Planners approve Garden State Park turf club
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CHERRY HILL

It's off!

Well, sort of.

A plan to build an off-track betting club at the former Garden State Park racetrack got unanimous approval from the township's planning board late Monday.

But developer GS Park Racing LP is far from the finish line.

It must apply for a license from the New Jersey Racing Commission to operate the club, which will feature simulcast horse racing and a wagering area.

The application takes about six months to complete if everything goes smoothly, said Frank Zanzuccki, racing commission executive director. The process will involve a public hearing in Cherry Hill, a public comment period, a public hearing before the racing commission and a state Attorney General review of the application, Zanzuccki said.

As a result, construction of the turf club wouldn't start until at least next winter, said Barbara Casey, the attorney representing GS Park Racing.

It's a short wait, considering the time it took the developer to appear before the township planning board for preliminary and final site plan approval. A proposal to build the club on 10 acres along Route 70 was first presented in August 2001, one day after off-track betting was signed into law.

The turf club project was slowed in part because of its location.

It sits next to the massive Garden State Park mixed-use development, which is transforming the old racetrack property into a retail, residential and entertainment center. The turf club had to be considered in the context of this redevelopment effort, township officials said.

GS Park Racing also had to settle agreements for roads, utilities and drainage with the Garden State Park developers, a process that was at times rocky.

It didn't help that much of the 10-acre property would need to be raised about two feet for appropriate water drainage, Casey said. GS Park Racing spent months considering the cost of trucking in tons of dirt fill and trying to find an alternative, the lawyer said. In the end, it decided to elevate the land.

The approval Monday night didn't surprise GS Park Racing.

"The application was free of variances and there was a lot of communication between the township and the applicant over the past year," Casey said Monday after the meeting. "We have had a very good working relationship with the township's community development staff."

The 600-seat club -- called Favorites at Garden State Park -- will be constructed on Route 70 next to the old gatehouse that used to welcome visitors to the horse racetrack, which closed in spring 2001.

The planning board approved a 32,805-square-foot building, but the developer will construct about 27,800 square feet and add the remaining space at a later date, Casey said.

The club, which will create 75 to 125 jobs, will 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. Designs also show a VIP section, outside smoking area, food sales counter and event room, which will only open for large crowds on busy race days such as the Kentucky Derby and the Preakness.

The developer will create 387 parking spaces and renovate the deteriorating gatehouse.

"I'm very happy to see the gatehouse being kept. It's a nice amenity," said Alan Miller, planning board chairman. "I think it (the project) is going to enhance this municipality. At the very least, it will stop questions of what's happening with this piece of property."

As conditions of its approval, the planning board directed GS Park Racing to improve landscaping, especially along Route 70 and Garden Park Boulevard, and to work quickly to install a traffic light at the turf club's entrance off Garden Park Boulevard.

GS Park Racing is owned by Pennwood Racing Inc., a 50-50 partnership between Penn National Gaming and Greenwood Racing, the company that owns Philadelphia Park and Atlantic City Race Course.

The New Jersey Racing Commission has approved three off-track betting licenses.

The only turf club operating in the state is in Vineland, Cumberland County. It's owned by Greenwood Racing, Zanzuccki said.

The New Jersey Sports and Exposition Authority is scheduled to open an off-track betting club in Woodbridge, Middlesex County, in late September.
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