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LOCAL
It's time for the state to draw the line on gambling

By John Boonstra

Special to The Times

ONLY a few months after more than 1.7 million Washington voters gave a resounding "no" to an electronic slot-machine initiative, the state Lottery Commission is moving brazenly ahead with a plan that could expand gambling far beyond what was envisioned by the initiative. 

Lottery commissioners are inviting private gambling operators to submit proposals to provide the state with a system that mimics what the initiative sought — electronic machines offering self-serve, rapid play, around-the-clock lottery games. And the machines could be located in more than 3,000 convenience, grocery and other stores throughout the state. 

The Lottery tells prospective bidders it also wants the ability to offer gambling on interactive television and on mobile devices (imagine your kids sending in bets to the state from school by text message on their cell phone). Multidraw Keno, racing simulations and bingo are desired, the Lottery says, and so as not to leave anyone behind, the devices must offer gambling in English, Korean and Spanish. 

To attract new players, the Lottery "has identified the 18 to 24 market as an initiative for FY 2005." 

When is someone going to say enough already? 

Unfortunately, a bill that would have put tighter controls on Internet gambling and reined in the Lottery by clarifying the ban on new and expanded electronic gambling failed to pass either the House or the Senate before this month's deadline in the Legislature. 

We urge Gov. Christine Gregoire to put a stop to this. The chair of the Lottery Commission serves at the governor's pleasure and it's time for the governor to express some displeasure. The governor needs to give some very clear direction to her newly appointed Lottery executive director, Christopher Liu, and make her displeasure with clandestine efforts at gambling expansion known. And the Legislature, while it is in session, ought to haul the Lottery commissioners in for an explanation and provide some policy direction. 

The gambling industry — whether it's state-sponsored, tribal or private — has an insatiable appetite for growth. Gambling in Washington grew more than 35 percent between 2002 and 2004, from $1.1 billion to $1.5 billion. Gambling in all sectors grew — state, tribal and private — and is continuing to grow. The gambling lobbyists, including representatives of the Lottery and its vendors, are there year in and year out advocating for more and more gambling. Who is representing the public interest? 

For too long, gambling policy in Washington has been made without any thought given to the cost of gambling to Washington families, businesses and communities. All the focus is on the revenue side. There has never been an accounting of the real dollar costs associated with gambling. 

Many of the social issues today — divorce, bankruptcy, child neglect and abuse — are rooted in problem gambling. Costs to businesses and governments from bankruptcy, theft and fraud due to problem gambling should be quantified. These costs are not well-documented, here or elsewhere in the country. State legislators need to have the facts on these costs before there is any further gambling expansion. 

The governor and legislators should also examine whether the state should even be in the gambling business anymore. Given the level of gambling we have now — especially with the expansion we've seen over the past 20 years — the state should focus on gambling regulation and taxation. The state is conflicted when it's both a regulator and a promoter of gambling. Minimally, if the Lottery is going to get into big-time gambling, it should be brought under the purview of the Gambling Commission. 

Finally, the Lottery is an inefficient way of raising revenue. Over the past 10 years, increases in the Lottery's expenses have outpaced increases in revenue. Today, only about one dollar out of five gambled in Lottery games ever makes it to the state treasury. The rest is paid out in prizes, commissions and for the Lottery bureaucracy. The Lottery sells nearly half a billion dollars worth of tickets a year and we get less than $100 million, about enough to build the equivalent of two high schools. 

The new governor — and the newly elected Legislature — have a golden opportunity to put their mark on gambling policy. They can draw a line in the sand and say "no more." They should tell the Lottery commissioners to forget about electronic gambling machines. 

The Rev. John Boonstra is executive minister of the Washington Association of Churches, an ecumenical public policy and advocacy network based in Seattle. 

New lessons on Indian culture at Olympia school

By Sanjay Bhatt

Seattle Times staff reporter

GREG GILBERT / THE SEATTLE TIMES

Skokomish tribal member Patrick LaClair helps 7-year-old Jayce Kemp make a small drum at Lincoln Elementary School in Olympia.

Research on culturally based education for Native American students

Pat LaClair's grandparents struggled to preserve their way of life on the Skokomish Reservation as settlers plowed under plants used in tribal basketry, restricted the shellfish harvest and desecrated important cultural sites. 

Aware of the elders' stories, LaClair stood speechless earlier this month as nearly 300 children — most of them white and middle class — performed for him and other guests at Lincoln Elementary in Olympia. 

He was deeply touched that these non-native children were making fish weirs, button blankets and longhouses, singing songs with native themes and sharing what they knew of native culture. 

Yvonne Henderson, a Chehalis Tribe member also visiting the school, summed it up: "After generations of my people knowing about you, your history, your culture, your language and even having to take your names, it's now a historic day when I see that you're beginning to learn about my people," she said. "I raise my hands to your teachers and your parents." 

The alternative school, like Pathfinder K-8 in West Seattle, is trying to give its students an accurate, genuine understanding of Native American culture. Teachers use "learning expeditions" — in-depth investigations of themes through projects, field work and community service. 

This year the Olympia school also borrowed from a literacy curriculum developed years ago by The Evergreen State College and the state Office of Superintendent of Public Instruction (OSPI) to help struggling Native American students. 

To learn more 

Download the study that looks at the curricula, www.nwrel.org/indianed/cbe/ 

The curriculum is divided into themes, such as canoes or drums. For example, a math class might focus on a drum's dimensions while students might make drums in an art class. Lincoln's teachers asked the Skokomish Tribe to teach them how to do it right. 

"Many commercial books talk about Indians as if they're all dead, as if it's all in the past," said Evergreen State instructor Magda Costantino, the curriculum's co-developer. "It's important for the non-Indian children to learn about their neighbors." 

Lincoln teacher Stephen Cifka is a believer: He took his classroom of second- and third-graders to Potlatch State Park earlier this school year for a clam feast with a Tulalip Tribes member, followed by a visit to the tribe's museum. 

Students generally don't get much exposure to Native Americans in a contemporary context. 

"I want kids to break out of the stereotypes that they learn from television," said Lincoln teacher Michi Thacker. 

Some legislators in Olympia agree. Bills in the House (HB1495) and Senate (SB5655) would require that any Washington state history or government course used to meet high-school graduation requirements must include information on Washington tribal history and culture, and encourage dialogue between tribal councils and school boards. 

The bills also would require the state school-directors association to report to the Legislature on the potential of culturally relevant curricula to close the achievement gap between white and Native American students. 

Hood Canal Elementary and Junior High on the Skokomish Reservation has been using the Evergreen-developed curriculum for about four years, said Lametta LaClair, an education specialist there and Pat LeClair's wife. 

The performance of Hood Canal's low-income fourth-graders has improved sharply in the past three years: Of the 18 continuously enrolled low-income students who took the Washington Assessment of Student Learning last year, 83 percent met the standard in reading, 78 percent in writing and 44 percent in math. 

The Native American curriculum developed by Evergreen and OSPI will be part of an initial four-state study examining the effectiveness of native-language instruction and culturally relevant programs in raising the test scores of Native American kids, said education professor William Demmert of Western Washington University. 

Lincoln Elementary teacher Marcela Abadi says the curriculum also can appeal to non-native students by making school more relevant to their experiences outside school. Eating salmon. Seeing totem poles. Walking past cedar trees. 

"It's so much embedded into everything around us," Abadi said. "They can feel it, touch it, know it." 

Sanjay Bhatt: 206-464-3103 or sbhatt@seattletimes.com 

Ferndale, Lummis cooperate on property development 

City, tribe to discuss land purchase on Slater Road 

Serena Lei, The Bellingham Herald 

To avoid what could have become a battle over land and taxes, Lummi Nation and the city of Ferndale signed an agreement on property development - a first step both sides described as historic. 

"This is the first time Ferndale and the Lummis have put in writing our desire to work together," said Gregory Young, Ferndale city administrator. 

The agreement signed Monday night doesn't involve money or specific promises other than that the two sides will discuss issues and cooperate. 

Last year, Lummi Nation purchased a couple acres of land near the Slater Road exit off of Interstate 5, which is within Ferndale limits. 

The tribe applied to have the land taken into trust, which would mean the federal government holds the title and the land is exempt from state laws and taxes. 

Young said the city had poured about $2.8 million into developing land around Slater Road, including the newly acquired Lummi property. 

"We were faced with the specter of spending a considerable amount of money and have much of (the property) exempt," Young said. "The fallback was to take an adversarial position as we have for some 100 odd years. ... By working together we can achieve more than we could achieve separately." 

"We thought it would be a good way to further our relationship with Ferndale because we are such close neighbors," said Elden Hillaire, Lummi Nation treasurer. "I think it's a win-win situation for both communities." 

Young said a memorandum of understanding was the next step, where both groups will hash out details about land use, emergency services and possible impact fees to make up for lost tax revenue. 

Hillaire said the tribe plans to develop retail stores on the site, which, Young said, may bring new jobs into Ferndale. 

Also, because Silver Reef Casino is at some distance from I-5, the tribe may erect signs on the new property directing tourists from the freeway to the casino. 

Hillaire said Ferndale businesses may choose to relocate onto the new tribal property to avoid congestion downtown. 

"This accord is a positive recognition of both communities' willingness ... to try and do something positive," said Steve Oliver, Ferndale city councilman. "If people come to the table with an open mind and there's open discussion, I think a good solution will be found for all of these issues." 

Reach Serena Lei at serena.lei@bellinghamherald.com or call 715-2264.  

NATIONAL

Indian casino odyssey goes on

New target in parish that shuns gambling 

Monday, March 28, 2005

By Bill Walsh 

Washington bureau 

WASHINGTON -- The decadelong odyssey of the Jena Band of Choctaws to open a casino has now wound its way to a tiny speck of a town in central Louisiana in a rural parish where most alcohol sales are illegal and voters outlawed gambling years ago. 

After being rebuffed by Mississippi and coming up dry repeatedly in Louisiana, the tribe is seeking a fresh start in Creola, a newly incorporated town named after a mythical Indian princess on land donated by a wealthy benefactor. 

The state is flush with gambling outlets -- three run by tribes, 15 non-Indian casinos and scores of truck stop video poker arcades -- but the Jena's gambit into the heart of antigambling country has triggered a firestorm of political opposition. Last week, Sen. David Vitter, R-La., and Gov. Kathleen Blanco, a Democrat, sought to outdo each other in vowing to stand strong against the Jena Band's proposal. 

By week's end, the tribe said it would press ahead with its plans despite state opposition, raising the possibility that the latest chapter in the Jena Band's casino saga might ultimately be written in federal court. 

The tribe says it never wanted it to come to this. The 241-member Jena Band, which won federal recognition in 1995, said it only wants the same right to enter the gambling business as hundreds of other tribes. With tribal casinos nationwide grossing an estimated $18 billion in 2004, the Jena Band had ample incentive. 

But the tribe's plans were snakebitten from the start. In 1994, the FBI secretly recorded former state Sen. Larry Bankston offering to broker a casino deal for the tribe in Rapides Parish in exchange for a cut of the proceeds. The tribe was never implicated in the scandal, but the tribe's fortunes didn't improve either. Bankston went to prison for 41 months for an unrelated racketeering scheme. 

In 1998, the Natchitoches Police Jury refused to clear the way for a Jena Band casino. Three years later, the tribe folded its hand in Mississippi when then-Gov. Ronnie Musgrove refused to negotiate and local voters narrowly defeated a 100,000-square-foot casino plan. 

The Jena Band appeared on the verge of a breakthrough in 2002 when Louisiana Gov. Mike Foster signed a deal, known as a compact, for a casino in Vinton in southwest Louisiana. The deal sparked public protest from Vitter, then a congressman from Metairie with gubernatorial ambitions. It also drew opposition from the Coushatta tribe, which didn't want competition for its own casino nearby. Jack Abramoff, the Washington lobbyist who orchestrated the Coushatta campaign, would later find himself the target of a federal criminal probe and a congressional inquiry that is still going on. 

Ultimately, the deal Foster struck with the Jena Band was rejected by the U.S. Department of the Interior, which said the casino was too far from the tribe's ancestral homeland and that the 15 percent it promised to the state amounted to an illegal tax. Foster left office before finalizing a deal the tribe had pitched to break into the north Louisiana gambling market. 

An unlikely choice 

Grant Parish, where the tribe now wants to open a casino, has no gambling market at all. In fact, voters rejected video poker in 1996 and an outspoken group of Baptist ministers has helped keep most of the parish dry. 

"It just isn't right to move to a place where the people don't want gambling," said state Sen. Mike Smith, whose district includes the area. "This is what makes you sick about the whole thing." 

The irony isn't lost on the Indians. 

"The tribe never wanted to be where they weren't welcome," said the Jena Band's attorney, Julie Wilkerson. 

In fact, Wilkerson was quoted in 2001 saying that the tribe would never build a casino in Grant Parish. But now, she said, the tribe has run out of options. 

Grant Parish wouldn't be a realistic option if Mike Wahlder, a judge and owner of The (Colfax) Chronicle newspaper, hadn't donated land to the tribe in 2001. The property is in Creola, a 300-acre town Wahlder incorporated a year earlier that comprises almost entirely land he owns. 

"They are friendly people, unlike the other tribes," Wahlder said of his decision to give the property to the Jena Band. "I knew Jerry (Jackson, the former Jena Band's chief) and liked him very much." 

But Wahlder admits he has another reason to favor a casino. It will drive up the value of his property. 

While the tribe traces its ancestral heritage to a 19th-century settlement in Grant Parish, its hand has been mainly strengthened by finally owning its own land. The federal government placed the property in trust, giving the Jena Band an advantage it never had before in claiming sovereign rights. The federal government said the remote parcel could only be used to provide health care and education, but the tribe has already asked the U.S. Department of the Interior to allow gambling as well. 

Political warfare 

In the meantime, the tribe is hoping to sign a compact with Louisiana. 

On Oct. 20, tribal Chief Christine Norris met with Blanco and Attorney General Charles Foti to discuss a new compact. When news of the meeting broke last week, Vitter immediately put Blanco on the spot. In a letter he released to the news media, he urged her to adhere to her campaign pledge not to expand gambling in Louisiana. 

Blanco quickly distanced herself from the Jena Band. She said the October sit-down was only a "courtesy meeting" requested months before by the tribe and that no negotiations were under way. In her own public letter to Vitter, she barely contained her disdain, saying she was "disappointed" in him and that it's the job of Congress, not the states, to protect local rights in the face of Indian gambling. 

Controversy over the proposed casino has not been limited to legalistic arguments. 

In a statement, the Jena Band pointedly questioned Vitter's motives, noting that he has been linked to the tribe's rivals, the Coushattas and their controversial former lobbyist, Abramoff. Vitter has said he unwittingly took political help from a group connected to Abramoff in 2002, and in 2003 allowed the Indian lobbyist to host a Washington fund-raiser for him. Nonetheless, Vitter said his opposition to previous Jena Band casino projects was rooted solely in a philosophical opposition to gambling. 

Meanwhile, the state Republican Party likewise sought to use Abramoff to taint Blanco. It questioned why she would hire as the state's Washington lobbyist Stephanie Leger, who used to represent the Coushattas while working as a lobbyist at Abramoff's former firm. State GOP Chairman Roger Villere called on Blanco Thursday to put Leger on leave "until all federal and Senate investigations are complete." 

Since news of the Jena Band's proposal broke, Blanco's posture has shifted. Early last week, she vowed not to negotiate with the tribe or sign a compact. By week's end, she had softened somewhat. Denise Bottcher, a spokeswoman, said, "If she is forced to negotiate, she will do it in public." 

That was a reference to Blanco's predecessor, who was criticized for signing the first Jena Band compact in secret. Foster always maintained that if he didn't bargain with the Indians, they could win casino approval without him from the federal government, probably in Grant Parish. 

A strong Foster administration influence permeates Blanco's office. She hired two Foster holdovers to top positions. Andy Kopplin became her chief of staff, and Terry Ryder is her legal counsel. 

Looking at options 

Bottcher, the spokeswoman, said Blanco is seeking legal guidance from the attorney general about whether she can refuse to sign a compact and what the state's rights are if the tribe appeals to the Department of the Interior. 

George Skibine, director of the Indian Gaming Office at the Interior Department, said there is no definitive answer for states and tribes. If states refuse to bargain, tribes can apply for relief to the Interior Department. If the agency finds that the tribe is proposing gambling similar to what is already offered in the state, it will likely grant approval, he said. 

"There is no question that in Louisiana, if the state refuses to compact with the tribe, it will be very easy to decide the scope of the gaming issue," Skibine said. 

That's not the end of the line, however. Skibine said that if a state then sued the Interior Department challenging the secretary's authority, the casino approval would be put on hold until the suit is resolved. Texas has filed such a suit, and Skibine said he expects a decision this year. 

Since a seminal Supreme Court decision in 1996 strengthened states' hands, no tribe has gotten a casino over state objection. 

"For a tribe, there is no sure shot because of questions surrounding the authority of the secretary," Skibine said. "It's a story in progress." 

Bill Walsh can be reached at bill.walsh@newhouse.com or (202) 383-7817.

Divvying up the lottery spoils 

A 15 percent retail share is too low, 29 percent too high; it's time for a compromise to resolve this grubby debate 

Sunday, March 27, 2005

I t is more than a little embarrassing that the most emotional public policy debate in Oregon today is the fierce scrap over the money gambled away in the state lottery. 

Hundreds of people gathered at the state fairgrounds Friday for the state's largest public hearing of the year. It was all about the not-so-grand struggle over how the state should divvy up the tens of millions of dollars that people will lose annually playing the state's new video slot machine games. 

The fight, of course, is over the share of the gambling take to be kept by the 2,000 bars, taverns and other retailers who provide space for the lottery's electronic machines. The retailers, who now keep an average of just under 29 percent of the profit from existing video poker games, are trying to hang on to a similar percentage when popular new slot games are added this June. 

We've argued for years that the retailer share is excessive, that the state is subsidizing bars and taverns with lottery money that ought to be going to schools and public services. It seems obvious that the retailer share for these new line games, which will be played on existing machines and require no new investment by retailers, should be substantially reduced. 

Lottery Director Dale Penn set off a furor among bar and tavern owners by recommending a dramatically lower 15 percent retail commission for slot games. We've not been sympathetic to the claims of retailers in the past. But they have made a compelling case -- and did so again at the hearing Friday -- that a 15 percent return is too low, will deter some from adding slot games and certainly won't encourage new businesses to become lottery partners. 

We won't pretend to know the exact retailer share that would keep the bars and taverns in the game while maximizing the state's share of lottery revenue. But 15 percent seems too low, and 29 percent clearly much too high. Penn is planning to make a final recommendation to the Lottery Commission this Wednesday, and the commission will make a decision April 7. 

It is not an easy decision -- no one is going to be happy with a compromise that lands around 20 percent -- but the Lottery Commission's chief obligation is to maximize revenue to the state, not to satisfy any particular interest group. 

Either way, it will be a relief to see this debate go away. It is hard to watch a state that ought to be strengthening its universities, or solving its health care crisis, instead be thoroughly obsessed with the grubby matter of cutting up its gambling pot.


