Port on board with financing plan Southern Ohio plant to get loan
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A frozen-food manufacturer 200 miles away will benefit from the Cleveland-Cuyahoga County Port Authority’s first financing initiative beyond Northeast Ohio.

The port’s board voted Wednesday to issue $6 million in bonds for expansion of a family-owned plant in Jackson, a small city in southern Ohio.

Luigino’s makes frozen entrees, including the Budget Gourmet and Michelina’s brands. The company plans to build an 80,000-square-foot plant for new pizza and submarine-sandwich lines.

The Ohio Department of Development asked the port to help finance the $22 million project because the state is limited to lending $10 million to any single company. The Cleveland port authority and the Toledo-Lucas County Port Authority each committed $6 million.

The two authorities are able to offer fixed-interest bonds, Cleveland port authority Executive Director Gary Failor said. Luigino’s bonds will run for 15 years at 7 percent interest.

The local port authority began financing economic development projects in 1993. Since then, it has loaned more than $518 million for $775 million worth of projects, including the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame and Museum, Cleveland Browns Stadium, office buildings and parking garages.

In 2000, the board approved $20.5 million to build an office building in Medina County, the only project the authority financed outside Cuyahoga County before Luigino’s.

Although mostly nonmaritime, the projects fit the port’s mission by creating or maintaining jobs, board member John Carney said. Luigino’s, for example, employs about 1,050 people and expects to add 250 jobs with the expansion.

“We’re helping our whole state even though it’s not right here,” Carney said.

Failor insists that the decision to help the Jackson company won’t hurt potential projects in Cuyahoga County. “We have the capacity to deal with anyone here,” he said.

And he expects Cleveland to benefit from a similar joint financing effort in the near future. The Toledo port authority may help finance an auto parts manufacturing operation in Cuyahoga County, Failor said.
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