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More time sought to mull STAR bonds for developments in state

Panel slated to discuss bill Monday, but leaders weren't told of it until Thursday

BY WILL BUSS - News-Democrat 

At least one state lawmaker, a metro-east mayor and a city administrator say they need more time to read and respond to new language in a bill that could bring a new funding option for large-scale developments in Illinois.

The bill proposes to create sales tax revenue or "STAR" bonds in Illinois and would ultimately pave the way for a proposed $1 billion development called University Town Center in Glen Carbon. The project would be led by Swansea-based Holland Construction President Bruce Holland and includes chief development officer Ryan Lowe, partners Chad Holland, Ryan Holland and John Costello, the son of U.S. Rep. Jerry Costello, D-Belleville.

An initial bill that legislators approved earlier this year hit a roadblock on Aug. 28, when Gov. Pat Quinn issued an amendatory veto. By the time legislators adjourned from the veto session in November, they had reached a tentative agreement to come back in January to hatch out a new bill. 

On Thursday, some local civic leaders learned that the new bill will be presented before House Revenue Committee on Monday afternoon in Springfield.

This has upset some, including Wood River Mayor Fred Ufert, who said the bill's sponsors had promised that he and other metro-east mayors would be included in the process. He wants more time.

"This is a little bit sudden," Ufert said Friday.

"That's not the way it was supposed to be. I was told we would get the information in time to digest and meet with other mayors so we could ask question and raise concerns."

The new bill is 288 pages and includes changes that give a share of property tax revenue generated from the STAR bond district to neighboring communities. 

O'Fallon City Manager Walter Denton also said that he and his staff need more time to learn more about it.

"I'm not sure what significant input they can get in a 12-hour period to read a 288-page law," Denton said. "We kind of skimmed through it, but I can't see when we would really have a chance to read it."

The new version calls for a Community Improvement Fund, which would capture 15 percent of the incremental property taxes generated within the STAR bond district and redistribute that money to neighboring communities within a 12-mile radius. Thirty-five percent of the money would go to municipalities within a 5-mile radius, and 65 percent of the money would go to the county and municipalities within five to 12 miles.

Unlike the initial bill, the new one excludes funding incentives for retailers and limits those developments that would be eligible for sales tax revenue bonds to entertainment and destination venues. A destination venue is defined as a tenant that has at least 150,000 square feet, will invest at least $30 million in a store and currently doesn't have another Illinois location within 75 miles. An entertainment venue is defined as having an entertainment or amusement use, occupying at least 50 acres and an investment of at least $100 million.

University Town Center spokeswoman Rebecca Rausch said the language reflects what bill sponsors have been talking about and other changes that have been discussed over the past few months. She said the bill does not contain anything that local leaders should not already be familiar with.

"The legislation that will head into committee next week will reflect almost a year, over 10 months, worth of discussion and revisions," Rausch said. "It will reflect concerns raised on the local and state level and includes more restrictions protections. We think this bill really puts Illinois in position to attract sought-after destination and entertainment tenants that we discussed as well as protect and enhance the communities located around a STAR Bond district."

Bill sponsor Rep. Tom Holbrook, D-Belleville, said changes to the bill are favorable for surrounding communities. He said the process has been delayed long enough and it is time to resume discussion within the General Assembly.

"We're going to start this discussion in the state and try to move this bill in the Senate and the House," Holbrook said. "We listened to a lot of concerns from both government and folks in the region. We made changes to that bill. We're going to make an attempt to try to bring 10,000 jobs and 3,000 permanent jobs to what is a corn field that is not generating a penny to the state."

But Rep. Jay Hoffman, D-Collinsville, whose district is located within the proposed billion-dollar development, also said that he and his constituents need more time to review the bill.

"I'm disturbed that at the 11th-hour, prior to when the session begins, they have given such a limited time to respond," Hoffman said. "I'm concerned that we as legislators have not had sufficient time to see the document."

"This starts the process," Holbrook said. "There has been delay after delay. This bill has had more discussion and more meetings than any other legislation I've dealt with in the 10 years I've been here. Its not like we've been trying to ram something through." 
