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I have come to Grand Bahama tonight to talk facts, not fiction.  

I have come here to talk sense to you tonight, not nonsense.  

I have come here tonight because the FNM is doing the same thing here in Grand Bahama that they’re busy doing up and down the country: they’re running a campaign based on three things: lies, more lies and still more lies!  

Well, the FNM can lie all they want but tonight the truth will out!   

Tonight I have come to give you the facts, to give you truth, so that you will be able to see for yourself the wicked lies the FNM is telling on the PLP Government.

Lie # 1: They tell you that here in Grand Bahama unemployment is worse than it ever was under the FNM.  That’s lie!   In fact, May 2002, when the PLP came to office, there were 25,190 persons employed on Grand Bahama.  By May 2006, however, four years later, the number of employed persons in Grand Bahama had increased to 27,540 despite the hurricanes. 

Lie # 2: They say that as a result of the closure of Royal Oasis, the economy of Grand Bahama has gone into a deep depression and that there is nothing else happening to pick up the slack.  That, too, is a big, fat lie!   

To prove it’s a lie, all you have to do is look at what has been happening in the construction sector on Grand Bahama. In 2006, 1050 new building permits were issued for Freeport.  Construction dollar value jumped from $89 million in 2005 to $189 million in 2006 - an increase of over 100 million dollars!  And this happened under the PLP, not the FNM!

In addition, major players in the Grand Bahama economy have continued to register robust growth.  The best example of this is the Freeport Container Port which has been experiencing unprecedented growth since the PLP came to power.  In 2006 the growth rate in traffic jumped 28% over 2005.  As a result of this growth, the company added over 300 new employees during the year and now has a staff compliment of more than 950.  And the number is growing at approximately 10 new persons each week!  

If you want further proof of the FNM’s lie, all you have to do is turn your eyes to the west.  Just look at the economic miracle that is already beginning to bloom in western Grand Bahama!  The Ginn Company has already spent over millions of dollars in preparatory work at West End.  Heavy equipment operators are busy! Trucking companies are busy! People are working!  Even the lunch ladies are busy!  And things are only just starting.  A major boom is about to break out and when it does it will be sustained for a generation.  You can quote me on that!

And don't let the FNM get away with the wicked lie they’re going around telling about the Ginn Project. They’re saying that we, the Government, gave them the land to do the project on.  That’s a big, bold-faced lie!  The land the project is being built on is made up of land that Ginn bought from private landowners, not the Government!  So that’s lie # 3 the FNM has been telling here in Grand Bahama.

But we don’t have to stop there.  Other examples of the economic resurgence of Grand Bahama abound.  Look at Associated Grocers, one of the biggest food distribution companies on the planet.  Their plant is now about 80% complete.  Soon it will be open, exporting to some 42 countries in this hemisphere.  By June of this year, they will have hired at least 200 persons from Grand Bahama. And the number of employees will continue to grow from year to year.  

But we don’t have to stop there either.  The new brewery will open in October of this year and will have a need for at least another 100 workers.

But there are three major economic enterprises that I want to take a little time to talk to you about now because individually and collectively they represent major sources of job creation for Grand Bahamians in the immediate future. 

BARBARY BAY DEVELOPMENT

Let me begin with Barbary Bay.  The Barbary Bay Development Company Ltd. has just announced the development of a 2,000 acre ocean front site, located at Barbary Beach. This will be the largest single mixed-use five star resort, residential and commercial project ever undertaken in Freeport, Grand Bahama.  The development manager for this ambitious new project will be Texterra Development LLC, a Palm Beach based Development Company.

In order to provide an appreciation of the magnitude and positive economic impact of this particular development, you first need to consider the fact that the mega, multi billion Ginn project in West End, is being built on a somewhat smaller site of 1957 acres.

And let me hasten to emphasize that as in the case with Ginn, the Barbary Bay project is being developed on privately owned lands and not on Government lands.

For sometime, my Government has been working closely with the Barbary Bay Development Company, the Grand Bahama Port Authority, and other interested parties on this major investment project that will dramatically expand and diversify the economy of Grand Bahama.  

I am pleased to say that the developers have received the required Investment Board approval.

Detailed plans are currently being prepared for phased development by a team of world renowned planners, development and environmental experts.  It is envisaged that components of the Master Plan would include a large first class resort/casino core with top brand names, a major mega yacht marina, spa, championship golf, sports facilities, retail shopping, other amenities, condominiums, town houses, time share, high-end residential communities, yacht and golf clubs etc.

The economic impact of this project will clearly be enormous, creating thousands of new jobs, business and entrepreneurial opportunities, as construction is implemented in phases. 

According to the developers, detailed design work on the new Barbary Bay project has already commenced and construction work on the initial phase of the development programme is anticipated to commence in 2008.

OUR LUCAYA RESORT & ISLE OF CAPRI CASINO

Let me turn now to the Our Lucaya Resort and the Isle of Capri Casino.  

The recent hurricanes and resulting closure of the Royal Oasis Resort & Casino, have clearly had an adverse impact on business in the Our Lucaya Resort Area, including Our Lucaya Resort and particularly the performance of the Isle of Capri Casino.

Tonight I am pleased to announce, however, that my Government, with the full participation of Hutchinson Lucaya Ltd, the owners of Our Lucaya Resort and the Grand Bahama Port Authority Limited, has settled the terms of an agreement, whereby Isle of Capri will continue to operate the casino at Our Lucaya.

Isle of Capri will expand and revise its marketing strategies as well as upgrade its casino equipment.  At the same time, the jobs of the employees will be protected and the viability of the Our Lucaya Resort which employs some 1000 Bahamians will be enhanced.

Heads of Agreements, giving effect to the new arrangements which are designed to stimulate and favourably impact the Freeport tourism industry, will be executed during the coming week.

ROYAL OASIS

Thirdly, I turn to Royal Oasis. 

Nothing has had a higher priority for my Government and occupied more of my personal time, than finding a solution to the vexing problem of the sale and redevelopment of the closed, hurricane-ravaged Royal Oasis Resort and Casino.  

Our hearts have bled because of the economic hardship suffered by the former employees of the Royal Oasis.  

Although nature itself has been cruel in its devastation, the former owners and operators Driftwood were even more insensitive in walking away from the devastated resort, leaving massive liabilities behind them and no assets to settle them or their severance obligations to their employees.

This nightmare was inherited from the FNM administration which failed to ensure that when Driftwood acquired this failing resort, that they were adequately funded. The FNM administration also failed to secure a strong operator of the casino and neglected to obtain the normal form of financial guarantee and provisions for property insurance to ensure the continued operation of the casino.  It was a case of serious, gross neglect and lack of planning and foresight on the part of the FNM. As a result, untold hardship and human suffering have been inflicted upon many Grand Bahamian families.

Nevertheless, your PLP Government stepped in and advanced some $6 million of severance pay to former employees and intervened with the mortgagee of the property to pay some $2.5 million in outstanding National Insurance contributions for Driftwood’s employees.

Further, no stone was left unturned in pursuing a new buyer, operator and developer of the property.

I am, therefore, particularly gratified to be able to tell you tonight that after lengthy and painstaking negotiations, the long ordeal of Grand Bahama in connection with Royal Oasis is about to end.  

Harcourt Development Company, a substantial property developer in Ireland and an upscale 5 star resort owner in Antigua, has authorized me to announce tonight that the terms for the purchase of the Royal Oasis have been settled.  Their lawyers are busily completing the Sales Agreement for imminent execution.

Harcourt which already owns extensive holdings adjoining the Royal Oasis property, extending to the beach near Xanadu, has major development plans for the resort which include:

Remodelling and branding the hotel and casino with first class operators;

Creating attractive restaurants and shops linking the hotel to the casino;

Upgrading the golf courses into branded world class golfing;

Creating a Spa and Leisure Centre;

New timeshare facilities on site of the former country club;

A major Conference Centre;

A modern beach facility adjacent to Princess Isle/Xanadu;

An overall Master Plan which includes the upgrading of the International Bazaar.

The Government welcomes Harcourt’s very significant investment in the Freeport tourism industry and is pleased to welcome them as important, long-term partners in the  development of our tourism industry.

So you can see, my brothers and sisters, that despite all the doom and gloom talk from the FNM, despite all their lies, your PLP government  has been hard at work all these many months that have gone by to ensure the rescue and rehabilitation of the Royal Oasis resort.

And so, the future of Freeport and of Grand Bahama is looking bright.  The best days of this island are still ahead of it.  Grand Bahama is on the threshold of the most exciting period in its economic and social history.  The economic opportunities that are flowering now will transform the lives of Grand Bahamians  for generations to come.  At long last, the great untapped potential of this great island and its great and hardy people is about to be realized.

Continue, then, to place your hand in the hand of the PLP.  Continue to walk with us and to trust in us for together we will surely make all our dreams for a better and greater Grand Bahama come true.
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