
  

 

 

 

Monday, August 25, 2008 

Mayor's plan for Cobo gets cool response 

Without financing for $288M expansion, area leaders say 
architectural proposal is premature. 

Leonard N. Fleming / The Detroit News 

DETROIT -- Reaction to Mayor Kwame Kilpatrick's unveiling Sunday of an architectural plan 
to renovate Cobo Center and a nearby arena with detailed charts and slick photo illustrations 
was swift and specific. 

It's premature, some said. 

Although it may be needed to keep the North American International Auto Show and other 
vendors from bolting, the projected $288 million plan has not yet been approved for financing 
by the state Legislature, and no decisions have been made on how the governance structure 
of the Cobo Center will work. 

Another sticking point is that the city has yet to work out a deal with the Ilitch family to 
renovate Cobo Arena as part of the expansion. 

Cobo has long been deemed antiquated and too small and its future has been debated for 
years. 

In June, Suzuki Motor Corp. announced it was leaving the 2009 show due to inadequate 
space. Porsche did not take place in this year's show. 

Wayne County Executive Robert Ficano, who has been working with the Kilpatrick 
administration on the details for months, said "it's unfortunate" that the design sketches and 
financial figures were released before everything else was in place. The plan, he said, is 
essentially what the county pitched two years ago to jump-start talks about expanding and 
renovating Cobo. 

With Kilpatrick's proposal, the architectural designs have been agreed upon by the county, 
Ficano and others say, but it is not a done deal. 

"The architectural part is not the difficult part," said Ficano, who once touted a $585 million 
plan. "I'm sure the challenges that he's facing right now make it more opportunistic to release 
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it right now." 

Kilpatrick faces 10 felonies in two separate cases involving a perjury charge from a 2007 
court testimony and an alleged assault on a sheriff's deputy last month. Many, including 
Ficano, have called for Kilpatrick to resign or step down until the cases are resolved. 

But the Kilpatrick administration, criticized for its inability to follow through on projects 
because of the distractions the scandal has created, is trying to show that it has done its part 
to get a deal done on Cobo, they say. 

"We need to get moving yesterday," said Deputy Mayor Kandia Milton, who along with an 
architect of the proposal and Cobo Director Tom Tuskey gave a 40-minute presentation to a 
reporter last week. "We need to see some substantial progress in the Legislature as soon as 
they return from their summer recess." 

The conceptual master plan, designed over months of planning and some input from other 
county and Cobo officials, would add 166,700 square feet of exhibition space and reduce 
energy costs by upgrading heating and cooling systems. The plan also calls for separate exits 
and entrances for trucks, said James Canning, the mayor's spokesman. That would bolster 
trucking routes to allow quicker set-up times, he said. The new entrance would face the river. 

If the plan is not approved by the Legislature soon, city officials are ready to move forward 
with a plan to add 80,000 square feet of exhibition space for $90 million, they say. 

One proposal to pay for the project involves extending a hotel and motel tax in Wayne, 
Oakland and Macomb counties. That tax expires in 2015.In 2006, Ficano proposed an 
expansion to almost 1 million square feet of exhibition space. To finance it, his plan at that 
time called for continuing hotel and liquor taxes until 2037 -- a 22-year extension. L. Brooks 
Patterson, Oakland County executive, said that was too long. 

Earlier this year, Ficano pitched another plan that involved a seven-year tax extension. 

Patterson was miffed that his office -- like Ficano's-- wasn't told about Kilpatrick's architectural 
plans being released. 

"Nobody called us," Patterson said. "That's a helluva way to treat a partner." 

Patterson is already concerned about Wayne County and Detroit's plan, which would perhaps 
give them the majority of seats on a governing board of Cobo. "We're not ever going to buy 
into that," he said. 

Karen Cullen, a spokeswoman for Olympia Entertainment, which is run by the Ilitch family, 
said the company has been approached by the city. 

"We have provided a proposal regarding the terms of our leases on Cobo Arena that we 
believe satisfies all parties," she said. "We remain supportive of various efforts to preserve 
the North American International Auto Show at the Cobo Convention and Exhibition Center." 

Canning said negotiations are ongoing with the Ilitch family and that the mayor is optimistic. 
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"We said all along that there was another plan coming down the pike and that would be 
announced," he said. "And now we are presenting the plan as promised." 

But Liz Boyd, a spokeswoman for Gov. Jennifer Granholm, said she agrees with Ficano that 
the mayor's announcement was premature. 

"We were not aware that the city was going to make these statements," Boyd said. "But 
obviously great progress has been made." 

Boyd said there's a "general agreement" on the governance issue but the next phase is 
drafting legislation that the governor hopes can be acted on by the fall. 
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