House passes Wood Village-only casino bill
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The Oregon House on Tuesday, June 12, overwhelmingly approved a bill to allow Wood Village residents to vote on a potential mega-casino and entertainment complex at the former Multnomah Kennel Club.

The legislation, introduced by Sen. Laurie Monnes Anderson, D-Gresham, now goes to conference committee to resolve the House and Senate versions, then to Gov. Ted Kulongoski. With its summer recess looming, the Legislature is debating a flurry of last-minute bills. 

Monnes Anderson said the House’s 53-1 approval took her by surprise.

“We thought there would be a whole lot of no votes,” she said. “There was always such consternation over this bill. But it came down to not wanting to expand gambling to the private sector.”

Monnes Anderson drafted the bill in April in an attempt to give local voters control over a casino if Oregon residents approve two initiatives in November 2008. Fairview Mayor Mike Weatherby convinced a Senate committee in late April to amend the bill to allow adjoining cities to also have a vote. He contends Fairview residents, as well those in Gresham and Troutdale, would be impacted by the potential $500 million project because of its proximity. Weatherby has also said Oregonians far removed from East County shouldn’t be deciding local issues.

But the expanded legislation soon found critics, who attacked the bill when it went to the House. Wood Village Mayor Dave Fuller, several Troutdale councilors and the League of Oregon Cities condemned the bill, saying it usurped local land-use control. 

The backers of the casino initiatives, Lake Oswego attorney Matt Rossman and investment advisor Bruce Studer, also opposed the legislation at a House hearing two weeks ago.

Weatherby and other bill supporters say the measure is necessary because the ballot initiatives, if passed, would essentially mandate that the 1.1 million-square-foot casino development be built in Wood Village. Bill opponents do not agree. Fuller has said the casino would have to go through the local permitting processes and be approved by city officials.

The adjoining cities amendment was dropped in House deliberations, returning the bill to its original form.

Rossman wouldn’t comment on the bill, saying he and Studer wanted to wait until the measure’s fate is determined. If Senate Bill 1042 does pass, it would be yet another hurdle for the determined pair. They are expected to launch a massive signature-gathering campaign in the coming months to get the more than 170,000 names needed for the initiatives to make the 2008 ballot.

John Lim, R-Gresham, and Karen Minnis, R-Wood Village, were among the representatives who spoke in favor of the bill Tuesday, Monnes Anderson said.

“I’m very excited because this needed to be vetted,” she said. “There are a number of people with huge concerns and everyone was able to get their opinion vetted. It was important to get this on the record.” 
