CITIZENS ADVISORY COMMITTEE RECOMMENDATION
TOPIC:

Regional Transit Authority Purchase of Former State Fairgrounds Site 
REC. NUMBER:
14-01
DATE
ADOPTED:  
July 28, 2014, by a 30-1 vote of the Citizens Advisory Committee
______________________________________________________________________________
Issue Presented
Members of the public have suggested that the Regional Transit Authority (RTA) should purchase at least a portion of the former Michigan State Fairgrounds site (the Fairgrounds) to build a multimodal transit center along the Amtrak rail line at the Fairgrounds.
Recommendation
At this time, under the present facts and circumstances, the RTA should not obtain any ownership interest in the Michigan State Fairgrounds. This recommendation is founded on three key findings: 
(1) 
Magic Plus, LLC’s purchase agreement for the Fairgrounds has been approved by the Michigan State Land Bank Fast Track Authority (the Authority), and obtaining an ownership interest in the Fairgrounds site may no longer be possible for the RTA, either generally or without an expensive and protracted legal battle.

(2) The RTA is still in relatively early stages of creating the regional transit plan, and is considering a rapid transit line along Woodward Avenue, approximately one-half mile from the Amtrak line. It is unknown whether the regional transit plan will conclude that a transit center at the Fairgrounds site along the rail line would be suitable to meet the transit needs of the region.
(3)
The RTA, given its presently limited budget, likely does not have the funds to obtain an ownership interest in the Fairgrounds in addition to hiring a staff and conducting its operations. For context, the entire RTA Fiscal Year 2014 budget is $905,816 and the Authority and Magic Plus, LLC entered into a purchase agreement for the Fairgrounds site for $4,650,000, as reported by Crain’s Detroit Business on October 2, 2013.
Instead of purchasing the Fairgrounds, the RTA should consider the viability and best use of the Fairgrounds site in creating the regional transit plan and, to the extent possible and practical, participate in the planning of the proposed Fairgrounds development. Additionally, the CAC believes that the Fairgrounds site and immediate area would benefit from improved transit service, and further recommends that the RTA, Suburban Mobility Authority for Regional Transportation (SMART), and Detroit Department of Transportation (DDOT) take advantage of the public input process to ensure that the Fairgrounds development makes the best use of available transit opportunities.
Background/Analysis
Site Description and History

  The Fairgrounds are positioned south and east of the intersection of Eight Mile Boulevard and Woodward Avenue. The site is composed of 157 acres of land, and includes a rail line owned by Canadian National Railway and used by Amtrak on the Fairgrounds’ eastern border. Currently, there is no Amtrak station at the site. The Fairgrounds site includes vintage buildings that were used when the site hosted the Michigan State Fair. DDOT operates and maintains the State Fair Transit Center on the site along Woodward Avenue, which is located approximately a half-mile west of the rail line. and which serves as the western border of the Fairgrounds. DDOT received federal dollars toward the construction of the State Fair Transit Center.
In April 2012, Governor Rick Snyder signed SB 515 and HB 4803, which transferred ownership of the Authority. In August 2012, the Authority selected Magic Plus, LLC’s proposal for the Fairgrounds. In February 2013, the Authority approved the terms of a purchase agreement with Magic Plus, LLC.  In October 2013, the Authority’s board, at a public meeting, voted to effect a transfer of the Fairgrounds, and closing is scheduled to occur on or before January 2015. Currently, the development team for Magic Plus, LLC is engaging in public input on the creation of a master plan for the site.
Existing and Future Transit at the Fairgrounds

Currently, both DDOT and SMART provide bus service to the Fairgrounds. DDOT operates routes 12 (Conant), 17 (Eight Mile), 30 (Livernois), 53 (Woodward), and 54 (Wyoming) out of the State Fair Transit Center. SMART operates routes 415/420 (Greenfield‑Southfield), 450/460 (Woodward Local), 465 (Auburn Hills Limited), 494 (Dequindre) and 495 (John R) to bus stops adjacent to the State Fair Transit Center. The RTA is currently working on its regional transit plan, which includes proposed rapid transit service on Woodward Avenue. However, the RTA does not currently have a dedicated funding source to operate a rapid transit along that corridor.
Selected Additional Resources
(1) “Fairgrounds.” Michigan Land Bank Fast Track Authority Website. http://www.michigan.gov/landbank/0,3190,7-298-61310---,00.html.
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