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Credit unions make pact
to help land larger loans

A group that helps Ohio credit 

unions make business loans has 

formed an alliance with 14 simi-

lar groups to coordinate lending.

Th e alliance will include 

Cincinnati-based Coopera-

tive Business Services LLC and 

peer organizations around the 

country that collectively manage 

loans valued at $2.2 billion and 

represent 422 credit unions. Co-

operative Business joined the al-

liance in part so it could network 

with the other groups to learn 

best practices and how each is 

dealing with commercial lending 

during the down economy, said 

CEO Keith Reed.  

“In this environment, every-

one is concerned about manag-

ing risk and man-

aging exposure. 

And in addition to 

that, credit unions 

certainly have to 

answer to examin-

ers, like I’m sure 

banks do,” he said. 

While credit 

unions are typically 

more conservative 

than banks, they 

have not been im-

mune to mounting 

loan losses and some have failed.

Th e alliance also may allow 

member groups to arrange loan 

participations between credit 

unions from a wider geographic 

area, Reed said. Participations 

are often sought by small institu-

tions to make loans larger than 

they’re capable of taking on. 

City seeking to write off 
group of uncollectible loans 

Columbus wants to write off  

a batch of loans made by several 

economic-development pro-

grams that it deemed uncollect-

ible. 

City Council is expected to 

consider legislation Dec. 14 al-

lowing the city auditor to write 

off  83 loans valued at more than 

$6.9 million that have been made 

over the past 27 years. 

Th e city said the programs 

made more than 341 loans 

over the years for $34.5 million, 

underwriting eff orts that created 

more than 900 jobs. It has never 

written off  any of the loans.

Th e programs were funded 

with community development 

block grants, urban develop-

ment action grants and revenue 

from Capital South Community 

Urban Redevelopment Corp., a 

nonprofi t developer that works 

with the city on downtown 

projects.
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City on hook for pension benefi ts

BY KEVIN KEMPER | BUSINESS FIRST

Columbus could wind up 

paying tens of thousands of 

dollars in retirement ben-

efi ts, interest and penalties 

because of poorly written 

contracts that misclassifi ed 

a group of city workers going 

back nearly 35 years ago.

Th e Ohio 10th District 

Court of Appeals ruled Dec. 3 

that the city failed to pay re-

tirement benefi ts to four em-

ployees who worked in the 

city attorney’s offi  ce between 

1975 and 1989. 

Although the workers 

were hired as independent 

contractors to save the city 

money, 10 years of litigation 

has resulted in a court ruling 

that says those workers were 

essentially civil servants who 

should have received public 

employee retirement ben-

efi ts. 

“Just calling someone a 

contract employee doesn’t 

make them a contract em-

ployee,” said James Hunter Children’s: 

Results show 

space needed

BY CARRIE GHOSE | BUSINESS FIRST

Nationwide Children’s Hos-

pital  has more than recovered 

from a loss in 2008, with both a 

rebounding investment portfolio 

and continued patient increases 

that have it pushing the limits of 

its capacity while it builds an ex-

pansion.

Meanwhile, the growth of 

Medicaid managed care in the 

state and Children’s direct in-

volvement in care delivered in 

pediatrician offi  ces far from its 

Columbus campus pushed the 

hospital’s overall revenue past 

$1 billion last year, where it’s on 

track to stay.

Th e hospital was running a 

surplus of $143 million through 

Sept. 30, compared with an $81 

million loss in the fi rst nine 

months of 2008, recently released 

results show. For that period, in-

PLAN FOR ALTERNATIVE ENERGY

Government push powers solar startup
SolarVision helps municipalities, schools land fi nancing for energy projects
BY JEFF BELL | BUSINESS FIRST

A fl edgling Westerville 

company is beginning to 

help schools and municipal 

governments see the light on 

solar energy.

SolarVision LLC has land-

ed nearly $1 million from the 

federal stimulus program 

to install solar power arrays 

in Bexley and Athens. It’s 

also developing solar energy 

projects with Worthington 

City Schools, Otterbein Col-

lege and Newcomerstown 

schools in eastern Ohio, us-

ing a fi nancing model de-

signed to make such projects 

aff ordable for school systems 

and local governments and 

profi table for the company 

and its investors.

“Doors continue to open 

for us and funding continues 

to be available,” said SolarVi-

SEE PENSION, PAGE 41

SEE SOLAR, PAGE 43

SEE CHILDREN’S, PAGE 42

APPELLATE COURT RULES Columbus misclassifi ed workers as 
independent contractors and should have been contributing to their 
retirement fund. With penalties and interest, the tab could get big.

JANET ADAMS | BUSINESS FIRST

SolarVision’s Greg Kuss, left, and Tom Van Cleef hope to make solar arrays more affordable for schools such as 
Worthington’s Evening Street School by helping them benefit from federal tax credits and other incentives.

BOUNCING BACK

Nationwide Children’s Hospital 
lost money in 2008, nicked by an 
accounting rule that required it 
to record a drop in the value of its 
investment portfolio. Those invest-
ments have rebounded this year, 
helping put the hospital back in 
the black through September:

Source: Nationwide Children’s Hospital 
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GROWING LIKE A WEED

Children’s Hospital has seen a 
sharp rise in annual revenue from 
increased patient admissions 
and participation in a Medicaid 
managed-care program:

Source: Nationwide Children’s Hospital
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pers,  a senior vice president with 

the Wyomissing, Pa.-based gam-

ing company.

“Th e last thing we want is for 

our customers to be upset about 

getting to our casino in a safe and 

effi  cient manner,” he said.

RISING BUSINESS TIDE
Schippers and Penn National 

President Tim Wilmott  were in 

Columbus Dec. 9-10 to meet with 

labor union leaders, city offi  cials, 

state legislators and the media. 

Th eir goal: To provide more de-

tails about the project and ad-

dress concerns that continue 

to be raised about the casino by 

some business groups, Th e Co-

lumbus Dispatch and elected of-

fi cials in Columbus.

Ohio voters Nov. 3 approved a consti-

tutional amendment that allows casinos 

to be built at specifi ed sites in Columbus, 

Cleveland, Cincinnati and Toledo. Penn 

National is developing the Columbus and 

Toledo casinos. Th e Cincinnati and Cleve-

land projects are being led by Rock Ven-

tures LLC, headed by Cleveland Cavaliers 

owner Dan Gilbert. 

Casino plans have received generally fa-

vorable receptions in the cities except Co-

lumbus, where Penn National is trying to 

counter claims that the casino threatens 

the development that has taken place in 

the Arena District and will hurt property 

values and existing businesses. Company 

executives insist the casino will be a posi-

tive addition and will help the business 

community given the size of the invest-

ment it will make in Columbus and the 

jobs it will create.

“We are not going to cannibalize exist-

ing businesses,” Schippers said. “We be-

lieve a rising tide lifts all ships.”

Wilmott said Penn National will spend at 

least $250 million to build a 400,000-square 

foot casino that will feature 3,000 slot ma-

chines, 100 tables for games such as black-

jack, craps and roulette, up to 25 poker ta-

bles, four to six restaurants and a parking 

garage to hold 3,000 to 4,000 vehicles.

Penn National wants the casino’s ex-

terior design to fi t with the character of 

the Arena District, Wilmott said. It has 

retained Kohn Pedersen Fox Associates  of 

New York as senior architect on the proj-

ect.

Th e company estimates the Columbus 

project will employ 3,000 to 3,500 work-

ers during construction and create 2,200 

to 2,500 permanent jobs when the casino 

opens. Wilmott said the casino jobs will 

pay an average of about $35,000 a year, 

plus benefi ts, and that 90 percent of those 

hires will be from Central Ohio.

OVERCOMING OPPOSITION
Penn National hopes to break ground on 

the casino by the end of 2010 with a con-

struction schedule of at least 18 months to 

follow. To set that in motion, the company 

is working with state lawmakers on en-

abling legislation called for in the constitu-

tional amendment, including the creation 

of a state casino control commission.

Wilmott said Penn National also plans 

to hold community forums to share its 

plans for the Columbus casino. Th ey will 

be scheduled as project details emerge, in-

cluding architectural renderings.

“We’re willing to meet with anybody,” 

Wilmott said. “It’s just a matter of if they’ll 

meet with us.”

Th at was in reference to the anti-casino 

sentiment in Columbus, especially since 

the November vote. It has included a num-

ber of editorial attacks by the Dispatch, 

which has said the casino will harm the 

Arena District and is urging city offi  cials 

not to cooperate with Penn National on 

moving the project forward. 

Th e newspaper’s parent, the Dispatch 

Printing Co., has a vested interest in the is-

sue. One of its subsidiaries, Capitol Square 

Ltd., has a 20 percent investment stake 

in Arena District development. Its busi-

ness partner in the district, Nationwide 

Insurance, also has opposed 

the casino as have several busi-

ness groups, including the Co-

lumbusChamber, Columbus 

Partnership and Experience 

Columbus.

Four Republican state leg-

islators from Franklin County 

also have jumped into the 

fray, introducing a resolution 

that calls for a constitutional 

amendment that would allow 

Columbus to opt out of the 

casino plan. Th e resolution 

will need support from 60 per-

cent of Ohio House and Sen-

ate members to appear on the 

statewide ballot in May.

A new grassroots group, Casi-

no Free Columbus, has entered 

the picture as well. It hopes to 

convince Penn National that 

building a casino in Columbus is a bad 

business decision, said Chuck Hootman,  

one of the group’s founders and a Victo-

rian Village resident.

“Th ey’ll not be as successful as they 

think they will,” he said. “Th ey are com-

ing into an environment that doesn’t want 

them and will not support them by and 

large.”

Hootman pointed to election results 

that showed 58 percent of Franklin County 

voters were against the casino ballot issue. 

He also said a casino will be a bad fi t with 

the residential and business development 

that has occurred in the Arena District 

and Short North. He and his business part-

ner, Jon Myers,  own Jufti, an iPhone gam-

ing company in Columbus. Hootman said 

they founded Casino Free Columbus out 

of concern for the community and are not 

connected to Penn National’s competitors 

in the gambling industry or those with an 

investment stake in the Arena District.
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sion CEO Greg Kuss.  “We feel like we’re 

riding a wave here that keeps rolling.”

Founded in October 2008 by Kuss and 

business partner Tom Van Cleef,  SolarVi-

sion is using a mix of government grants 

and money from investors attracted in 

part by renewable energy tax credits and 

depreciation allowances that come with 

solar energy projects.

Schools and municipalities are inter-

ested, Kuss and Van Cleef said, because 

SolarVision covers all of the installation, 

equipment and maintenance costs of the 

solar arrays. In return, customers sign a 

purchase agreement under which they pay 

SolarVision for the power generated by 

the solar installations on their buildings. 

Th ey also turn over any grants, tax credits 

and depreciation allowances to the com-

pany, which uses them to cover its costs 

and make a profi t. Th e company prices the 

electricity generated by the solar units 15 

percent lower than their customers pay 

for power from utility companies such as 

American Electric Power Company Inc.

CAPTURING FEDERAL CREDITS
Gov. Ted Strickland’s  offi  ce on Nov. 3 

disclosed two SolarVision projects were 

among 25 to receive more than $13 million 

from the federal stimulus eff ort through 

the state. A grant for $631,637 will help 

pay for a $1.9 million solar array to help 

power a community center in 

Athens, and a $335,328 grant 

will go toward a $900,000 

solar installation at Bexley’s 

new police station.

Now that the grant amount 

is known, Athens offi  cials are 

working with SolarVision to 

fi nalize the power purchase 

agreement for the communi-

ty center, Athens City Coun-

cilman Elahu Gosney  said in 

an e-mail to Columbus Busi-

ness First. Th e solar power 

system is expected to gener-

ate 20 percent to 25 percent 

of the center’s electricity.

Th ird-party ownership of renewable en-

ergy systems has been successful in other 

states, Gosney said, but the approach is 

new to Ohio.

“Th e federal tax credit for solar energy 

can cover up to 30 percent of the total 

(project) cost,” Gosney said. “Municipali-

ties are not eligible for that credit, but 

with a solar power purchase agreement, 

the third-party owner can claim the fed-

eral tax incentives to reduce the overall 

project cost substantially.”

Th e tax credits and a 30 percent depre-

ciation allowance, which reduces taxable 

income, can help tip the scale for inves-

tors who want to back the sort of renew-

able energy projects being developed by 

SolarVision, said Don Saul,  the 

company’s executive vice presi-

dent.

“It’s an incentive to be a good 

(environmental) steward,” he 

said. “It’s not a big windfall, but 

it makes it attractive enough for 

these projects to happen.”

Saul said SolarVision expects 

to do $30 million to $50 million 

in solar installations in 2010 as 

its business plan kicks into gear. 

Revenue is expected to end up 

at about $1 million this year, 

the company’s fi rst full year of 

operation.

MEETING OHIO STANDARDS
A chance connection last year between 

Kuss and Van Cleef led to SolarVision’s 

creation. Th e two made separate pro-

posals for a solar energy demonstration 

project at Worthington’s Evening Street 

School when school administrators sug-

gested they work together.

Th at project, plus a solar array at Wor-

thingway Middle School, are under devel-

opment by SolarVision. Th ey will serve as 

a teaching tool for students as well as pro-

vide electricity for the buildings, said Tim 

Gehring,  the school district’s director of 

facilities management.

“We’re really excited about providing an 

opportunity for our students to be good 

stewards for the environment,” he said.

Kuss has been in the alternative energy 

business for 30 years, heading Energy De-

signs LLC,  a renewable energy product 

developer in Westerville, and serving as 

a past president of Green Energy Ohio, 

which promotes the use of sustainable en-

ergy. Van Cleef  is a former sales executive 

with tech fi rms Astute Inc., Oracle Corp. 

and Symix Systems Inc.

Kuss and Van Cleef said one of the rea-

sons they founded SolarVision was the 

renewable energy standards enacted by 

the Ohio legislature in 2008. Th ey call for 

12.5 percent of the electricity sold in Ohio 

to come from renewable sources, such as 

solar and wind power, by 2025. At least 

0.5 percent of the renewable energy total 

must be from solar. Van Cleef said SolarVi-

sion will focus its development eff orts on 

Ohio and other states that have such re-

newable energy standards.

“Without that,” he said, “we wouldn’t 

have a business,” 
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Business: Helps schools 
and municipalities fund 
solar energy installa-
tions.

Based: Westerville
CEO: Greg Kuss
Employees: 6
2009 revenue: $1 million
Web site: 

solarvisionllc.net

CASINO: ‘We are not going to cannibalize existing businesses,’ VP says

SOLAR: Munis benefi t from renewable energy tax credits through deals with fi rm
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