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 Dinosaur theme park backers still digging up funding 
BY JENNIFER DAWSON
HOUSTON BUSINESS JOURNAL

THEN
Date: July 20, 2007
Headline: ‘Dinosaur park takes big step 

toward reality with funding green light’

THE STORY
State legislation was enacted to pave the 

way for development of a Disney-style di-
nosaur entertainment complex proposed 
for Montgomery County.

Th e EarthQuest theme park is being cre-
ated by Don Lessem of Pennsylvania-based 
ExhibitsRex LLC, who in 2006 announced 
plans to build the project on 50 acres in the 
small town of New Caney. By mid-2007, the 
proposed project was expected to cover 
250 acres and cost more than $600 million 
to develop. A $150 million spa hotel is also 
planned for the site.

Lessem, who served as chief adviser to 
producers of the “Jurassic Park” movie, has 
created permanent and touring dinosaur 
exhibits through Dinodon Inc., a division 
of ExhibitsRex.

EarthQuest got a boost from House 
Bill 4015, which allows creation 
of a special taxing zone and fa-
cilitates bond fi nancing.Th e mea-
sure allows the East Montgomery 
County Improvement District to 
sell bonds to pay for infrastruc-
ture work, by giving it the means 
to pay back the bonds.

Th e legislation will allow the 
special district to collect a hotel/
motel tax (other than within the city limits 
of Splendora); create a tax or fee for parking 
and admission; and increase sales tax by 0.5 
cents within the park site’s enterprise zone.

New Caney, which is located north of 
Houston, edged out a Dallas suburb to be-
come the site for EarthQuest.

Th e proposed park was to be located at 
Caney Creek near FM 1485 and U.S. High-
way 59 on property owned by Marlin Atlan-
tis, a Dallas-based residential community 
developer. Th e land is part of a 1,564-acre 
undeveloped parcel once owned by Rice 
University that was acquired by Marlin At-
lantis in 2004 for a proposed Whitestone 

residential community.
At the time, construction on the theme 

park was expected to begin in the fi rst half 
of 2008.

Th e eco-friendly project would be a mix-
ture of entertainment and educa-
tion, similar to Disney’s EPCOT 
theme park in Florida. Earth-
Quest would include a dinosaur 
museum, IMAX-style theater and 
walking trails amid life-size dino-
saur exhibits.

A nonprofi t educational com-
plex called the DinoDon Institute 
is also part of the overall vision.

Frank McCrady, president and CEO of 
the East Montgomery County Improve-
ment District, predicted that EarthQuest 
will employ about 2,700 people when it is 
completed in 2012.

NOW
Although a recent fundraising event in-

dicates support for the project, developers 
have yet to break ground on EarthQuest.

A “Friends of EarthQuest” reception on 
Dec. 8 was attended by 275 people who 
committed more than $75,000 to Earth-
Quest Institute, a new name for the non-
profi t DinoDon Institute.

Don Holbrook, president and CEO of 
EarthQuest Institute, says it was supposed 
to be a modest event, intended to provide 
information on the project. He only ex-
pected 125 people to come, and fi gured 
they may pledge around $20,000 to the 
nonprofi t institute.

“We had to actually turn people away,” 
says Holbrook. “I was just blown away. It 
was exponentially better than I ever ex-
pected.”

Th e project has continued to evolve over 
the past two years.

John Marlin took over as developer of 
EarthQuest after due diligence showed 
the value of an entertainment destination 
such as this in the Houston area. Marlin 
is CEO of Marlin Atlantis, which owns 
the Montgomery County land where the 
theme park will be constructed.

Marlin Atlantis owns a total of 1,600 
acres — 550 acres of which are now ear-
marked for the theme park and education-
al institute.

Th e company postponed plans for its 
residential development in Montgom-
ery County until EarthQuest gets off  the 
ground, Holbrook says. 

Although all of the fi nancial pieces 
of the puzzle have yet to fall into place, 

EarthQuest Institute and the theme park 
— expected to be named either Earth-
Quest Adventures Th eme Park or Global 
EarthQuest Adventures Th eme Park — are 
slated to start construction in summer 
or fall 2010, and have a grand opening in 
2012. 

Phase I of the theme park — complete 
with rides, roller coasters and interactive 
exhibits — will cost about $550 million, 
Holbrook says. Phase I of the institute will 
run about $50 million.

Th e price tag for the entire master plan, 
including EarthQuest, the residential com-
munity and accompanying developments, 
is pegged at $1.3 billion, says Holbrook, 
adding that it will create 17,000 jobs at 
build out.

Dinosaur expert Lessem is still an eq-
uity partner, but only part of the multifac-
eted theme park will focus on dinosaurs. 
Holbrook says there will be fi ve “lands” 
in EarthQuest, and one of those will have 
rides and features starring the prehistoric 
creatures.

Contour Entertainment in Los Angeles 
is involved in development of EarthQuest. 
Chris Brown, president of Contour, has 
three decades of experience in the enter-
tainment fi eld, including 15 years at Walt 
Disney Co. 

As an affi  liated entity, EarthQuest Insti-
tute will educate visitors on new types of 
energy production, conservation, sustain-
able technology and the environment.

“It’s a way for kids to learn,” says McCra-
dy. “Th ere’s a lot of tactile stuff  throughout 
the park and the museum.”

Th e East Montgomery County Improve-
ment District issued $7.6 million in bonds 
about a year ago that are funding the 
predevelopment activity. Th e money will 
be paid back with proceeds from future 
EarthQuest revenue.

Holbrook, who lives in Las Vegas, says 
Marlin is currently weighing several op-
tions for additional development funding, 
but did not name the prospective sources.

“In this economy, it’s a great position to 
be in,” he adds. “It also proves that Hous-
ton is a great market. Th e capital markets 
believe that.”                        ■
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 Medical industry IT start-up plugs into big contracts
BY CHRISTINE HALL
HOUSTON BUSINESS JOURNAL

THEN
Date: Feb. 16, 2009 
Headline: ‘Former 

Healthlink execs launch 
new venture’

THE STORY
Former Healthlink Inc. 

executives Ivo Nelson 
and Dana Sellers formed 
Encore Health Resources 
LLC to provide informa-
tion technology consult-
ing services to the provid-
er segment of the health 
care market.

Encore was set up to 
work with hospital clients 
to improve their information systems. Th e 
focus was to be in three areas: Integrating 

the federal government’s stimulus pack-
age, which has $20 billion earmarked for 
health care IT; helping hospitals run more 
effi  ciently based on data being gathered; 
and assisting hospital clients with clinical 
and business systems.

Encore currently has 10 employees. Nel-
son is chairman of the company, while 
Sellers is president and CEO.

Both Nelson and Sellers were already 
employed by Healthlink — Nelson as 
founder, and Sellers as president and chief 
operating offi  cer — when the company 
was acquired by IBM Corp. in 2005.

NOW
Less than a year after 

its formation, Encore 
wasted no time in se-
curing some high-pro-
fi le deals. 

Th e company recently signed partner-
ship agreements with both Redmond, 

Wash.-based Microsoft Corp. and Austin-
based Dell Inc.

Sellers says Encore will be 
working alongside Microsoft to 
assist companies with their elec-
tronic data.

“We help clients look at the 
data they have in diff erent ways 
and more effi  ciently,” she says. “It 
also allows our clients to develop 
strategies.”

With Dell, Encore will assist physician 
clients who use Dell products by help-
ing them transform their physician offi  ce 

processes to take ad-
vantage of electronic 
records and use them 
in what Sellers says is a 
“more meaningful way.”

Th e two contracts 
don’t have a specifi c value, Sellers says, but 
are ongoing relationships in which Encore 
will work with clients using both Microsoft 

and Dell products.
“As the number of health providers us-

ing Microsoft Amalga and Health-
Vault continues to grow, Microsoft 
is building relationships with con-
sulting organizations that have 
strong reputations, bring deep 
expertise in health care and can 
off er our customers value-added 
services that complement our so-
lutions. We’re pleased to collabo-

rate with Encore Health Resources in this 
capacity,” a Microsoft representative said 
in an e-mail.

Th e addition of Microsoft and Dell prod-
ucts has expanded Encore’s client base to 
15, ranging from universities to hospitals. 

Sellers says Encore has 41 full-time em-
ployees, and is adding about 10 a month. 
Th anks to the new deals, she expects the 
company’s roster to number more than 
100 next year.                       ■
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