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by: Jerry Reynolds / Indian Country Today 

WASHINGTON - At the unveiling of its tribal gaming economic impact analysis, the National Indian Gaming Association emphasized the positive community impact of $18.5 billion in total revenue for 2004. 

''That prosperity doesn't stop at reservation boundaries,'' NIGA Chairman Ernie Stevens Jr. said Feb. 15 at the National Press Club in Washington. He noted that non-Indians hold 75 percent of the jobs generated by Indian gaming. 

''Simply put, we are self-sufficient again,'' said Doreen Hagen, chair of the Prairie Island Indian Community in Minnesota and one of a half-dozen tribal leaders on hand to bear witness to what gaming has done for their tribes and communities. ''But gaming has done much more.'' 

Gaming ''rebuilt our community'' in its true sense, Hagen said: a fabric of fellowship has evolved, and with it the re-emergence of the Mdewakanton Dakota's native tongue and their religious and spiritual ceremonies. ''We are passing those traditions on to our children ... It has restored health and vitality to my community.'' 

Hagen recalled growing up in a wooden shack without electricity or running water, attending a boarding school and flagging down trains for travel. She began a career through military service in Vietnam and continued it off-reservation. 

In 1984 her tribe began a small bingo operation, ''and for the first time there were jobs on the reservation.'' So she stayed, and found another first - that the tribe could have a political voice against outside interests that wanted to locate a nuclear and industrial waste site next door to the reservation. 

On that issue she began a political career that led her to the tribe's leadership post, ultimately presiding over a casino operation that has fueled a $16 million increase in goods-and-services purchases throughout the surrounding county, a $49 million payout from the tribe to vendors in fiscal year 2004, a high-dollar commitment to local philanthropy and a more than $100 million annual contribution to the state economy. 

''Yet we are constantly criticized for not contributing enough'' to the state economy, she said. In Minnesota, Republican Gov. Tim Pawlenty has demanded that tribes renegotiate gaming compacts with the state, with a much higher share of proceeds proposed for the state. 

Most of the other tribal leaders from across the nation report a similar experience: that rising revenues of Indian gaming as an industry have led to rising expectations that tribal gaming revenues should come to the rescue of mismanaged state economies. But the $18.5 billion generated by tribal government gaming in 2004 is not profit, as NIGA took pains to point out. From total revenues come wages, purchases of goods and services, debt retirement, taxes and other single-revenue streams that ripple through the local, state and national economies. 

NIGA reports that tribal government enterprises related to Indian gaming generated another $2.5 billion in 2004; gaming and related businesses accounted for more than half a million jobs; state governments took in $1.8 billion from Indian gaming and related businesses. 

Additionally, in keeping with the Indian Gaming Regulatory Act, tribal governments use gaming proceeds to fund essential government services such as housing, health care, police and fire protection, elder care and cultural preservation as well as basic infrastructure such as road, sewer, water and education systems. In the past, many of these services have been funded by the federal government. 

Tribal charitable donations linked to gaming are more difficult to estimate, but NIGA cites file information, surveys of its member tribes, press releases and press reports to say tribal governments donated more than $100 million to local and national charities in 2004. 

The economic impact analysis estimates that tribal government gaming is helping two-thirds of tribes in the 48 contiguous states to overcome past ''policies that wiped out millions of people and destroyed our economies,'' in Stevens' words. But the impact of genocide is still felt, he added. 

Federal funding of tribes has been in decline per capita since 1985, the report maintains. ''In addition, Indian tribes struggle to overcome many difficult social, health and community problems created by the United States' legacy of genocide and dispossession of American Indians ... Indian gaming has had a positive impact on these problems. But Indian tribes clearly have a long ways to go before the standard of living for American Indians rises to the level of non-Indians nationwide.'' 

Mark Van Norman, executive director of NIGA, said that perhaps gaming's most important achievement is that it's developing a business network in Indian country as the ripple effect of gaming revenue provides a financial foothold for Indian entrepreneurs, who can eventually offer encouragement and assistance to those who come after.
Nobody mentions the losers 

In the rush to bring slots to the lottery, and money to the state, there's a conspiracy of silence about the social costs 

Tuesday, March 01, 2005

Oregon is about to deploy what one national study called "the most addictive form of gambling in history" -- electronic slot machines -- with little regard to the thousands of families that will be hurt by the games. 

There's a headlong rush to add slots to the lottery, and hardly anyone, least of all legislators counting on $120 million to help balance the state budget, wants to sound a discouraging word. 

In a nearly empty hearing room Monday, the House Trade and Economic Development Committee questioned Jeffrey Marotta, manager of the state's problem-gambling services, about the extent of gambling addiction in Oregon and his program's meager budget of $5.6 million, or less than 1 percent of lottery profits. The committee chairman, Rep. John Lim, R-Gresham, wondered aloud whether helping problem gamblers hurt the state's bottom line. "If we give you more money, then state revenue may fall." 

During the 90-minute discussion, not one lawmaker bothered to ask Marotta the obvious question: Will adding slot games create more problem gamblers -- and lead to more suicides, more crime, more bankruptcy and more shattered families? 

The lawmakers and lottery officials hurrying to add line games either don't want to know the answer -- or, worse, they already do. 

Of course, the argument over bringing slots to the lottery is over. They're coming. Gov. Ted Kulongoski, a onetime opponent of adding the games, greased the rails for slots by including them in his proposed budget. But at the very least we'd hope the state would confront the real social costs of putting slots in 2,000 corner bars. 

Instead, there's not a sound except for the argument over how to divvy up the take among the lottery retailers, the state police and schools. 

Nobody mentions the losers. Oregonians already lose an anual average of $447 per person through gambling, 25 percent more than the national average. 

Oregon already has an estimated 80,000 people described as pathological or problem gamblers. Marotta said about 80 percent of the adults who have sought treatment report they are hooked on the convenient games offered by the lottery. 

There's more evidence that ought to be setting off alarm bells -- or at least spurring a much greater commitment to gambling treatment services -- but instead is generally ignored. 

Marotta said a recent survey of female inmates at the Coffee Creek Correctional Facility in Wilsonville found that one-quarter reported having a history of a gambling problem. 

One-third of Oregonians who have sought help for gambling report they committed crimes to gamble. More than one-quarter lost a marriage or other significant relationship. Nearly one-quarter reported suicidal thoughts. On average, Oregonians who seek help have gambling debts equal to their annual household income, Marotta said. 

There's no way to know how many Oregon divorces, bankruptcies or suicides are linked to problem gambling. As Marotta said, there's no box for coroners to check when a suicide stems from a gambling addiction. 

Sometimes there's no mistaking the costs. In February 2000, a Washington County woman named Thuy Dang, deep in gambling debt, newly divorced and facing criminal charges for opening a phony checking account to get money to play video poker, killed herself. Before Dang shot herself in the head, she called her lawyer and said, "I just can't play this game anymore." 

Oregon's leaders, meanwhile, seem eager to keep playing and playing. 

Whatever the costs.

Smoking ban takes hold in Rhode Island

By RICHARD C. LEWIS

ASSOCIATED PRESS WRITER

PROVIDENCE, R.I. -- Bars, restaurants and businesses became smoke-free early Tuesday, making Rhode Island the seventh state in the nation to ban puffing in most indoor public places.

The smoking ban went into effect at midnight Monday even as some lawmakers and bar owners were mobilizing to revise it or challenge it in the courts. Rhode Island joins California, Connecticut, Delaware, Maine, Massachusetts and New York.

The law covers thousands of bars and restaurants, and all indoor workplaces. But it extends the deadline to Oct. 1, 2006, for bars that have 10 or fewer employees and groups formed as private social organizations, such as the Veterans of Foreign Wars or Knights of Columbus.

Gambling centers Lincoln Park and Newport Grand, which are major state-revenue makers, are exempt from the ban. Those facilities already have some smoke-free areas.

Despite the exemptions, no-smoking advocates say society's attitudes have shifted in favor of outlawing smoking in indoor spaces, as people have learned about the health dangers of tobacco and second-hand smoke.

"It's an idea whose time has come in Rhode Island," said Robert Marshall, spokesman for the state Health Department, which is charged with investigating violations. The Health department reports that 200 Rhode Islanders die annually from second-hand smoke.

Smokers at the Green Room, a pool hall in Providence, greeted the smoking ban with sighs of resignation. Ray Marotto, however, said he welcomes the law because it will help him cut down on his habit.

"Anything you can do to help people stop smoking (is good)," the 58-year-old Cranston resident said. "It's such a rotten habit, but every time I quit, I balloon up to 220 pounds and go back again."

The Rhode Island Hospitality & Tourism Association has polled its membership about a smoking ban for the past 17 years. Most of its more than 500 members had opposed the law - until last year.

Lisa Doucet, the association's spokeswoman, said she believes hotel, bar and restaurant owners changed their opinion because consumers changed theirs. "We believe a smoke-free environment is what the marketplace is asking for," she said.

Some disagree that residents want the law. Rep. Joseph Faria, chairman of the House Labor Committee, has introduced a bill that would exempt neighborhood bars from the law. Faria said tavern owners have told him they stand to lose up to 30 percent of their business.

"I quit smoking three years ago. I don't want to go into an establishment where people are smoking, but I don't believe we have the right to take away something from places that's allowed it" until now, he said.

On the Net

Rhode Island Department of Health: http://www.health.state.ri.us 

Rhode Island Hospitality & Tourism Association: http://www.rihospitality.org 


