“JAX”
Commentary for October 2010 from Frank Halas, Commissioner for District 2

A great hullabaloo has arisen around the Collier County Commission’s exploration of a public initiative to partner with private enterprise to create a “Florida Institute for Personalized Medicine.”  Operated by Jackson Laboratory, the facility would function as a key component of a regional biomedical research center.  The medical research complex would sit on a 700-acre tract of land located in the Ave Maria Stewardship Receiving Area. Seed money for the project would come from the State of Florida’s Innovation Incentive Fund with local match required. The state envisions the research complex as the third critical component of its initiative to promote biomedicine as a new economic driver for Florida. 
Barron Collier Co. has offered a donation of 50 acres near Ave Maria as a starting point for the Jackson Lab facility. Jackson Lab also will make a considerable financial investment. Their planned contribution well exceeds the total of all public funding sources.
The entire project has come to called “Jackson Lab” or “JAX.”  Recently, a red herring in the form of public debate about the merit of a referendum on this initiative has politicized the discussion. It threatens to shift attention away from the critical issues at hand. We need less heat and more light. As much bad misinformation as good information is circulating. Letters to my office and to the Naples Daily News contain distortions, exaggerations, scare tactics, and just plain fiction offered as “facts” and “the real numbers.” On any given day, people state their favor or opposition to the project based on these “facts.”
Here is the truth. No one, the Commission included, has of yet all the figures and information required to understand the project fully or to quantify the total cost, the risk to taxpayers, and the benefit to Collier County. Everything remains in the exploration phase. We are still trying to narrow information and guesswork down to facts.  As we know more, you will know more.  
Commissioner Coyle, the Commission’s point person on this project, provides a regular update at every Board meeting.  Tune in and listen for yourself.  The October 13 BCC meeting featured a staff report on progress. No “go/no go” decisions were made. Commission direction to staff remains confined to steps for further exploration and fact-finding. 
What do we know thus far?  This commentary attempts to outline the problems that have driven the Commission to pursue this initiative and the opportunity that arose that gave the proposed complex its shape.  It also provides an overview of the vision for the complex and identifies some remaining and critical “unknowns.”
What problem are we trying to solve?  It is not a secret. Collier County has relied on agriculture, tourism, construction, and well-heeled retirees for its economic well-being. Our agriculture industry is on the ropes. Once the winter bread basket of America, our local producers are beset by citrus canker, greening, and foreign competition - Mexican tomatoes, South American and South African citrus, Central American vegetables.  Just try to buy local produce at Publix.  Our other two major industries – construction and tourism - are far from recession proof.  When the economy is down, they are down. Result? Our tax base is decimated.  We need a reliable source of tax dollars to maintain our quality of life. Good public services come at a cost. 
Attracting traditional industry to Collier County is tough. We have no railroad lines and are at the far end of the interstate trucking system. We cannot get raw materials in and finished products out at a reasonable freight cost. Economic development efforts have borne some fruit but not at the level needed to keep the bulk of our tax burden from falling on residential property owners.  If we are to alleviate this burden and if we are to keep our young people here – our children and grandchildren - we need a resilient and sustainable commercial base that produces good jobs. We need recession-proof industry.
Why did the opportunity for a biomedical complex emerge now?  The answer lies in the deep recession. Although economists say it has ended nationally, we are far from out of the woods. Florida and Collier County are suffering. The State of Florida is slated to receive federal funds to assist “rural areas of critical economic concern.” Eastern Collier County is so designated. Our legislature passed a resolution to allocate funding to Collier County specifically for a biomedical research laboratory in Eastern Collier. Why?  This type of medical research is thriving. It has proven to be recession proof.  Nothing needs to be trucked in or out.  Knowledge is easily distributable. Jackson Lab is interested in a new facility and finds us attractive. The Lab fulfills the grant requirements. Importantly for us, the Lab wants partners in its endeavors. Hence the vision of a complex.  
The offer of a grant from the state for economic development is a first for Collier County. We are a donor county.  As originally approved by the legislature, the offer contains the potential for three allocations totaling $130 million, the first $50 million coming in 2011.  The balance is split into the two subsequent years. The state requires our local community to match the state funds through a mechanism established by the County Commission. There are no restrictions on the source of these match funds. They can be grants, individual, corporate or foundation donations, local or other government contributions, private venture capital, or whatever other mechanisms we can pull together.  
Although budgeted, we do not know at this writing whether the state will receive its full allocation (2011, 2012, and 2013) from the federal government or whether its resolution to provide funding to Collier County will stand.  Enterprise Florida is completing its analysis to determine if this project meets the criteria of the Innovation Incentive Program. Only then will the final decision be made and contract negotiations between Jackson Lab and the state can commence.  Collier County will be given only 120 days to proceed. If we fail to meet that deadline, the money must be returned to the state budget. That is why all exploratory groundwork must be done now. 
Why is JAX a potential solution to our long-term tax-base problems?  The complex as proposed is a sophisticated and leading edge biomedical research center.  Jackson Laboratory would serve as its anchor tenant - much like a new mall or major commercial property features an attractive and substantial business that will draw other tenants. Jackson Laboratory is a Maine-based, private non-profit research entity specializing in genetics research.  Its ultimate goals for this center include tackling gene-based illness, creating improved bases for personalized medicine, and improving treatment at the cellular level for other medical conditions. There are no plans to integrate its other lines of business, such as breeding experimental white mice, into the proposed Collier County facility. Jackson Lab has already proven to be an attractive partner to other groups now indicating their willingness to become part of the Collier County Biomedical Village. As of this writing, the University of South Florida, its medical school, Edison College, FGCU, and at least two private enterprises have expressed their intention to join the complex. 
Will building the Biomedical Village promote a new and sustainable economic base for Collier County?  This project is unique and breaks new ground for Collier County.  It is endorsed enthusiastically by the business community and by our county and state medical societies. There is no doubt that it would offer an important boost to our dormant builders. It would give our local health providers an important leg up the medical ladder.  
There are many unanswered questions, however. As with anything this complex in its formative stages, good answers emerge slowly and new questions arise daily.  
Is the business plan for Jackson Lab achievable?  Will the Lab be the right catalyst to create the Village?  What jobs and revenue can we realistically expect the Village to create?  Over what time period?  How can we control the risk?  Where will the county get the match money?  Would any burden fall on the backs of the property tax- payers?  If so, for how long?  What would the payoff be?  How many good paying jobs will be produced?  Are our educational institutions ready and able to produce a workforce with the skills needed to help the new economic base thrive?  What new commercial properties will be added to the tax rolls and when? Is the benefit worth this risk?  
We cannot answer all these questions yet. Until we can, no public dollars will be committed.

Will there be a public referendum on this issue?  The short answer is perhaps. Any bonding of ad valorem (property tax) revenue requires a voter referendum. If the project goes forward and this funding option is selected, there certainly will be one. 
This is a very complex issue and the devil is in the details. Our founding fathers recognized that there are many issues like this. That is why they created a republic and gave decision-making responsibility to elected representatives.  Our job is to do whatever work is necessary to understand the issues and to make the best decisions we can for the entire community we serve – for today and into the future. We all recognize that whatever we decide on any issue, it will be very unpopular with someone. We accepted that reality when we were sworn into office.  I pledge to you that I will continue to fulfill my obligation to you in this regard. 
Please remember that Susan Maunz, my Aide, can assist you to reach me or schedule time with me if the need arises. You can reach her at 252-8097. My phone number is 252-8390; email me at FrankHalas@collliergov.net.

