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SPRUCE PINE- Attorney General Roy Cooper has shut down the Village of Penland real estate development, claiming the developers misrepresented the project, took in more than $100 million and then used the proceeds for other failed projects and luxurious trips.

"These developers squandered more than $100 million in financing, leaving consumers stuck with property that isn't worth what they owe on it," Cooper said in a statement. "We're putting a stop to this scheme before any more consumers get caught up in it."

Cooper said the defendants' complicated investment scheme used inflated appraisals and phony second mortgages as down payments to entice consumers to borrow millions of dollars.

Lots in the 1,200-acre upscale project began selling last August.

The project's developers have been ordered by Wake County Superior Court Judge Michael Morgan "to stop using misrepresentations to encourage consumers to take out loans to purchase lots," according to the release.

None of the developers listed in Cooper's release could be reached by The Citizen-Times. A phone message at the Village of Penland says that office no longer handles business for the project and refers callers to another number, which no one answered.

Shirley Hise, executive director of the Mitchell County Chamber of Commerce, said she was familiar with just one of the men Cooper named.

"While it was a project in Mitchell County, most of the activities took place outside of Mitchell and most of the people involved were outside Mitchell," Hise said. ... "Of course, the community is concerned, and people who worked out there are concerned about if they will be paid."

Cooper requested the court order the developers to refund customers' money.

"The developers have failed to complete any part of the project, and instead used the money to fund other failed projects in South Carolina and St. Thomas and to pay for trips such as a cruise of the Greek isles and a ski trip to Switzerland," Cooper said.

No criminal charges

An attorney general spokeswoman said Friday that the office does not have the ability to pursue criminal charges against the defendants.

"At this point, consumers are not out much money since payments were made on the loans until recently," Cooper spokeswoman Jennifer Canada said. "However, the consumers are responsible for over $100 million in loans from the banks."

Developers named in Cooper's complaint include Peerless Real Estate Services, Village of Penland, MFSL Landholdings, Communities of Penland, COP Land Holdings, PG Capital Holdings, and West Side Development, all of Spruce Pine. Cooper also named several individuals - three from Florida, one from Georgia and two from North Carolina - as being connected to the companies.

The judge in the case has appointed Joseph W. Grier III of Grier, Furr & Crisp in Charlotte as receiver in control of the companies now.

