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HARRISBURG -- The company proposing a casino at The Meadows in Washington County told state gambling regulators Monday that the venture would not be profitable if state revenue projections are correct. 

But Bill Paulos, a partner in Las Vegas-based Millennium Gaming, which bought the harness racing track in July, believes the state's numbers -- based on a consultant's study -- are wrong. 

"If they're right, you should not put a casino at The Meadows," Paulos told the board. "You're talking about $100 million (difference). It doesn't pencil. You wouldn't do it. We wouldn't do it," Paulos, flanked by his lawyers and financial experts, told the Gaming Control Board. 

A major financial discrepancy emerged at a licensing hearing for a temporary casino at The Meadows when the state Gaming Control Board estimated gross gaming revenue at the casino at $123 million. 

The board won't release the consultant's report. Board Chairman Tad Decker said it is "confidential." 

Millennium Gaming's experts project an annual revenue figure of about $215 million. 

"Look at the spread. It's huge," Decker said. "It's a serious problem or we wouldn't be talking about it. But we want this (project) to succeed." 

The board is scheduled to make a decision on licenses on Sept. 27. The board will approve, deny or defer action on the casino at The Meadows and other racetracks, Decker said. 

Gross gaming revenue is the amount collected by a casino after paying winners but before state and local taxes are paid. 

Board members expressed concern that if revenue is too low, Meadows' owners might not be able to move from a temporary to a permanent facility that could eventually employ 450 people. A temporary casino could open as early as February. 

"The statute -- whether we like it or not -- says the board has to be convinced the project is likely to succeed," said board member Jeffrey Coy. 

Executives from the gambling companies that would own the racetrack slots parlors were present at yesterday's hearing to give their pitches and answer questions from the Gaming Control Board. 

The board's report, which includes a recommendation by PricewaterhouseCoopers consultants on the financial feasibility of a temporary casino at The Meadows, shows how much money might be made at each of the proposed casinos across the state, board spokesman Doug Harbach said. 

Christopher Craig, an attorney for Sen. Vincent Fumo, D-Philadelphia, key architect of the slots law, disagreed that the report is a confidential document. 

Craig said a financial document used by a public agency in making a licensing decision would be considered public information under the state's Right to Know Law. 

Gambling regulators and state officials would have reason to keep the revenue projections secret if they are lower than promised, said Tim Potts, a former top House Democratic staffer now heading a reform group, Democracy Rising PA. 

Approved two years ago, slots were touted as a means to generate $1 billion a year for property tax cuts to the state's 3 million homeowners. 

"If the revenue projections are lower, that's not something the governor and Legislature would want people to know a couple of months before the election," Potts said. 

Gaming Control Board members might not want to release the figures while lawmakers are preparing to vote on changes to the slots law, he said. 

A Senate panel today will take testimony on changes to the slots law. 

"They're not going to yield anything they don't have to yield," Potts said. "They don't make it easy to get information, and they don't make it easy to understand the information when the public gets it. This is an organization that thinks it has too much to hide." 

If the study was paid for with public money and is being used to make a decision affecting the public, it should be released for taxpayers to see, said Loren Cochran, freedom of information service center director at The Reporters Committee for Freedom of the Press in Arlington, Va. 

"If this is going to affect the public's welfare and its incoming revenue, they should have the right to know why the decisions are being made," Cochran said. "They need the full body of information in order to evaluate for themselves whether the correct decision has been made." 

Paulos said Millennium Gaming only received a page from the board's report. The fax copy was bad and "we couldn't read it," he said. 
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