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Can the white elephant that is Mirabel airport become a swan?

French investors are prepared to stake at least $100 million that it can.

At a joint news conference yesterday at the vacant airport, a French consortium and Aeroports de
Montreal announced an agreement in principle that would see Mirabel's bright and spacious terminal
converted to an indoor activity centre called AeroDream (Reveport) by 2007.

The "recreational multiplex" would be open seven days a week, year-round, and include a beach,
spa, fitness centre, conventional and high-tech theatres, discos, arcades, museum, exhibition hall, TV
studio, shops, restaurants and a giant aquarium, complete with acrylic tunnel that people could walk
through to see the fish.

The project also would revive the airport hotel, shuttered since 2002.

"The concept is unique. It's the first time an airport has been transformed into a theme park," said
Gilles Assouline, president of the I-Parks-Oger International Consortium, which consists of park
developer I-Parks Creative Industries and the engineering and construction company Oger
International (whose project list includes the second phase of EuroDisney).

Assouline, whose company is developing three theme parks in China, said the Mirabel project, funded
entirely with private money, should be viable with 750,000-800,000 visitors a year, but could handle
as many as 3.5 million.

As envisioned, the project could include additional investments of $200 million in two phases.

Mirabel has been in limbo since airport authorities announced in 2002 that all Montreal passenger
traffic would be concentrated at Pierre Elliott Trudeau Airport in Dorval. Opened in 1975, Mirabel
never came close to projected traffic volumes and at the end was running an operating deficit of $20
million a year.

In 2004, Aeroports de Montreal let it be known it was seeking an alternative vocation for the terminal.
It received eight proposals, said James Cherry, president and chief executive officer of ADM. Four



were rejected and two fell by the wayside, leaving two serious contenders, he said.

AeroDream got the nod over a submission from the International Institute for Human and Public
Security because it made full use of the amenities (including the hotel), created year-round
employment, had solid financial footing and was deemed "international in calibre."

Assouline called the terminal building "spectacular" and said converting it into a quality, affordable,
family leisure centre would be one way for the public to get a return on its investment.

Under the terms of the agreement - which requires the assent of new federal Transport Minister
Lawrence Cannon and has not yet been formally signed - the terminal and adjacent buildings and
property would be rented to the consortium for 25 years, with provision for two five-year extensions.
Cherry wouldn't divulge how much ADM would receive in rent, but said it would cover annual
expenses.

Renting out the site guarantees the property would still be available for use as an airport if it's needed
in 35 years, he added.

AeroDream is the second major recreational project announced for the Mirabel area in the past year.

Last summer, developers unveiled plans for a $425-million recreational, tourism and commercial
complex called Lac Mirabel, about 40 kilometres north of Montreal. It was to include 330,000 square
feet of mini- lakes, a 140,000-square-foot aquarium with 20,000 different species, a nearly 100,500-
square-foot spa, 70,000- square-foot indoor city for children 6 to 13, a 500,000-square-foot sports
complex and a 3,000-seat auditorium. Construction is due to begin in April with completion projected
for the end of 2007.

Assouline said he doesn't see much overlap in the concepts.

"This is a completely different project," he said, "but the more the better, as far as I'm concerned."

Mirabel Mayor Hubert Meilleur welcomed the Europeans' initiative.

"You can't be against something like that," he said. "They had to find a project for that site and this
one is interesting."

Phase 1, the renovation and reopening of the hotel, is due to begin in June and be completed by the
fall. The terminal attractions would open in stages starting at the end of 2007.
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