
POPULOUS

A look at a rendering of a possible
Tampa Bay Rays stadium on
waterfront property in the Ybor
Channel.

Are the Rays taking another
swing at an Ybor ballpark?

The team has already submitted a bid to redevelop its
current site in St. Petersburg.
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The Tampa Bay Rays appear to still be
working on plans for a baseball
stadium near downtown Tampa
— despite the team's recent pitch to
redevelop St. Petersburg's Tropicana
Field into a mixed-use district
anchored by a new stadium.

Renderings obtained by the Tampa
Bay Business Journal show a domed
stadium on waterfront property in the
Ybor Channel — a property that
developer Darryl Shaw is under
contract to acquire. Kansas City-
based Populous, an architecture firm
specializing in professional sports venues, created the renderings,
a Hillsborough County spokeswoman said.

The renderings were shared at a virtual meeting that included
Tampa Sports Authority President and CEO Eric Hart, Hillsborough
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County administrator Bonnie Wise, Tampa Mayor Jane Castor's
chief of staff John Bennett, deputy city attorney Morris Massey and
others. Shaw did not attend the meeting.

Shaw told the Business Journal through a spokeswoman that his
team did not create the renderings. Hillsborough County
Commissioner Ken Hagan said he hasn't seen the renderings but is
continuing his yearslong effort to secure a stadium deal in Tampa.

Rays President Matt Silverman said in a statement that the team is
focused on staying in Tampa Bay and is "working in earnest with
leaders throughout the region to make that happen."

The renderings of a Tampa stadium have surfaced at a pivotal time
for the Rays' relationship with leaders in St. Petersburg and Pinellas
County. The Rays partnered with Hines, a global real estate
developer, to submit a bid to redevelop Tropicana Field and build a
stadium on the 86-acre property near downtown St. Pete. St. Pete
Mayor Ken Welch has made keeping the Rays there a top priority,
requiring respondents to his request for proposals to include a
Major League Baseball stadium in the plans.

In the 15 years the Rays have been searching for a new stadium
site, the linchpin to the deal — on either side of Tampa Bay — has
been municipal funding. While there's minimal political appetite for
funding a new stadium in Tampa, Pinellas County has a sizable
revenue stream in its hotel bed tax revenue, thanks to years of
record tourism on its beaches.

To longtime observers of the team's stadium search, the renderings
may appear to be another attempt at gaining leverage in potential
negotiations.

"The Rays have been meeting with us and St. Pete essentially
simultaneously," Hagan said. "They've had discussions with both.
Because they're going to obviously try and leverage one city off of
another, which is understandable."

Castor confirmed through a spokesperson that the Rays are
targeting a property north of the Ybor Channel.

"There are still significant questions that need to be answered in
terms of financing, infrastructure and more," Castor said.
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Ybor City is still in the running

Hagan said the Rays are in active negotiations with Shaw over the
25-acre property that International Ship Repair & Marine Services
Inc. currently occupies.

Shaw declined to comment on Hagan's assertion that he is
negotiating with the team. Hagan says the Ybor Channel property,
which Shaw will buy in phases over the next one to five years, is the
team's No. 1 target, though the team is "kicking the tires" on other
sites in Ybor.

That timeline presents a major challenge for stadium construction
on the Ybor Channel. Even if Hillsborough were to strike a financing
deal with the Rays, the stadium would need to begin construction
almost immediately as the team's lease in St. Petersburg expires in
2027. The sale of the operational ship repair facility east of the
channel could take up to five years to close, as it is contingent on
the relocation of the ship repair business in an effort to preserve
maritime jobs.

Wise told the Business Journal that the county meets with the Rays
periodically as it seeks to better understand the team's needs for a
potential stadium. Leadership at the Tampa Sports Authority meets
monthly with the Rays, Hagan said. A larger meeting with the team
and various stakeholders is scheduled for later this month, he said.

If the Rays are genuinely negotiating on the site, it would be the
team's third attempt at striking a deal with Hillsborough and Tampa
leaders. The first blew up in late 2018, months after owner Stu
Sternberg unveiled a futuristic, glass-domed stadium in Ybor City
with a price tag of $892 million. Afterward, former Mayor Bob
Buckhorn said "professional sports, in these circumstances, are
more akin to municipal extortion than anything."

The Rays also floated the idea of building a stadium on the former
headquarters of Kforce Inc. in Ybor. In that iteration of an Ybor
stadium, Sternberg pitched splitting the season between Tampa
Bay and Montreal. Major League Baseball killed the split-season
idea in early 2022.

Hagan, also a board member at the Tampa Sports Authority, said a
third-party economic study detailing costs is being updated for the
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Ybor Channel property. The previous report indicated a fixed-roof
stadium at the former Kforce Inc. headquarters in Ybor would cost
at least $959 million.

Height restrictions in the historic district of Ybor forced the Rays to
look elsewhere.

The U.S. Army Corps of Engineers would need to do environmental
studies for the proposed Ybor Channel property. The Rays also
need to partner with a developer like they did with Hines for the St.
Pete proposal, Hagan said.

"Candidly, that's a benefit that St. Pete does have in their pursuit of
a ballpark," he said.
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