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ENTERTAINMENT/ATTRACTIONS

Dinosaur park takes big step toward reality with fundmg green light

BY MARY ANN AZEVEDO
HOLSTON BUSINESS JOURNAL

A massive proposed Disney-style di-
nosaur entertainment complex dubbed
Earthquest is getting some teeth after
Texas Gov. Rick Perry last week signed
enabling legislation for tax incentives to
secure the project for East Montgomery
County.

House Bill 4015, signed by Perry on July
12, will provide the equity to leverage in-
vestmentin the dinosaur theme park proj-
ect by creating a special tax zone in the
area and by facilitating bond financing.

The development — which is being
created by Don Lessem of Pennsylvania-
based ExhibitsRex LLC — is expected to
cost more than $600 million and cover
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250 acres, with a $150 million spa hotel
also to bebuilt on thessite. Originally, the
park was going to sit on 50 acres (see
“Dinosaur theme park
may roar into Mont-
gomery County,” Nov.
10, 2006.)

Once completed in
2012, the Earthquest
complex will employ
about 2,700 people, ac-
cording to Frank Mec-
Crady, president and
CEOQ of the East Mont- McCrady
gomery County Im-
provement District, or EMCID.

Authored by Rep. John Otto, R-Dayton,
HB 4015 was designed to help EMCID of-
ficials win over the project’s leaders.
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Specifically, Otto says, the bill allows
the 70,000-person district to:

= Collect a hotel/motel tax (with the
exception of within the city limits of
Splendora).

» Implement a tax or fee in relation to
parking and admission. “Ifthey (EMCID)
need tosellbondsin orderto do somein-
frastructure, they will now have the
means to pay back the bonds,” Otto says.

»Increase sales tax by.5 cents within the
enterprise zone, which is the designated
area in which the park would be located.
Currently the tax rate is 7.75 percent.

Otto says the bill will help him achieve
one of his goals: Adding a variety of new
jobs to the area.

“Schools and prisons are the largest
employers at this time,” he says. “This
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{project) will open up a significant num-
ber ofjobs, particularly foryoung people”
McCrady says enlarging this type of
job sector within the area is important,
“Certainly there will be individuals who
are going to work not only inside the park,
but also at businesses, such as hotels and
restaurants, that are going to want to be
closelylocated to the park. he says.

DINOSAUR STOMPING GROUNDS

When deciding where to plant the
project, site locators started with 75
cities in 29 states. In the end, it was be-

_ tween the Dallas suburb of Red Oak and

the Houston area. Houston ultimately
won out, according to Earthquest con-
sultant Don Holbrook, because of the
commitment displayed by East Mont-
gomery County officials.

“On paper, the two markets were ex-
tremely similar in all facets,” says Hol-
brook, an independent consultant whe
is serving as economic
developer and lead ad-
viser on the Earthquest
project. “What tipped
thescale was theleader-
ship of the public
agency. We felt that
EMCID leadership and
intellect understood
the complexity of the Holbrook
deal and what it would
take to get it done”

Holbrook insists the project will not
be a “Disney knock-off” but instead will
be a unique hybrid.

Fueled by alternative energy, the eco-
friendly project would focus on a Moody
Gardens- or EPCOT-style mix of enter-
tainment and education, with a di-
nosaur museum, IMAX-style theater,
and walking trails amid life-size di-
nosaur exhibits. Also planned is a non-
profit educational complex called the
DinoDon Institute, which Holbrook
says would feature the world's largest di-
nosaur display when it opens in 2010.

The park would be located at Caney
Creeknear FM 1485 and U.S. Highway 59
on property owned by Marlin Atlantis, a
Dallas-based residential community de-
veloper.

The land is part of a 1,564-acre unde-
veloped parcel once owned by Rice Uni-
versity that was acquired by Marlin At-
lantis in 2004 for a proposed White-
stone residential community.

The land has been secured for pur-
chase for the dinosaur project, although
the deal has not yet closed, according to
Holbrook.

Earthquestis the brainchild of Lessem,
who also served as chief adviser to pro-
ducers of the “Jurassic Park” movie.
Through his Dinodon Inc., a division of
ExhibitsRex, Lessemn has created perma-
nent and touring dinosaur exhibits.

For now, McCrady says the concept is
still in the design phase and that no ar-
chitects, general contractors or engi-
neers have yet been hired.

He expects groundbreaking to take
place sametime in the first half of 2008.

“Our area has traditionally and typi-
cally been an underserved community
— there’s just not much here;” McCrady
says. “So we see this as a great tool and
the beginning of additional amenities
thatwill enhance the quality oflife of the
citizens who live here” |
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HBJ reporter GREG BARR contributed to this story.




