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LOCAL

State finds extra $739 million

Growth boosts forecast, helps with budget gap

BRAD SHANNON

THE OLYMPIAN

Washington's quickly recovering economy will pump $739 million more than expected into state coffers over the next two years, the top state economic forecaster said Thursday. 

 The upbeat report sliced the Legislature's pending budget gap to about $1.5 billion, blunting calls for new taxes but not extinguishing them. 

That call for taxes is alive because the state also lost more than $600 million in other expected revenue during the same period because of court rulings and federal cuts for community mental health programs. So the net gain for the state is about $100 million over what was expected in November, state budget director Victor Moore said. 

"Yikes!" said Sen. Margarita Prentice, D-Renton, the Senate's top budget writer, who thinks tax increases remain necessary to balance the budget without hurting vital programs. "We're not going to cut our way out of this." 

The report by economist ChangMook Sohn of the Economic and Revenue Forecast Council also shows strong job growth in aerospace and construction, strong increases in real-estate sales and strong consumer activity in the past four months. 

"Our economy is doing better, and we're putting people to work," said Rep. Jim McIntire, D-Seattle, chairman of the Forecast Council, which includes lawmakers, Sohn and Revenue Department staff members. 

"There cannot be a better time to have more money for the state and the policy-makers," Sohn added, including a word of caution: "This is not enough money, and state government is still facing a very serious problem." 

Democratic Gov. Christine Gregoire added later in the day that she was pleased to see the job and revenue growth: "But make no mistake. The new forecast is no silver-bullet solution to my budget problem." 

Gregoire refused to say whether it means she can avoid tax increases in the budget proposal she plans to release Monday. She said she intends to honor contracts for state employees that raise pay and increase state contributions to health care costs; she also intends to seek pay increases for teachers. 

Those employee-compensation proposals together would cost $680 million more than the state is spending in the budget cycle that ends June 30. 

State Sen. Joseph Zarelli, a Ridgefield Republican and top Senate minority voice on budget matters, said the rosier forecast means tax increases are less necessary to balance the budget. 

"If we said we could do it before, we certainly can do it now," Zarelli said. 

Zarelli said $180 million could be saved if 3,000 state employees were cut from the payroll -- that's three times the 1,000 middle-management jobs Gregoire announced Wednesday that she intends to cut. Zarelli also said $160 million could be saved by eliminating a program that shares pension investment windfalls with employees. 

Overall, he said he now thinks Gregoire might actually deliver the no-new-taxes budget that she promised last fall on the campaign trail. 

But McIntire, who also chairs the House Finance Committee, said the extra money is not enough to relieve what he called a "structural" problem in paying for state government services. McIntire said the revenue for government is growing more slowly than the economy at large, which means government can't keep up with growing costs and needs. 

Sohn appeared to agree. When asked by McIntire, Sohn said the revenue increase for the 2005-07 budget is about $1.7 billion, or 7 percent. By contrast, Sohn said, the economy at large should grow by 11 percent to 13 percent. 

McIntire also pointed out that the new revenue is really just $100 million more than policy-makers thought they had in November, when the budget gap was a daunting $1.6 billion. That's because there have been added costs for state-program caseloads, an $80 million cut in federal mental health funding, and $518 million in lost revenue due to court decisions that killed off the estate tax and eliminated a tax on canned meat products. 

The revenue report offered good news for consumers, too. It reflected that Washington's economy is growing faster than in the rest of the country, Sohn said, and that job growth has begun to occur equally in the state's metro and non-metro areas. 

In fact, Sohn said strong job growth in aerospace combined with a hot real estate market, and stronger than expected consumer spending all contributed to the revised revenue forecast. A component of his job forecast was built on Boeing's expanding plane orders through year 2006, which upped the company's job gains this year in Washington from 2,000 positions to 5,000. 

Sohn predicted that the economic expansion, which has added 64,000 jobs statewide in the past year, will continue at least into the next biennium, which starts in July 2007. 

The economic forecaster, who earned the moniker "Doctor Doom" with some of his previously downbeat predictions, said there are uncertainties and worries in the future. Those include rising oil prices, threats of international instability in the Middle East, rising interest rates and the falling value of the dollar overseas. 

The economy will suffer if oil prices hit $80 to $100 per barrel, but Sohn said he doesn't expect it to go over $60. 

Brad Shannon is political editor for The Olympian. He can be reached at 360-753-1688 or beshanno@olympia.gannett.com.
Casino impact on schools 

- by Tina Detelj 

(Norwich-WTNH, Mar. 17, 2005 6:10 PM) _ 

Plans for a casino in Washington State are getting underway and officials want to know how it will affect their local school system. Representatives Thursday toured a school in Norwich directly impacted by the casinos.

by News Channel 8's Tina Detelj 

These folks are going to have the benefit of hindsight from Norwich officials. A decade ago those in Norwich never would have expected how their schools would change.

The group from Washington learned quite a bit about the challenges faced when a casino opens nearby.

"Affordable housing, available classroom space, what we're going to do with students who come to us with different languages," says Superintendent Mary Vagner from 

Ridgefield, Washington.

Those are challenges they may be dealing with real soon.

The Mohegan tribe which runs Mohegan Sun is helping the Cowlitz tribe in Washington open its first casino. It will be smack in the middle of the La Center and Ridgefield school districts where these folks are from.

"The socio-economic demographics are going to change," says Norwich superintendent Michael Frechette, and he should know.

Since the casinos opened the number of languages spoken in Norwich schools has more than tripled to thirty-two, and that has translated into some major changes in the curriculum. More languages dictate a lot more tutors.

"We're going to go from one bi-lingual school to four bi-lingual schools next year and to do it right is about $1.2 million," Frechette says.

Perhaps the most valuable lesson these educators learned is to make sure casino money stays in their community. 

"If the impact is locally we have to make sure that the revenue comes back to those impacted communities," says La Center Washington superintendent Chuck Anderson.

Norwich and other communities which say they are directly impacted by the Connecticut casinos are currently in a struggle with the state, hoping to get a bigger share of the slot revenue.
Clark College will train workers if casino built 

The Cowlitz tribe makes a deal with the college to offer skill classes such as card dealer, slot technician and security guard 

Wednesday, March 16, 2005

FOSTER CHURCH 

VANCOUVER -- Clark College will help train workers, possibly including dealers and slot technicians, if the planned Cowlitz casino at La Center junction is approved, the tribe said Tuesday. 

The tribe and the college have adopted a memorandum of understanding in which the college agrees to provide skills development for a range of occupations. These could include training for computer specialists and security guards as well as for occupations specific to a casino, such as casino management and dealing cards. 

"The college will be a key component in making this economic opportunity a success," Tribal Chairman John Barnett said in a news release. "Our facility will provide thousands of family-wage jobs, and we want to ensure local workers have the necessary training and skills to take advantage of these employment opportunities." 

Clark College President R. Wayne Branch said the process of providing training to casino employees would not be different than serving other industries. 

"Our role in preparing workers for the work force is to provide skills that employers need in order to maintain a high level of effectiveness in their business, regardless what their business may be," Branch said. 

Barnett and Branch said the current memorandum of understanding is only preliminary. The tribe needs to obtain a better understanding of the number of workers the casino will employ and their needs. Barnett in the past has estimated the casino could employ 3,000 to 5,000 people. 

Branch said the casino approval process is ongoing. "Once we get some understanding from the tribe, we will work to develop a timeline," he said. 

The college also needs to determine its capacity to handle the training and also study the training other educational institutions offer the gambling industry, such as the training provided by Reno's Truckee Meadows Community College to the casino industry. 

"We would have to build the infrastructure to have the skills within the institution to be able to teach the proficiencies that the Cowlitz are looking for," Branch said. 

In addition to offering training for specific occupations at the casino, Branch said Clark College could provide "career ladder" training to casino employees, which would allow them to advance in hospitality and hotel-management fields. Already, he said, the school offers programs in business management, culinary arts and hospitality that could allow casino employees to advance. 

Washington State University at Pullman offers a major in hospitality business management. 

"Maybe we can help them establish a similar program at WSU Vancouver," Barnett said. 

The casino, however, is far from a reality. An environmental impact statement is being conducted by the Bureau of Indian Affairs to determine the proposed casino's impact on its surroundings. The impact statement will be used by the U.S. Interior Department in deciding whether the federal government should take the land at La Center junction into federal trust, and whether to make it the Cowlitz Tribe's initial reservation. 

Foster Church: 360-896-5720 or 503-294-5900; fosterchurch@news.oregonian.com

NATIONAL

Palermo: Scrutinizing gaming deals may be justified 

Posted: March 18, 2005 

by: Dave Palermo / Native First Communications 

Retiring leaders of the Senate Indian Affairs Committee appear quite concerned that the federal regulatory agency for tribal government gaming is flexing its muscles a bit too much when it comes to scrutinizing tribal agreements with gaming vendors, developers and other financial backers. 

The National Indian Gaming Commission drew fire from former Sen. Ben Nighthorse Campbell and Daniel Inouye, D-Hawaii, who in a Dec. 15 letter said the NIGC's actions are having a ''chilling effect'' on the industry. 

''As you well know, for many tribes entering the gaming arena, their only means of providing compensation to those who are involved in the startup and development of gaming enterprise,'' they wrote, ''is to commit a percentage of future net revenues to pay for these non-management agreements.'' 

NIGC's scrutiny ''is having a chilling effect on those ... who would otherwise come forward to assist tribes in the development of their gaming operations,'' they said. ''Apparently, the sole proprietary interest standard is being applied with no notice or guidance having been published that would inform tribal governments and the public that seeks to do business with the tribes of this new standard.'' 

The two said they had received complaints from ''a number'' of tribes. 

NIGC Chairman Phil Hogen told me almost two years ago that he was concerned that the Indian Gaming Regulatory Act failed to cover onerous contractual agreements between tribes and investors. 

Anyone familiar with the hotel deal Sun International CEO Sol Kerzner cut with the Mohegans must agree that some scrutiny may be warranted. More recently, Oklahoma tribes have rapidly expanded Class II operations with the help of Multimedia Games, which requires tribes to dedicate 70 percent of floor space to its machines and share 30 percent of gross revenues from those machines under various lease agreements. That's quite a chunk. 

The exploitation of gaming tribes by unscrupulous investors was discussed at a Senate committee hearing a year ago. And I'm sure this new policy didn't come as a surprise to Campbell and Inouye. 

The goal is to find out whether deals that don't fall under the typical seven-year casino management contracts are fair to tribes and whether non-Indians are obtaining too much of a stake in casino projects. 

''Are we concerned that the tribes are not getting their fair share?'' Hogen asked attendees at the Western Indian Gaming Conference last month in Palm Springs. ''That's the perspective we are attempting to take. We sit in the shoes of the trustee. 

''We don't want to be too intrusive [but] when a developer comes along to a penniless tribe and says, 'Boy have we got a deal for you,' we're supposed to be the trustee and keep an eye on it.'' 

I joined with former National Indian Gaming Association Chairman Rick Hill in condemning NIGC's intrusive regulatory policies as being an infringement of tribal sovereignty and a violation of IGRA. But as the years go by I find there is growing justification for the federal government to exert its role as trustee for the tribes, particularly gaming tribes. 

The intent of IGRA upon its passage in 1988 was to strengthen tribal governments and build tribal economies. That was the grand plan some 17 years ago. 

But then, 17 years ago, states were not extorting tribal gaming revenues, violating both the intent and letter of the law as stated in IGRA. 

Seventeen years ago, Interior was not approving tribal-state gaming compacts that are taxing - yes, taxing - tribal revenues at up to 25 percent. 

Seventeen years ago, tribes were not conceding their sovereign rights to govern their own lands, beginning with side agreements with organized labor and more recently consenting to allow non-sovereign counties and municipalities to exert authority over economic development on tribal lands. 

Seventeen years ago, tribes were not seeking to acquire land in trust on the ancestral lands of other tribes for the purpose of operating casinos. 

It took the Nevada commercial gambling industry some 60 years to mature and develop a responsible regulatory system. The industry still has a ways to go. 

Tribal governments have been at the gambling business only 17 years. Many of them are doing a fine job. Others have yet to grasp the basic concept of an independent, efficient regulatory system. 

I have nothing but respect for Campbell and Inouye as champions of American Indians. Native people have made great strides in the past decade. The recent Harvard University study shows both gaming and non-gaming tribes have shared in the economic improvement on Indian lands. 

But the exploitation of gaming tribes by greedy state governments, commercial gaming companies, business investors, organized labor and radical hate groups has occurred on their watch as leaders of the Senate Committee on Indian Affairs. 

The federal government does, indeed, have a trust responsibility for gaming tribes struggling to rebuild their nations and governments after generations of poverty and neglect. That includes close examination of tribal-state compacts by the Department of the Interior and scrutiny of investor partnerships by the NIGC. 

Dave Palermo is president of Native First Communications and special assistant to the Hopi Tribe of Arizona. He can be reached at dgpalermo@aol.com.
