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FROM PAGE A1 -

BASEBALL: Commissioners mum on plans

FROM PAGE A1

remake PNC Field; or, fight
SWB Yankees’ right to buy
the franchise and find anoth-
er funding source to renovate
the basehall stadiwun.
 Ineither scenario, observ-
ers argue, Northeast Pennsyl-
vania could lose the coveted
Triple-A franchise officials
worked to secure in the 1980s.

Safeguards questioned

The 2007 purchase option
allows Mandalay to buy the
baseball franchise for
between $13 million and $16
million, depending on when
the purchase is made.

Critics of the option, such
as former Multi-Purpose Sta-
dium Authority member and
solicitor John McGee, fear
the deal hammered out by

. the previous county adminis-
tration three years ago
doesn't adequately safeguard
the franchise from being
moved by SWB Yankees.

Some argue that if SWB
Yankees purchases the team,
it could leave after the player
development contract expires
in four years.

Former Commissioner Rob-
ert C. Cordaro, father of the
2007 agreement, often thun-
dered at critics that the team
will be here “in perpetuity,”
thanks toalease provision that
requires Mandalay tosign a 20
year lease at the local stadium
if the option is exercised. At
theend of the 20-yvear lease, the
county could buy back the
franchise at market rates.

In addition to doubting
whether the county could
afford such a costly repur-
chase, critics continue to
debate whether that deal even
requires Triple-A ball actually
be played at the local stadium
during thelife of the lease.

A risky challenge?

If the stadium authority
challenges the purchase
option in court — and wins,
which would not be assured

— then the authority and
Lackawanna County would
need to find another way to
make major renovations to
the 21-year-old PNC Field.

If the stadium falls into
disrepair, or the authority
cannot pay its bills, the Inter-
national League could possi-
bly take the franchise from
the authority

Majority Commissioners
Mike Washo and Corey
O'Brien refused to comment or
speculate on whether they sup-
port challenging the sale
option.

At a public meeting
Wednesday, Mr. O’Brien said
what imperils the franchise
most is not the purchase
option, but the dire need of
funding to repair and reno-
vate the stadium. '

“My fear is that we lose
baseball forever whether we
have a management agree-
ment with Mandalay and the
Yankees or we don’t,” Mr.
O'Brien said. “My fear is we
will not be able to fund the
necessary repairs.”

And the commissioners
said at the meeting they
would not commit county
taxpayer dollars to fund more

significant renovations to the

stadium.
Sale power shared

A sale would certainly fit
the operating strategy of the
majority commissioners,
who spent the last two-and-a-
half years axing the size of
county government. During
the sale of the former Lacka-
wanna County Health Care
Center, Mr. Washo argued:;
“Government has no busi-
ness running businesses.”

But the majority commis-
sioners are not the only ones
with a say in the matter,

The Luzerne County com-
missioners have previously
threatened to sue if the fran-
chise was sold under the agree-
ment Mr. Cordaro signed.
Luzerne and Lackawanna
ocounties put up $1 million each

two decades ago to buy the
franchise in an agreement that
potentially entjtles each coui-
ty to half the share if the fran-
chise is eversold. -

Asked if Luzerne County
would challenge the sale, Com-
missioner Steve Urban said,
“All these items still have to be
discussed.” But, he said “of
course” Luzerne County
would be expecting half its
share of the proceeds, if sold.

The independent stadium
authority, which owns the
franchise rights and PNC
Field, also could potentially
fight to keep the franchise
from being sold. While typi-
cally reliant on Lackawanna
County for funding, Mr.
McGee offered to raise mon-
ey for a legal fund if the
authority commits to chal-
lenging the purchase option.

Mr. McGee, who helped
bring professional baseball
back to the region two decades
ago, said he believes county
commissioners intend to
allow the sale to go through.

There are, he believes, bet-
ter options than the sale of
the franchise to renovate the
stadium. For instance, Mr.
McGee said the sale of the
franchise’s managing rights

to SWB Yankees, or anoth
private investor, woul
ensure the team remains i
Lackawanna County foreve
while providing revenue 1
fund renovations.

“But the purchase optia
has to be taken off the tab!
before that discussion ca
happen,” Mr. McGee said.

He was discouraged upo
hearing the governor sy
ported the sale of the fra1
chise to SWB Yankees.

*“The governor must notk
fully aware of all the circun
stances surrounding th
option agreement as th
validity of that option agres
ment is certainly in ques
tion,” Mr. McGee said.

Contact the writer:
cschilinger@timessharnrock.oom



