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COSTS OF STAGING OLYMPICS RISE WHILE POTENTIAL BENEFITS TO CITY DECLINE

BYLINE: Greg Hinz, Crain’s Chicago, Feb 2, 2009

A professional Olympics basher of sorts was due in town over the weekend.

Chris Shaw, a civic activist from Vancouver who fought that city's decision to host the 2010 Winter Games, says none of the promises made about what the Olympics would do for it has come true and, in fact, ``most Vancouverites now wish they hadn't supported the games. Chicagoans still have a chance to avoid the (same) mistakes.''

Mr. Shaw likely exaggerates. But when it comes to the Windy City, which officially transmits its plans to host the 2016 games to the International Olympic Committee next week, he's not all wrong, either.

I've long supported the idea of hosting the 2016 games here. Still do. Though the competition is tough-see my colleague John Pletz's story on Page 1-the Olympics are a weeks-long worldwide ad for the host city. In an era when international cachet helps lure investment and jobs, Chicago could use that kind of brand repositioning.

Put a different way, if President Barack Obama has started raising Chicago's international profile, the Olympics would take it a step higher.

But, as per Mr. Shaw, it's a closer call than it was a couple of years ago. Particularly when it comes to physical as opposed to psychological legacy, the cost to Chicago has risen while potential benefits have dropped. That's partially-though not totally-due to the souring economy.

On the cost side, if you'll recall, Mayor Richard M. Daley once promised that not one cent of taxpayer money would go into holding the games. Ha ha. Good one, sir.

City taxpayers already are on the hook for up to $500 million in shortfalls-Chicago's ``skin in the game,'' as local Olympics bid chief Pat Ryan once put it-if the games don't pull in the sponsorships, ads and ticket sales that the city projects. The city itself is now financing the $86-million sale of former hospital property that will be used for the Olympic Village. It will have to do without the $150 million it projected from selling air rights south of McCormick Place for a now-defunct residential complex. And the city wants a tax-increment financing district around the village that is likely to divert $150 million or more from the regular property tax stream.

That, sports fans, is just the big skin.

On the benefits side, what I considered the single largest potential physical legacy of the 2016 games has quietly gone south along with the housing market: the plan to build the village not on an inland site but over the truck-marshalling yard south of McCormick Place.

That plan would have connected part of the South Side with the parks and the lake in a way that we North Siders have enjoyed for a century. Folks still would have had to cross bridges over South Lake Shore Drive and the Illinois Central tracks, but at least they'd travel through a continuously built-up neighborhood on the way.

Not now, and perhaps not ever, unless another big horse like the Olympics arrives to pay the $100 million-plus needed to put a deck over that parking lot. With the village now to go on the site of Michael Reese Hospital, mid-South Siders still will have to cross the tracks, a blocks-wide parking lot and the Drive to get to a lakefront park. Not optimal.

Plans to put some serious money into new South Side transit links also appear to have melted away. The locals apparently will rely on buses, via the Drive and other thoroughfares, and links to the IC tracks and Green Line to ferry Olympic spectators and competitors around. There's no money for big new transit lines.

To its credit, Mr. Ryan's crew finally has come up with a sensible use for Northerly Island: white-water rafting and other permanent water-sports facilities, combined with an embellished prairiescape. But those who live near Lincoln and Washington parks seem to be questioning more and more whether the sports venues proposed there are worth the cost.

Perhaps Chicago's Olympics team just needs to do a better job of articulating the pluses. I want to be for this one-enthusiastically. Give me a reason.
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