic bodies at tliecoun
ty, state and federal levelswillhavemany
opporlunilies after March 15to pull tlie
plug ifthe project stalls.

Tlie passionate debate over this issue is
uiidorstandablc, given its size, llie out-of-
town status of the developers and the po
tential long-term effect on the communi
ty-

Richard Ferguson, chiefexecutive offi
cerof tlie Oz Entertainment Co., is aggres
sivelyseeking a"yes"vote from lliecom
mission.

"We have all the risk, and llie benefits
arc shared," he says, repeating Oz's claim
that millions of taxciollars eventually
could flow to local cil ies, school districts
and the county. 'A 'no' vole kills us, and we
don't lliink dial's appropriate at all."

Part ofhis comment isn't accurate. The
county wtaking a risk because it could be
missing a great opportunity to attract an
even better development proposalfor the
site. And the county could be harmed if
the theme park or coinniercial develop
ment section go bellyup and Uicland re
mains idle for many years.

ll iI i, h

-

DAVID t'llUJAM/

Ischool-tax rcvenuethe
project could create for the
DeSolo School District

and secrcdy trying to get
DcSoto to take over a

IfOz dies dils month, its

theirownworst enemies

Oz opponents also score
points whenUicysay^e

ments sought for tlie pro- •

Oz defenders have never.

couldhavcgreatlyhelped •
tlieniselveswilh thepublic

mantling farless in taxpay-.

Finally, Oz critics make a
point that resonates with a

parkin Uiefrmidst, bring
ing with it iGiirists and a

3Kansas Oiystar "I haven't heard anybody
9g9_ sayhousing isa priority

(intliatpartofthecoim- •
ty),"says Sheldon.

Mix tillof the pros and cons together
and, come mid-March, the Ozdectsion
could all be up to one person: Commis
sionerSusieWolf.

She joined the commission afterdefeat
ing Johnna Lingle in last year's election.
Lingle had been one of the two votes
against Ozwhen it staUed2-2 in thecom
mission last November.

Annabctli Surbaugh, the oilier oppo
nent, sounds as if she's still in tliat camp.
The two supporters, George Gross and
Doug Wood, haven't changed their minds.
CommissionerGary Anderson abstains
on Oz votes because ofa potential conflict
ofinterest.

WolfcouldbreatiienewlifeinloOzif

she tliinks the entire Oz economic devel
opment plan, revenues generated by the
project and the land reclamationwill
make Johnson Countya betterplace to
live in tlic future.

Or,WolfcouId help deadlockand possi
bly killOz bysaying she doesn't trust its
promoters and she thinks better rouse
proposals could be obtained for the Sim-
flower site.

Johnson Coimtyresidents deserve ade-
cision at llie commission's meeting on
Marcl) 15.

YaelT.Abouhalkah is a memberofVie
Star'sEditorial Board. To reach him, call
(816) 234-4887orsend e-mail to
abouJuilkah@kcstar.com.

Robert Kory, chairman of the Oz Entertainment Co.,talked of Ills thcmc-park proposal in LosAngeles in 1999.

BillSheldon, president ofTaxjiayersOp
posedToOz, ticks off a long list of reasons
—some conspiratorial innalure—to be
.suspicious of Kory, Ferguson and others
involved in Oz.

"Why can't die people of Kansas look at
oUieropUons?" Sheldon asks, in a refrain
that makes sense whcnyou realize the
U.S.Armydidn't conduct a fullyopen re
quest forbids to redevelop die ammuni
tion plant land.

YetSheldon and otlieropponents also
don't giveOz backers enough credit for
what dicy have done so far.They have
spent millions ofdollars getting private fi
nancial investment advice, sccuringrights
to die Oz characters and changing dieir
plans to conform to many, but not iiU, of
the concerns raised by public bodies.

So we're back to square one: Is dieOz
deal die best one for Johnson Counllans
as well as die rest of die metropolitan
area?

Take a lookat die three most favorable
points Oz supporters have going for
them.

The remediation plan could clean up
the amniimidon plant land more quickly
than if the U.S. Army had planned to do
the job and at less direct cost to taxpayers.

The involvement of private investors
will be key to any success ihtUdie Oz de
velopment has. It makes some sense
when Ferguson says, "That's the ultimate
acid test for us: Arc we loanable onWall

Street?"

Sure, private investorshave made mis
takes before by bi lying bonds to support
projects that iiltiinatelyfail. But the lack of
interest by die private sectorhas killed
huge development deals in die metropol
itan area before, most notably the Power
&Light District in downtownKansas City
lastyear.

Andmore safeguards existto protect
JolinsonCounly Ijixpayerseven if the
commission lets Oz proceed on March 15.

The Kansas Development FinanceAu
thority, congressional oversight members
and the County Commission all will get
more opportunities to say "no" to Oz if fu
ture problems develop.

Tnic, Oz could claim it has gone so far
that it can't be turned backat such a late

date. But cities have stamped out faltering
development projects before, in Jolinson
County and elsewhere, when developers
have run out ofchances to prove their
project is viable.

Opponents do continue to have power
ful aniinunitlon of tJicirown to try to pre
vent Oz from being approved.

Tlic issue of trust can't be overstated.To
Uiis day, good questions exist about why
Ozsupporters thought over dieycarsdial
they might be able to liide so manydetails
from the public or act in ways diat ap
peared duplicitous.

These acdons included issuing mis-
leadinginformaUun on how niudi


