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LOCAL
Casinos on the verge of popping up all over

By BILL VIRGIN

SEATTLE POST-INTELLIGENCER COLUMNIST

The year may be 2010, but there's still a timeless quality to the Seattle waterfront at night, from the lights atop the cranes at the Port of Seattle to the glow from a baseball game at Safeco Field to the illuminated windows in the office towers to a ferry quietly gliding into Colman Dock to the red "E" at the Edgewater to a relatively recent addition to the scene, a bright neon sign proclaiming: "CASINO."

Scoff now if you will. Check back in five years and see whether it's become more an issue of "when," not "if."

For a good indicator of whether the Seattle waterfront will someday be graced by a gaming establishment, watch what's going on in another waterfront locale -- the Columbia Gorge town of Cascade Locks, Ore.

The Confederated Tribes of Warm Springs has proposed closing an existing casino on its reservation and replacing it with one in Cascade Locks -- just 44 miles by interstate from Portland. The plan already has received the endorsement of Gov. Ted Kulongoski, but because it is a non-reservation casino, it also needs federal approval.

It's hardly a phenomenon limited to Oregon. Go to www.indianz.com's archive of stories on tribal gaming, and you'll find stories about proposals for off-reservation casinos in the Catskills of New York state, near Wichita, Kan., in the Twin Cities of Minnesota, in the Bay Area, in Ohio, in Denver. ...

The issue is hot enough to prompt the Western Governors' Association to convene a conference on tribal gaming last month in Denver; one panel of that conference was specifically devoted to the subject of off-reservation casinos.

A briefing paper for that conference notes that since passage of the Indian Gaming Regulatory Act in 1988, the secretary of the interior has approved three proposals for off-reservation tribal casinos, including one in Washington -- the Kalispel tribe's at Airway Heights.

The secretary and governors are going to be seeing a lot more proposals -- and refereeing a lot more fights, not just between states and tribes but between tribes with competing proposals. 

The Eugene Register-Guard notes that the Confederated Tribes of Grande Ronde want to put a casino at Portland Meadows racetrack. Although Kulongoski says he opposes the plan, the paper correctly notes that saying yes to one plan makes it tougher to say no to someone else.

And what happens when the next someone decides that a great place for a casino would be ... downtown Portland?

Beyond the question of whether governors would say no to putting casinos in downtown locations is the question of whether they'd even want to. 

The Register-Guard editorialized that agreeing to a tribal casino in Cascade Locks would establish "a precedent that could result in large casinos springing up in metropolitan areas throughout the state and intensify the state's already-raging addiction to gambling revenue. ... So it begins: One tribal group moves to a site that gives it competitive advantage. Other tribes, free to consider non-reservation sites that offer access to larger and more lucrative markets, counter with their own proposals for newer, larger casinos in prime urban locations throughout the state."

Exactly right -- which leads to some interesting conjecture about how this might play out in our own little corner of the map.

Tribal casinos near large cities aren't a new phenomenon in Washington. The Puyallups, the Tulalips and Muckleshoots are advantageously located to tap the Everett-Seattle-Tacoma corridor; the Snoqualmie Tribe, recognized in 1999, has also proposed a casino.

But being near big cities is not the same thing as being right in the cities. The day is not far off when a tribe, maybe one from Washington, maybe not, will put together a proposal for a casino on the Seattle waterfront or some such prime location.

And if the tribes want in, the pressure will be even greater to let others in. It might not even be a tribe. In Ohio, the mayors of Cleveland and Cincinnati have discussed a ballot issue allowing individual cities to decide whether to allow casinos. The argument is one that will no doubt be offered elsewhere, perhaps even here: If we don't do it someone else will and get all that money we could be collecting. 

What will Washington say then? Even in Seattle, the idea of a casino amid the T-shirt vendors and waterfront restaurants might give some pause. Then again, the siren song of tax revenue (and the argument that a casino would concentrate gambling rather than spread it out) might to be too alluring to resist.

The tourism industry locally also would face some interesting questions as to whether existing businesses would want to coexist with, compete with or perhaps benefit from a casino in close proximity. A casino might draw in more people -- who might spend money only in the casino.

Yes we went through the "just treat us the same" ballot initiative last year in which proponents suggested allowing non-tribal establishments that already offered gambling to add slot machines. That initiative went down to defeat with 61.5 percent of the vote against.

But that was -- you should pardon the expression -- penny-ante stuff compared with what's coming.

It's always possible that voters here will, as The Register-Guard editorial advised Oregonians, "face up to their state's unhealthy Nevadaesque reliance on gambling to bankroll state government."

Or the moral and financial queasiness may be overwhelmed by those who see no harm in casinos, or who figure we might as well grab our share, or who see resisting the trend is akin to pushing toothpaste back in the tube, even as someone stomps on it to push more out.

Which outcome would you put your money on?

P-I reporter Bill Virgin can be reached at 206-448-8319 or billvirgin@seattlepi.com. His column appears Tuesdays and Thursdays.
NATIONAL
Oregon's gambling revenue could dip

By CHARLES E. BEGGS

The Associated Press

SALEM, Ore. — Lawmakers were urged yesterday not to reduce a limit on how much money taverns, bars and other video-poker outlets can make from gambling. 

At the same hearing, horse-racing representatives asked legislators to boost the number of the state lottery's video-poker machines allowed at the Portland Meadows track from 10 to 50. 

The House Revenue Committee is considering the racetrack bill as well as a measure to shave — to 50 percent from 60 percent — the maximum share of business income that establishments offering video poker can make from lottery games. 

Lottery Director Dale Penn told the committee that cutting the poker-income limit could throw out of whack the lottery's revenue estimates for the 2005-07 budget. 

Penn said Gov. Ted Kulongoski's budget is based on the lottery increasing its revenue by 22 percent, mostly by offering slot-machine-type games on the poker terminals. 

Lowering the share of overall income that retailers can make from poker commissions likely would result in less revenue for the more than 50 outlets that make more than half their income from lottery games. 

The Lottery Commission set the 60 percent threshold after the Oregon Supreme Court ruled in 1994 that a constitutional ban on the state operating "casinos" means establishments can't have gambling as their dominant use. 

Rep. John Lim, R-Gresham, a longtime gambling critic, proposed reducing the income limit to 50 percent. 

Penn said audits of 2,200 poker retailers over the years turned up just 33 that violated the 60 percent limit. Retailers in such cases are given a period of time to comply or lose their games. 

Meanwhile, horse-racing lobbyists said racing at Portland Meadows likely will fold without state help. 

The track is operated by Canadian-based Magna Entertainment, which has ended dog racing at the Multnomah Kennel Club track near Gresham. 

Horse racing accounts for 3,000 jobs and an estimated $150 million in annual income in Oregon, said Larry Campbell, a lobbyist for Magna. 

He said raising the limit on the number of video-poker machines at the track from 10 to 50 could generate an additional $500,000 a year for operations and prize purses for races. 

Though hurt nationwide by expanded gambling of other types, racing has rebounded in places where more video gambling has been permitted, said Dave Nelson, a lobbyist for Portland Meadows and the Oregon Quarterhorse Racing Association. 

"The state has kept its foot on racing while expanding video games," Nelson said.

Growing number of women hooked on gambling

By BRAD CAIN

ASSOCIATED PRESS WRITER

SALEM, Ore. -- Maryann started gambling 10 years ago, playing video poker machines in hotel restaurants in Oregon as she traveled for her job.

"It got so any place I would see a lottery sign and that was a restaurant or other place that was comfortable, I would play," says the woman, who is in her 40s.

She figures she lost $60,000 on video poker before admitting she had a problem and enrolling in a gambling-addiction treatment program.

Maryann, who doesn't want her last name used, is among a growing number of women across the nation who are getting hooked on gambling.

A state agency that tracks gambling addiction says compulsive female gamblers in Oregon outnumber compulsive male gamblers 32,000 to 29,000, an estimate based on results of a statewide survey.

Nationwide, men make up two-thirds of problem gamblers. But that may be changing in states where video gambling is no further away than a corner deli or tavern.

Video gambling machines have particular appeal to women, said Rachel Volberg, a Massachusetts researcher who has conducted studies of problem gambling.

"The games are a lot less intimidating for women to play," Volberg said. "You don't have to sit at a card table and have men making jokes about 'the little woman learning how to gamble.'"

Oregon is one of nine states that allow games such as video poker and electronic keno in bars, taverns and other retail outlets apart from casinos.

The National Council on Problem Gambling says there's been an uptick in compulsive gambling by women in those states with widespread "convenience" gambling.

"As electronic gaming devices spread throughout the country, we are seeing greater numbers of women with gambling problems," said Keith Whyte, executive director of the Washington-based group.

Part of the reason for that is that the games often are located in brightly lit, attractive places such as coffee shops, delis and bowling alleys - not just in smoke-filled bars and taverns, Whyte said.

"Women feel comfortable in these places," he said.

Few states with widely available video gambling have conducted studies to track rates of compulsive gambling among women, Volberg said.

But officials in several of those states said there's no doubt that a "feminization" of gambling is taking place.

"It's an opportunity to escape. Women tell us they go into a 'zone,' and that they are kind of mesmerized by the games," said Cindy Black, a spokeswoman for the state-run gambling addiction program in West Virginia, which has lottery-sponsored video poker games.

Donna Johnson, head of the Montana Council on Problem Gambling, said equal numbers of men and women are calling the council's telephone hot line seeking help for gambling addictions.

It used to be mostly men who called, Johnson said, "but gambling isn't just for the boys anymore. We're seeing more and more women coming into treatment programs."

In Louisiana, where there are 10,000 video gambling terminals at 3,000 locations statewide, 57 percent of the calls to that state's gambling addiction hot line are from women.

"The video machines are everywhere," says Reece Middleton of the Louisiana Association on Compulsive Gambling. "It's no wonder we've got women in trouble."

There are nine tribal casinos in Oregon, but you don't have to go to a casino to gamble. You can do it at bowling alleys, neighborhood delis or restaurants, bars or taverns. Retail establishments must have a liquor license to have video poker, and each outlet is allowed to have up to six video terminals.

In all, there are 10,300 state-owned video gambling machines scattered across the state. They have been installed in 2,000 retail establishments - about 38 percent of the state's retail establishments with liquor licenses.

Most Oregonians play video poker and the slots without getting addicted. The state estimates that about 2.4 percent of adult Oregonians who gamble are either addicted to it or prone to addiction.

Still, the number of gamblers in state addiction-treatment programs grows about 15 percent a year, state officials say.

A gambling addiction can break up marriages, destroy careers and send a gambler into bankruptcy. An example is Michelle, who also didn't want her last name used and is also in a treatment program.

Michelle first got hooked on video gambling playing the slots at a casino, then fed her addiction by spending hour after hour at video poker terminals in retail outlets closer to her home.

"I've spent thousands of dollars on video poker, and it's devastated me emotionally and financially," she says.

Gambling addiction officials believe Oregon may soon see more women with gambling problems.

The Oregon Lottery on July 1 will begin offering video slot machines, also known as line games, a move that's expected to raise around $120 million in additional lottery profits for the state's two-year budget.

"I think it's safe to assume that women will make up at least 50 percent of the problem gamblers that will develop from the addition of line games," says Jeffrey Marotta, a clinical psychologist who manages problem gambling services for the state Department of Human Services.

Marotta is forecasting that the introduction of slot machines will create another 8,000 problem gamblers, and he is urging the Legislature to provide at least $9 million for gambling addiction treatment programs in the coming two years. The current spending is $5.6 million.

Oregon Gov. Ted Kulongoski, who ordered the move to video slot games, also is urging the Legislature to spend more money on gambling-addiction treatment to handle the expected increase in caseload.

Those programs have helped Maryann deal with her problem, although she says she isn't "cured."

"I can't say never again," the Salem woman says. "I'm a compulsive gambler and I'm always just one bet away" from relapsing.



