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LOCAL

Lummi donations benefit 24 groups 

Serena Lei, The Bellingham Herald 

Silver Reef Casino donations will help a diverse group this year, from kids in need of mentors to problem gamblers. 

With a $5,000 donation, Big Brothers Big Sisters of Northwest Washington can screen five more mentors and serve another five kids, said CEO Linda Ballasy. 

"When we get a donation of that size, we consider it pretty significant when it comes from an individual donor," Ballasy said. "When money comes in, we think of it in terms of cost per kid." 

Ballasy said there are 140 kids in the mentoring program and 116 on the waiting list. 

The casino is required to donate a percentage of its slots revenue to charities, as part of a gaming agreement with the state of Washington. 

The donations, totaling more than $124,000, were given out to 24 groups on Wednesday. 

Recipients ranged from the Northwest Native American Basketweavers Association to the Washington State Council on Problem Gambling. 

Sarah Clark, a spokeswoman for the Womencare Shelter in Bellingham, said the group requested casino donations to support victims of domestic violence and received $5,000. 

"This is a considerable amount of money for us," Clark said. "I think it's just a tremendously generous gift." 

Lighthouse Mission Ministries also received a $5,000 donation, said Susan Sutton, who handles donor communications for the mission. 

"Meals are approximately $1.80, so even if (the donation) was just designated for the meals, that would have a good impact," Sutton said. 

The Alternative Humane Society of Whatcom County has earmarked its $4,000 donation for the spay/neuter voucher program. 

The Northwest Indian College Foundation received $27,000 - the largest donation. 

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

Ferndale-Lummi cooperation a start  

Ferndale and Lummi Nation officials should be congratulated for agreeing to work together to head off some potentially sticky issues. 

The tribe recently bought land in the city, near the Slater Road exit from Interstate 5, and has applied to have the land taken into trust, giving the federal government ownership and exempting the land from state laws and taxes. 

City officials worried that they would be losing any say over an important piece of the city's future growth. 

But tribal and city officials have agreed to meet and talk about their mutual issues. While it might not seem like much, it's a start and it's certainly more than the city and tribe have agreed to in the past. 

Now they plan on working out an agreement about land use, emergency services and possibly building fees to make up for lost tax revenues to the city. 

We think Lummi officials should be commended for taking such a cooperative approach. They clearly didn't have to. And Ferndale officials should be proud of reaching out to their neighbors. Hopefully the new cooperativeness is a sign of things to come.
NATIONAL
Lottery chief budges on retailers' take 

Businesses face a less-severe cut in revenue under a new proposal that neither side is happy about 

Thursday, March 31, 2005

JEFF MAPES 

SALEM -- Oregon Lottery Director Dale Penn, saying he is concerned about jeopardizing the success of the state's new electronic slot games, on Wednesday backed away from his earlier recommendation of a huge cut in retailers' compensation. 

Penn proposed a much more modest cut that still drew fire from retailers -- as well as from Gov. Ted Kulongoski, and from school advocates who think bars and restaurants get too big a slice of lottery profits. 

Penn's new recommendation that retailers keep about one-quarter of the profits is the latest chapter in a heated tug of war over the proceeds of state-sponsored video gambling, which have grown to more than $500 million a year. 

Retailers are fighting hard to avoid significant cuts in a rate system they say has created one of the nation's most successful state lotteries, while education advocates are struggling to find every dollar they can to help financially strapped school districts. 

The Lottery Commission will make a final decision next Thursday, and the four members indicated Penn's new proposal is more in line with their thinking. "I think we're much closer to a figure" that will maximize lottery earnings, said Commissioner Steve Ungar, a Portland attorney. 

Penn, in his latest recommendation, sought to find a middle ground by suggesting retailers receive an average of slightly less than 25 percent for both the new slot games and the existing video poker games. Currently, bars and restaurants receive a bit less than 29 percent for video poker. 

He had suggested last month keeping the existing rates for video poker but slashing retailers' take to 15 percent for slots -- which are expected to far exceed video poker in popularity soon after their introduction in July. 

Kulongoski had played a significant behind-the-scenes role in prodding Penn to make a tough initial proposal, which was met with bitter protest from bar and restaurant owners across the state. 

Dozens of retailers told lottery officials they would not offer slot games at the 15 percent rate, which some commissioners said raised doubts about whether the lottery would meet Kulongoski's goal of using the new games to raise an additional $60 million a year for state programs. 

After hearing more than three hours of testimony Wednesday, commissioners seemed much more comfortable with Penn's latest proposal. Kerry Tymchuk, the commission chairman, said video poker rates were set too high when the games started in 1992 and have been high for too long. 

"But given that, you can't go from A to Z overnight. You have to get there in steps," Tymchuk said. "Speaking for myself, (the Penn recommendation) is a proposal I can support. Personally, I could have gone a bit lower, but what's necessary is to get three votes on the commission." 

Penn said he was sure his new proposal would entice the vast majority of retailers to sign up for the new games. 

"I am exceedingly confident that the new games themselves -- the graphics and everything about them -- are far superior to any video poker product we have offered in the past," Penn said. Although retailers may get a smaller percentage, he said, they will make up for it in increased sales. 

That didn't satisfy the Oregon Restaurant Association, which said retailers should get an average of 27 percent for both slots and video poker. Michael McCallum, the group's president, said a survey of his members showed that most would not sign up for the slot games at Penn's proposed rate. 

"The cuts today are going to take us another step backward," said Bruce Davis, chief executive officer of Elmer's Restaurants. He said the fact that the number of lottery retailers has stayed steady at about 2,000 despite the growth in restaurants and bars shows retailer rates are not too high. 

Jonah Edelman of Stand for Children, a Portland-based group that has pushed for lower lottery rates, said Penn's new proposal further increases the "overly generous commissions that video lottery retailers are making at the expense of schools, parks and other state services." 

He said the highest rate he could support would be about 21 percent for both slots and video poker. 

That drew a sharp response from Tymchuk, who noted that the commission just last year cut retailer rates for video poker by about 3 percentage points. 

"I can't understand for the life of me why you're not just declaring victory," said Tymchuk, noting that if Penn's proposal is adopted, the average rate will have dropped from 32 percent to 24 percent in less than 12 months. "We're doing more in one year than they've done in 10 years. Can you take yes for an answer?" 

Edelman, calling the new rate an "unjustified giveaway," responded that he still doubts whether the lottery is following its legal requirement to maximize profits for the state. 

Kulongoski last week sent a letter to commissioners saying the 15 percent proposal "was the right starting place" while saying he expected them to "strike this important balance" between maximizing revenue for the state and providing a reasonable return to retailers. 

When asked at a news conference Wednesday morning whether Penn's new proposal was in the public interest, Kulongoski responded with one word: "No." 

The governor declined to elaborate, and spokeswoman Holly Armstrong said later that Kulongoski would have no other immediate comment. 

"He wants to look at the specifics of the proposal," she said, "which he hasn't done yet." 

Jeff Mapes: 503-221-8209; jeffmapes@news.oregonian.com 


