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SPRINGFIELD – Wednesday marked the first time that School District 300
representatives were at the negotiating table with Sears Holdings
Corp. and the village of Hoffman Estates.

The meeting took place in the Illinois House Speaker’s office.

“It was also the first time that I honestly felt our voices were being
heard,” Superintendent Michael Bregy said in a message sent Thursday
to District 300 community members.

And by the end, the school leaders left feeling there was “progress on
our fight for a fair and reasonable EDA compromise,” he said.

The House Revenue and Finance Committee met Wednesday to continue
reviewing Senate Bill 397, which is aimed at keeping CME Group –
parent company of the Chicago Mercantile Exchange – and Sears in
Illinois with tax break incentives. The bill also offers breaks for
smaller businesses and families.

The committee, chaired by Rep. John Bradley, D-Marion, is scheduled to
meet again today to work out a resolution over the varied, competing
interests tied to legislation.

In its current form, the package of tax breaks could cost the state
$850 million. The governor’s budget office said it would take three
years for the full cost of the tax breaks to kick in. Then government
would lose up to $850 million in each year.

To win approval in the Illinois General Assembly, which reconvenes
Nov. 29, the package could be scaled back.

In addition to sitting in on Wednesday’s committee meeting, District
300 leaders and the other key stakeholders of the bill’s portion
regarding the Hoffman Estates-based national retailer’s extension of
its economic development area term met for a “heated but productive
and honest conversation,” Bregy said in his statement.

“[District 300] Chief Financial Officer Dr. Cheryl Crates and I
received verbal support for many of our key points and an apparent
willingness to begin working these points into the legislation,” he
said.
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Even so, Bregy declined to offer details on what potential concessions
or changes could show up in the revised draft.

District 300 is “cautiously optimistic,” spokeswoman Allison Strupeck said.

“Again, until we see the updated draft and discuss the situation with
everyone, we will continue to hold our breath,” Strupeck said.
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[Quoted text hidden]

The current EDA, established by state statute in 1992, is set to
expire in late 2012. The area is located in Hoffman Estates’s Prairie
Stone corporate campus and falls within the school district’s taxing
boundaries.

The Carpentersville-based school district has been pushing for its
expiration in anticipation of receiving at least at additional $10
million annually in property tax revenue.

Lawmakers adjourned their veto session earlier this month without
taking action on either Senate Bill 397 or House Bill 1883. Both
called for a 15-year EDA extension for Sears.

Sears and Hoffman Estates officials have been pushing for the
extension, while District 300, with support from surrounding
municipalities, have been fighting it.

District 300 officials have said they want the national retailer to
remain in Illinois, but under different terms than what’s been
proposed in the bills, which allows the village of Hoffman Estates to
use district taxes through the EDA to run the Sears Centre Arena.

It’s also uncertain whether the EDA portion of the large proposal
could be taken out as a stand-alone bill, no longer attached to a
larger tax break package, “which makes a big difference,” said Art
Janura, general counsel for Hoffman Estates.

“It’s very fluid,” said Janura, who also declined to offer specifics
“since it’s really early in the process.”

• The Associated Press contributed to this report.
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