Clock ticking for Grayling area theme park project
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LANSING, Mich. (AP) — Developers of a proposed theme park in northern Michigan on Thursday were given six months to prove to the state they have money to back the project.

A Rochester-based group called Axiom Entertainment is trying to buy state land off I-75 near Grayling for its Main Street America development. The purchase price of an estimated 1,400 acres — some 200 acres fewer than first planned — likely would be about $5 million, although finalized details weren't immediately available Thursday afternoon.

State officials say they won't sell the land until they're sure that financing exists for the $160 million project. Department of Natural Resources Director Rebecca Humphries on Thursday gave Axiom until February to get financing and prove it will hold up.  

[image: image1]That would include a financial review and verification by the Michigan Economic Development Corp. and a third-party reviewer. If Axiom passes the review, the land sale would begin.  Axiom then would have another nine months to get permits for the project to prevent the land from reverting to state ownership.

Thursday's action is neither a rejection or approval of the land sale, but puts the pressure on Axiom to prove its project is realistic.

"The next step is to secure financing," Humphries said.

Axiom's Patrick Crosson said Thursday's move was crucial to getting financial support. He called the financing a work in progress that will be aided if potential investors know the state will follow through on the land sale.

"This was an absolute key," Crosson said. "Everybody's been waiting for this."

The park potentially would include roller coasters, a water park, snowmobile and race car tracks and other facilities. Developers say it could become a top tourist attraction and employer in the region suffering from high unemployment.

Crawford County's jobless rate in June was 8.9 percent. Some business owners and economic developers in the region support the project, saying it will give the area's economy a much-needed boost.

Some critics say the plan is unrealistic, noting that Axiom has failed to line up financing despite trying for at least two years. Others question the potential environmental impact on the area, including water resources.
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