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Children’s Center finds home

By Jill Lerner

STAFF WRITER
After more than three years of search-
ing for a location for the World
Children’s Center, Smyrna busine:
man Donald Whitney has purchased
land and received zoning approval for a

site in northwest Georgia.
The move puts Whitney closer than

ever to realizing his dream of building a

250 million home for orphaned and
neglected children. The 710-acre plot is
in Haralson County near the Alabama
border, and when fully developed is

slated to house 500 children.

With land in hand, the Children’s
Center is preparing to launch a major
capital gifts campaign this summer.

“There is a lot of work from this point
until we see the first brick laid,” said
Dianne Kaseta, director of community
investment for the organization, who
added that the direct economic impact
of the center during the first 10 years of
its construction and operation is pegged
at $450 million.

The land purchase comes roughly two
years after a deal to build on 540 acres

near Callaway Gardens, south of Atlanta,
fell through. Local officials rejected
‘Whitney’s plans for the land in March
2003.

Word of the new site purchase
surely welcomed by the Chl]dren 5
Center's roster of blue-chip corporate
and individual supporters including
Quaker brands — a unit of PepsiCo Inc.
(NYSE: PEP), The Coca-Cola Co.
(NYSE: KO), cell phone company
T-Mobile, Publix Super Markets In
and the artist Thomas Kinkade.

> See CHILDREN'S CENTER, 24A

Dream come true

A Smyma businessman has purchased a
710-acre site for a home for orphaned and
neglected children.
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It's good news too, for the 15,425 chil-
dren in the Georgia foster-care system.
First and foremost, the center will serve
children from Georgia. Eventually, it will
expand to include children from the rest
of the Southeast and beyond, Kaseta
said.

So far, the Center has raised more than
$10 million to fund work leading up to
this point, which has included buying the
$2.5 million expanse of land in Haralson
County, performing engineering sur-
veys on the site to ensure its safety, and
creating a curriculum for the children
who will reside at the center.

As part of the effort to raise the
roughly $250 million necessary to build
out the space, the project’s organizers
are offering naming rights for planned
buildings on the property, including
opportunities to name 100 houses, the
center’s medical facility and its school,
among other buildings.

The children’s community is the brain-
child of Whitney, founder and CEO of
Corporate Sports Unlimited Inc., a
health club management and special
event planning firm. Whitney also is the
founder and executive director of the
U.S. 10K Classic — a premier national
road race and Labor Day event for
Atlanta.

In Atlanta, Corporate Sports manages
16 corporate health clubs including facili-
ties for CNN and Bank of America Corp.,
and the company’s special events unit
directs more than 250 events annually.
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Safe haven: Donald Whitney, founder and CEO of Corporate Sports Unlimited,
plans to build the World Children’s Center on land in Haralson County.

‘Whitney’s vision for the center is to
create a safe-haven community for
orphaned and neglected children 2 years
old through high school age who will live
and go to school on the property.

Kaseta said the center plans to work
with the state’s child welfare services
and “help fill the gaps.”

In late 2002, Whitney purchased land
near Callaway Gardens in Pine Moun-
tain, only to have local officials deny his
plan for the property amid community
opposition.

In stark contrast to the last experience,
Kaseta said Haralson County officials
sought out organizers of the Center and
gave zoning approval for the land in a
mere 30 days.

Organizers plowed the proceeds from

the sale of the Pine Mountain land into
the purchase of their new property in
‘Tallapoosa.

The property is about 55 miles from
Atlanta and also is centrally located near
Birmingham, Ala., and Chattanooga,
Tenn.

“T've heard nothing but people bragging
and pleased that we're getting the World
Children’s Center,” said Tallapoosa mayor
Micajah Bagwell.

“There’s nothing negative about this.
We're delighted,” he said.

Kaseta said construction is still a mini-
mum of six to 12 months away, and no
fnrmal contracts have been awarded to
he noted a
tractors will be
their belief in the center’s mission.

[The center] is good news ...
for the 15,425 children in the
Georgia foster-care system.
First and foremost, the center
will serve children from
Georgia. Eventually, it will
expand to include children
from the rest of the
Southeast and beyond.

‘The first phase of the three-phase con-
struction timeline calls for infrastructure
development, the construction of up to
24 children’s homes serving about 144
children, a pre-kindergarten through 5th
grade elementary school, parks, play-
grounds and staff homes, among other
projects.

Despite the uncertainty surrounding its
location up to this point, the center has
moved forward with its curriculum in
recent years.

‘The center’s program director, Richard
Pierce, has completed a curriculum,
which has been sent out for national and
international peer review, Kaseta said.

From 1993 to 2003, Pierce served as
dean of neighborhood and family life at
the Milton Hershey School in Hershey,
Pa., a family-style residential educational
program for 1,300 financially needy boys
and girls between the ages of 4 and 18.

Prior to his work at the Milton Hershey
School, Pierce was a tenured associate
professor at Pennsylvania State Univer-
where he taught classes in life-span
development.
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