Developers plan to break ground next year for $640 million resort project on St. Croix   -   By ALDETH LEWIN    Friday, October 2nd 2009
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With a recent approval from the St. Croix Coastal Zone Management Committee to restore the beach, the $640 million marina and casino resort being developed by William and Punch is moving ahead and plans are to break ground early next year. 

William and Punch Partners owns nearly 600 acres on St. Croix's northwest shore and has plans for condominiums, a boutique hotel, spa, restaurants, retail shops, a casino, timeshare units, a championship golf course and a 64-slip marina for the property. 

The Mashantucket Pequot Tribal Nation - which owns and operates Foxwoods Casino and Resort in Connecticut - has a majority interest in the development. Local attorney Kevin Rames and developer Chris Elliott are minority partners. Rames is counsel to The Daily News. 

Rames, the vice president of development at William and Punch, said the resort will be named Amalago Bay and will soon be tied to an international brand. 

The CZM permit was approved in January with 36 special conditions. In July, the developers asked the committee to modify three of the conditions - changing the specifications of the entrance channel and flushing channel that lead in and out of the marina and restoring the beach. The modifications for the channels were approved but the beach modification was not. 

In August, the developers came back to the committee with some more data and environmental studies supporting their request and it was reconsidered at a St. Croix CZM Committee meeting Monday. 

Committee members Neil Simon and Charles Peters voted to accept the change but member Masserae Webster Sprauve voted against it. Committee member Robert Merwin was absent from Monday's meeting but has abstained from voting on all William and Punch matters in the past because he owns property that is adjacent to the proposed resort. Sprauve said she was simply not convinced that the resort's changes to the beach would not be harmful. 

"I have had concerns from the get-go that the project overall is totally invasive of the environment," she said. Sprauve said she is not against the entire project, just the parts that affect the shorelines. "They need to make the project fit into the property, not make the property fit the project," she said. 

In the original CZM application, the developer asked to extend the beach 250 feet, but that request was denied. The new modification will allow William and Punch to extend the beach 46 feet seaward from the mean low tide line. Rames said the sand that will be used will come from the dredging channels leading to and from the marina. 

The sand will cover the exposed rocks at the shoreline and continue into the water, gradually sloping down to the sea floor. Rames said adding the sand will restore the beach to the way it was prior to Hurricane Lenny in 1999. 

"With this change Williams and Punch now has a CZM permit that will allow it to construct the resort in the manner that it was originally envisioned by the owners and their architects," Rames said. 

The developers also have changed the plans to create more public beach parking, he said. Two beachfront villas have been removed from the design, making room for 24 parking spaces on the south side of the beach and 10 spaces on the northern end. Rames said in addition to the beachside parking, all 1,700 parking spaces at the resort will be open and available to the public. 

The last hurdles before William and Punch can break ground include amending the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers permit application to reflect Monday's CZM decision. The project then has to gain approval from the federal agency, obtain legislative approval to relocate a section of Emancipation Drive to accommodate the marina and have the Legislature approve a submerged land lease for the marina. 

"William and Punch anticipates moving through these steps in a business-like fashion," Rames said. 

He said an announcement should be made in a month about a hotel brand, and the developers will then begin preliminary discussions with financing entities to bankroll the $640 million project. 

Elliott said a deal is almost finalized with a celebrity golfer who will design the resort's golf course.  The developers expect to break ground on the project in early 2010. 

"We're extremely happy that we were able to work out a compromise with CZM so we could go ahead and move forward now," Elliott said. "It's a very good thing." 

William and Punch has a reservation for a casino license from the Casino Control Commission.

