Officials not sure
funds are available
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LIBERTY TOWNSHIP — As
cost estimnates for the Liberty In-
terchange increase and the threat
of removing one of the project’s
funding tools looms in the state
legislature, local officials say a
quick decision on whether to
move forward is crucial.

The construction of the inter
change is expected to create about
8,000 jobs. Of those, 6,000 are
expected to be office jobs with an
annual salary of about $33,500.

The planned improvements in-
clude a new interchange at Ham-
ilton-Mason Road and Inferstate
75, widening Hamilion-Mason
and extending Cox Road to the

Green Crest Golf Course, if not all
the way to Ohio 63,

The effort to realize those plans
is no easy task, said Butler Coun-
fy Transportation Improvement
District Director John Fonner.

“Its a complex broject set
against the hackground of an ever-
changing real estate market and a
need for refmed cost estimates,”
Fonner said. “There are a ot of
moving pieces and we need to he
sensitive to making a timely deci-
sion with adequate information.”

Recent consiruction cost revi-
sions hrought the project from a
2002 estimate of $38.9 million to
$49 million or move. Excluding
the cost of extending Cox Road to
Ohio 63, the estimate increased
from $15.9 million to $26 million,
a nearly 64 percent jump.

County Finance Director Tim
Williams said those increases

throw a serious kink into plans
to Tund construction through Tax
Increment Financing districts,
When land is developed and
property values go up, so do prop-
erty tax revenues. TTFs redirect the
difference in} pre- and post-develop-
ment tax revenues from cormmercial
developments to a pot of money
used to pay back bonds issued for
the construction of infrastructure
like the Liberty Interchange.
Williams said -projections from
the TID initially showed the Lib-
erty Interchange TIF could generate
$38 million, Now, he said, the coun-
ty is faced with a double whammy
- the reality that consiruction is

going to be a lot tore expensive and

the prospect that earlier estimates
on how much the TIF could bring in
were overly optimistic.
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County and Liberty Township
ficials have proposed using two
ther tax tools to help bridge the
ap, but state lawmakers could
oon eliminate one of those.

setting rid of the RID

Residential Incentive Districts
re neayrly identical o TIFs, ex-
ept that they are used in residen-

al areas. However, some local-

wgistators claim the RIDs were
tlly meant to be used to improve
lighted housing areas, not for
-ansportation projects in Boom-
18 areas like Liberty Township.
State Senator-elect Gary Cates,
-4th, said counting on RiDs for
roject funding is risky. ,
“Its too early to say anything
efinitive, but as far as the RID goes,

8 future is uncertain,” Cates said,

would say, proceed cautiously.
hese things are likely to change

1d there’s no guarantee that exdsting -

RIDs would be grandfathered.”

State Rep. Shawn Webster, R-
b3rd, agreed.

“All I'd like to see is legislation
carried out as it was intended,”
Webster said, “Those were
intended for blighted areas. I
don’t really consider the Liberty
Interchange area blighted. I think
it's a real possibility (that the law

could be changed). Legislators re-,

ally don’t like their legislation ma-
nipulated beyond their intent.”

Liberty Township Trustees are
shated to consider the establish-
ment of 11 RIDs before the end of
the year in order to redirect prop-
erty tax revenue from 2004 housing
development. Three of those are up
for consideration Monday.

However, the trustees’ vote
must be wmanimous and that is
not assured.

Whether the county misses
out altogether. on RID money
for Liberty Township or just for
2004, County Commissioner Mi-
chael Fox said he’s disappointed
in those who got in the way of
his efforts earier in the year to
establish RIDs. .

“The county was right to push
to establish these RIDs quickly,”
Fox said. “The delays will be costly

" and funding for needed projects

will be greatly reduced, meaning
that some will not be built. Those
who protested that we were going
‘too fast’were wrong and they
should be heid accountable for fail-
ing to act. Going at their pace has
proved to be costly.”

He said it doesn’t make sense
to him that local legislators
would move to take the funding
tool away from the county. Fox,
a former legislator himself, said
lawmakers complaining that the
[oopholes are heing exploited
should have done a - better job
writing the legislation.

Alternative funding options
Fonner doesn’t see the elimina-

“tion of RIDs as a project-killer.
“I don't think it’s going to have

a real stgntficant impact on this
project,” he said. “The TID board
has been stresging the imporiance
of developer involvement in the
projects, particularly i the exten-
sion of Cox Road. As you look to
the development community for
investment in this infrastructure,
it takes some pressure off the
public sector toals.”

In areas where landowners
stand to benefit greatly from the

opening of their land to develop-
ment hecause of the interchange
work, some TID board members

have suggested landowner or devel--

oper assessments based on acreage,
road frontage or property value.

Bonnet said the siggestion

now is that parts of the Cox Road
improvements, especially those
north of Bethany Read, should
be developer-driven. The first
phases may be funded through
assessments, he said. - .

“We haven't made a final deci-
ston azbout that, but there’s cer-
tainly a good argument for it,” he
said. Hamilton-Mason Road is an

-existing road that already carries

a lot of traffic and is surrounded
by substantial development. Us-
ing  assessments there doesn't
make as much sense to him, he
said, as using themn for Cox Road.
“Bor Cox, if we open those
greenfields, development will
benefit,” he said, “We really don’t
need it for a traffic function.”
Liberty Township also is in the pro-
cess of joining with the cities of Mason
and Hamilton in creating a Joint Eco-
nomic Development District.
Employees working in JEDD
areas are cutside city limits hut are
subject to a city earning tax. The

cities that are part of the agreement
collect the tax money with a por-
tion going to the township. In this
case, Liberty Township Adminis-
trator DHna Minneci said, because
hoth cities would benefit from the
interchange, more than one has
been invited to participate.

How much money the JEDD
could generate and its exact bound-
aries are still being determined.

At last check, Minneci said, the-
JEDD included about 95 parcels
zoned for commercial use. The
district roughly extends to Ham-

ilton-Mason Road to the south,-

halfway between Princeton and

Milliken roads to the north, Yan-

kee Road to the west and Butler-
Warren Road to the east.

In late September, the township

- hired an attorney to help speed the

process, The township's agreement

with the cities is still being drafted.

What's left
The Butler County Commission-
ers recently asked the University of
Cincinnati to study the TIF area,
Williams said. The study is ex
amining each parcel in the area to
determine its best use to generate
. money through the TIF. The study
will also try to determine when the

land could be developed.

Because the money generated
by the TiF will be used to pay
back bonds issued to fund con-
struction, it's important to know
an adequate stream of money will
be available, ke said.

If that money isn't there, pay-
ments must come out of the general
fund. Fonner said thats something

" everyome is trying to aveid,

Williams said it could be ancther
month or more before commission-
ers know the outcome of that study.

Meanwhile, engineers are still
working with the Butler Courity -
Engineer's office and ODOT on
the road desigas, It couid be two
vears before construction draw-
ings are finalized, Fonner said.

Still, he said, county leaders
should make a decision by the
first part of next year on whether
to move forward with the project.

“That decision is essentially
a financial one,” he said. “The
FIE, which is paying for this stuff,
was put in place by the commis-
sioners. It’s their checkbook and
they're ultimately the ones who
need to make that decision.”

Contact €hris Pumond at
(513} 820-2625, or e-mail him at
cdurnond@coxohio.com.



