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Video gambling sought in Indiana

Looking
to buy a
house?

Tavern owners' group readies long-shot legislative campaign

By Grace Schneider
gschneider@courier-journal.com
The Courier-Journal
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On a Monday afternoon last month, five men and a woman sat with their backs
to a checkout counter at an Interstate 65 truck stop in Southern Indiana, sliding
$10 and $20 bills into a row of Cherry Master gambling machines.

It's hardly an unusual sight.

Adwvertizernent

Each year in Indiana --
and Kentucky -- millions
of dollars flow into such
gambling machines,
which are illegal.

Though Indiana
launched a limited
crackdown in early 2005,
it has served only to
drive the machines from
many bars and fraternal
clubs while leaving them
to thrive in places like
the 1-65 truck stop in
Clark County.

But if an alcoholic-
beverage trade group has its way, all that could change.

This month the Indiana Licensed Beverage Association, a tavern owners' group,
is preparing for what appears to be a long-shot legislative push to legalize the
slots-style gambling machines -- but only in bars and restaurants.

They're selling the approach as a way to generate $300 million in tax revenue
for the state and tighten prohibitions on gambling at such places as truck stops
and convenience stores where the activity is often available to anyone,
including youngsters.

A Courier-Journal series two years ago documented widespread illegal video
gambling in Kentucky and Indiana, where spotty law enforcement has allowed
the activity to flourish. Indiana officials estimated then that there were up to
30,000 illegal machines statewide, pulling in $300 million to $500 million a year.

A spot check by the newspaper along I-75 in Kentucky found more than 130
machines at 19 truck stops, convenience stores and fast-food restaurants.

If Indiana eventually legalizes the machines, it would join only six other states
that permit video gambling in multiple locations outside casinos and racetracks.

And even in those states, questions remain about whether legalization is good
policy.

In West Virginia, for example, where nearly 9,000 video-lottery terminals
generate about $361 million a year to shore up the state budget and provide
college scholarships, some lawmakers and many residents decry the state's
grab for easy tax revenues from gambling.

"No matter how much money the state makes, it's never enough. The appetite
is never satisfied," said Kelli Sobonya, a two-term Republican in the state's
House of Delegates and a gambling critic.

Revenue and regulation
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A man played a video-gambling machine last month at a truck
stop in Clark County, Ind. Such machines, which are illegal,
continue to flourish in Indiana. (By Michael Clevenger, The
Courier-Journal)
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Video gambling sought in Indiana

Besides West Virginia, four states -- Oregon, Montana, South Dakota and
Louisiana -- allow video gambling primarily at bars and restaurants where
alcohol is sold. Access is therefore restricted to those ages 21 and older.

The nation's gambling mecca, Nevada, also has slot machines scattered in
hundreds of locations outside its casinos -- at airport terminals, drugstores and
other retailers.

According to lawmakers and policy analysts, legalizing gambling machines at
retailers generates a steady source of revenue. But establishing a reliable
system to regulate the industry is a key challenge, they said.

For instance, four states have linked their gambling terminals to a central
computer system. That allows enforcement agencies to monitor activity at each
terminal and thwart attempts to cheat the system.

In Oregon the state lottery earned $733 million last fiscal year from about
11,375 machines it owns and has placed at 2,172 retail locations.

Officials have encountered the occasional thief who has broken open a machine
and stolen money, but that's fairly uncommon, Oregon Lottery spokesman
Chuck Baumann said.

In West Virginia, where fraternal organizations are allowed to offer 10 machines
per location, compared with five at bars, the state had to tighten administrative
rules a year ago to define fraternal clubs. The lottery found some clubs had only
two or three members.

"People will do anything to try to circumvent the law," lottery spokeswoman
Nancy Bulla said.

The National Council of Legislators from Gambling States hasn't taken a
position on the practice of legalizing gambling outside casinos and tracks.

But lawmakers need to look beyond the rationale that legalization will simply
legitimize a flourishing illegal activity and not expand gambling, said Steven
Geller, a Florida state senator and outgoing national council president.

"I've heard that 50 times," Geller said, adding that it doesn't make for good
public policy. "It's my personal opinion that there's a big difference (between
convenience gambling) and destination gambling” at casinos and tracks.

But few studies, he said, have explored the social and economic impact.

In Oregon, which offers the nation's largest, most comprehensive system to
prevent and treat problem gambling -- using $4.5 million annually from video-
lottery proceeds -- more than 12,000 people have received gambling treatment
in the last decade.

When the legislature amended the law in mid-2005 to increase tax revenues by
permitting slot-style games as well as video poker, the problem-gambling
community insisted on some new regulations.

Clocks were placed on the machines so that players wouldn't lose track of time,
as often happens, said Jeff Marotta, the state's problem-gambling services
manager.

Credits now are displayed in dollars, not random numbers. The state gambling
helpline number also is more prominently displayed, he said.

"Within Oregon, the public policy has been to create a balance between
maximizing revenues and minimizing harm," Marotta said. "That really is kind of
tricky."

Long shot in Indiana

In Indiana, lawmakers are divided over the legalization, and because of that the
measure is given long odds of passage this year.

House Speaker Pat Bauer, a South Bend Democrat, said last week that he
doesn't hold out much hope for it but added: "We will continue to study the
matter."

For one thing, Bauer said, allowing gambling at bars and restaurants "would
take out the destination gaming we have attempted to have (with casinos) ...
because they (the machines) would virtually be everywhere on every city block.
That's a huge problem | don't think people fully understand.”

But Senate President Pro Tem David Long, a Republican from Fort Wayne,
believes the legislature must either strengthen the law to eliminate the
estimated 25,000 machines or control them through legalization.

Other lawmakers agree that it's crucial to get a grip on an illegal trade.

Sen. Bob Meeks, a LaGrange Republican who is chairman of the influential
appropriations committee, intends to sponsor legislation this session to permit
3,500 bars and restaurants to offer up to five machines per establishment.
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Fraternal clubs could have up to 10 each.

Although the Indiana Excise Police enforcement push in alcohol-serving places
has made a dent, it's driven illegal machines to Laundromats, bait shops and
truck stops, Meeks said.

"They're everywhere where the excise police don't go. I think it's kind of
ridiculous," he said. And that's why he supports the new approach.

"Tax it, regulate it, and keep it away from the kids," he said.

Reporter Grace Schneider can be reached at (812) 949-4040.
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