July hearing set for turf club

By LISA GRZYBOSKI
Courier-Post Staff


CHERRY HILL

A proposal to bring simulcast horse racing and off-track betting to the site of the former Garden State Park racetrack is scheduled for a July planning board hearing.

The July 16 hearing comes six years after Pennwood Racing Inc. first submitted to the township its plan to build a turf club along Route 70. The club would stand on 10 acres next to the decaying gatehouse -- the only remnant of the old racetrack still left standing on what is now the 223-acre Garden State Park mixed-use development under construction.

"If not July, I can say I would be very surprised if they're not here in August," said David Benedetti, the township's community development director, who met with Pennwood representatives last week to discuss some parking revisions to the project's design plans.

More than anyone, Benedetti has witnessed the turf club application's continuous fits and starts over the years. But this time the forward movement is for real, he said.

Pennwood -- a 50/50 partnership between Penn National Gaming and Greenwood Racing that owns Philadelphia Park -- submitted its preliminary and final site plans for the turf club in May. Also, the township's professional planners deemed the company's development application complete earlier this month.

Plans for "The Favorites at Garden State Park" show a one-story building that's 33,000 square feet in size and reminiscent of the old racetrack's exterior.

Floor plans include a circular bar near the entrance, a wagering area and two large lounges where people can watch televisions broadcasting live horse races from across the country. There is also an event room, VIP section, exterior smoking area and counter for limited food sales.

Pennwood's plans also involve a complete renovation of the gatehouse. A sign advertising "Favorites at Cherry Hill" would be mounted to the gatehouse's roof.

Initially, the company planned to demolish the structure.

"I think we made them see the light that this is a very worthwhile preservation effort they could undertake," Benedetti said.

Pennwood is requesting no variances. It is, however, asking for two waivers -- one from open space requirements and the other from a traffic impact report. The company argues because the turf club would be located in the Garden State Park mixed-use development, it's included in the general development plan the township approved in 2003 and 2005. That plan determined the development's overall open space and traffic issues.

No one from either Penn National Gaming or Greenwood Racing returned numerous messages left over the course of several days. An employee of Penn National did say, however, everyone in a position to comment on the turf club was in West Virginia, which is in the midst of considering a law to allow table games at racetracks.
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