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After Five Years, Raceway
Complex Is Abhout To Happen

3

By |. Hopkins
SENTINEL
Steve Rouke 1s not a
man who gives up easily.
The  owner of  the
Comfort Inn and Suites in
T-or-C had an idea five
yvears ago — establish a

racetrack north of the city.

In the intervening
years, the idea has grown,
the proposed site has

moved, the plan has been
abandoned and revived.
Now. it looks like it may
begin 10 come to life.

When papers are finally
signed this month for the
transfer of first piece of
real estate for the project,
Rouke will see his tenaci-
ty pay off. '

In the end, the project—
which has come to be

known locally as "the
NASCAR track"—will
bring in people and money
to the community, which
is the point, Rouke said.

‘What started as a mod-
est plan back when
Elephant Butte Lake water
levels were down and the
area needed another
attraction has become a
multi-faceted concept that
promises to provide a
year-round boost to the
local economy.

HOW IT BEGAN

a track that was to be built

much closer to town, just
on the other side of the
water tower at the end of
Date," he explained. "It was
designed as a road course
and a dragstrip, and it was
designed as a municipal
project.

"I assembled it and gave
the whole project over to
SCEDO (Sierra County
Economic  Development
Organization), to (then-
director) Lane Pack, and
asked them to help line up
the financing,

"We had been here a cou-
ple of years and had deter- -
mined that we needed a
second season, something
besides the lake to draw
people, because the winters
were tough. The race track
goes year-round, that's the
nice thing about it," he said.
“A racing venue will capi-
talize on the large number
of people who come into
town on weekends, bring
them into town, through
town, in conjunction with
bringing people in from
outside."

Rouke said that a lot of
the people who come to
Elephant Butte Lake are
"gear heads," which means
"they own jet skis and drag
boats...they are perfor-
mance people, they put
gasoline in everything and
run the daylights out of it.

"This type of racing-on a
road course- has a tendency
to bring people in all week
long if there is a driving
school associated with it.
The quality of the driving
school and the quality of
the track are important.”

/4 WHERE TO PUT IT

"Originally it started off “"After talking to a num-

ber of engineering firms
and track designers, noise
abatement is the key issue,"
Rouke explained. The noise
factor was the item that got
the track idea shifted from
the north end of the city out
to the airport area.

For a lot of tracks, noise
becomes an issue when civ-
ilization encroaches on the
track's location, he ex-
plained. .. ... U

"Moving away from peg-'
ple and not being surround- |
ed by residential land isi
important. Ultimately, the
location of that first parcel
was way too close to resi-
dential areas,” he said.

"Could you have built
the facility there? Yes.
Could it have been a lovely
facility? Yes. Would the
neighbors have problems
with it? Yes."

With that realization, the
project went dormant for a
while, but Rouke was not
about to give up.

"This project went dor-
mant, but as the situation
became more grim here in
terms of the lake and it
looked like we weren't
doing anything I went back
to work on it, went past
SCEDO and went to the
governor's office.

"Ultimately we met with
Rick Homans, the Secre-
tary of Economic Develop-
ment, and he said that we

.have to put together private
sector funding for this

thing. So then I went back
to work with Lane Pack to
get local support,

"There wasn't a lot of
support because people here
didn't understand why."

While the land in the city
was private land, the land
out where there was no one
to complain was public
land, and so Rouke's think-
ing switched to seeing if
there was a way to use
some of the public land that
comprises so much of

' Sierra County.

Ultimately, though con-
nections with area real
estate developers, Rouke
and his supporters met with
people in Martha's Vine-
yard, MA who liked the
idea and so they concentrat-
ed on private sector invest-
ment.

The issue then became
would it be possible to get
the use of public lands for a
private, profit-making en-
terprise. It was also through
the investment group that

the idea was presented to
the national NASCAR or-
ganization,

"There are inherent prob-
lems with doing rezal estate
deals with the BLM ar the
state that is a product of
their design, while munici-
palities have a lot better
avenue for completing
these projects in a timely
fashion." he said.

“The things that were
offered by SCEDO at the
beginning of this thing
were the land, tax abate-
ments and infrastructure,
and that was part of the
hook that | used to entice
people in the eastern sea-
board to be interested in
this. I told them land was
not an issue, ‘infrastructure
should be taken care of and
the tax abatement. These
were our incentives,”






