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Should Limits Be Placed on
Legal Gambling in Minnesota?

You Betcha!
Kay Coles James

Kay Coles James, a senior fellow at the Heritage Foundation in Washington, D.C.,
chaired the National Gambling Impact Study Commission. Among the other
positions she has held are dean of the School of Government and professor of
government at Regent University in Virginia Beach, Virginia; Virginia secretary of
health and human resources; senior vice president of the Family Research Council;
associate director of the White House Office of National Drug Control Policy;
assistant secretary for public affairs at the U.S. Department of Health and Human
Services; executive vice president and chief operating officer with the One to One
Partnership, a national umbrella organization for mentoring programs; and director
of public affairs for the National Right to Life Committee. 

A graduate of Hampton University, she has received numerous honorary degrees
and is the author of an autobiography, Never Forget (1993), and of Transforming
America: From the Inside Out (1995). 

In her introduction to the national gambling commission’s executive summary, James
writes that “although the growth of gambling is a national phenomenon, gambling
itself is of greatest concern to the individual communities in which it operates or is
proposed to operate. It is at that level that its impact is felt most keenly and where
the debates surrounding this issue are most energetically contested. Those
communities form no common front: one community may welcome gambling as an
economic salvation, while its neighbor may regard it as anathema. . . . There are few
areas in which a single national, one-size-fits-all approach can be recommended.”
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Kay Coles James

Tough problems and contro v e r s i a l
issues tend to seek me out, no mat-

ter how much I may hide. I would like
to think that when the National Gam-
bling Impact Study Commission was
being formed, there were conversations
on Capitol Hill along these lines: This
is going to be an extraordinarily diff i-
cult task, and we need someone who
has just the right skills and personality
and wisdom to make this work; the
only person who could possibly do it is
Kay James. 

T h a t ’s what I’d l i k e to think. But it
p robably was more like this: This could
be really controversial. It could blow
up in our faces and be a huge embar-
rassment. Who can we offer up as a sac-
rificial lamb? 

And so I became chairman of the
national commission on what I now
believe to be one of the most com-
pelling public policy issues in America.
The document we produced is meant
to contribute to the debate that’s going
on right now all around the country. 

We need to think this issue thro u g h
v e ry care f u l l y, and I commend Center
of the American Experiment for doing
just that in the chapter on gambling in
its Minnesota Policy Blueprint. Many of
your recommendations and ours are
parallel. Great minds really do think
alike—or you might say that common
sense pre v a i l s .

Is This What We Intended?
The U.S. gambling industry has

g rown tenfold since 1975. Tod a y, a per-
son can make a legal wager of some sort
in every state except Utah, Hawaii,
and Tennessee. Thirty-seven states and
the District of Columbia have lotteries.
Twenty-eight states authorize casino
gambling, including commercial casi-
nos and Class III Indian casinos. Fort y -
t h ree states have pari-mutuel betting. 

Between 1976 and 1997, re v e n u e s
f rom legal wagering grew nearly 1,600
p e rcent. And gambling expenditure s
m o re than doubled as a percentage of
personal income, from a mere 0.3 per-
cent to 0.74 percent. In 1982, gro s s
gambling revenues totaled $10.4 bil-
lion. I thought that was astro n o m i c a l
until we found that in 1997, gross gam-
bling revenues hit $50 billion. Wi t h
that kind of money involved, Congre s s
decided that we ought to take a look at
this phenomenon. 

T h e re has been a metamorphosis of
the types of casinos that exist in Amer-
ica. We moved from just destination
re s o rts, those in Nevada and in
Atlantic City, to over 100 riverboats
and dockside casinos in six states,
a p p roximately 260 casinos on Indian
re s e rvations, and state lotteries. In
1973, only seven states had lotteries,
with total sales of $2 billion. By 1997,

James spoke to an October 1999 Center of the American Experiment forum, one of
a series led by Distinguished Senior Fellows Vin Weber and Tim Penny on issues
raised in the Minnesota Policy Blueprint, published by American Experiment in
early 1999. 
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state lotteries operated in more than
five times as many states and garn e re d
about $34 billion in sales. That’s a lot
of money—a lot of impact. 

The commission made some dis-
tinctions that had not previously been
made between convenience or re t a i l
gambling and gambling at destination
re s o rts. Some states, including

Louisiana, Montana, and South Caro l i-
na, permit private businesses to operate
e l e c t ronic gambling devices; these
w e re a special challenge to us. 

The Indian Gaming Regulatory
Act, passed by Congress in 1988, pro-
vided a re g u l a t o ry framework within
which to take a look at Native Ameri-
can gaming in America.  

Gambling on the Internet presents a
whole new challenge. Internet gambling
gross revenues doubled between 1997
and 1998, when they reached an esti-
mated $651 million. If Internet gam-
bling is left unchecked and unre g u l a t e d ,
that figure could hit $2 billion in 2001.

There was also growing concern in
C o n g ress about the impact of exponen-

tial growth in American gambling on
individuals and their lives. What is the
impact in terms of people who may be at
risk, people who may be problem or
pathological gamblers? The commission
struggled with this; in our report, you
will see a range of figures estimating the
number of problem gamblers. We
thought it was far more important to

Gambling in the United St a t e s

• Gambling in some form is legal in
f o rty-seven states and the District of
C o l u m b i a .

• S p o rts gambling is legal in two
states: Nevada, through casino sport s
books, and Oregon, through a state
l o t t e ry game based on National
Football League games.

• A landmark 1987 U.S. Supre m e
C o u rt decision in effect limited
states’ ability to regulate commerc i a l
gambling on Indian re s e rv a t i o n s .

• C o n g ress passed the Indian Gaming
R e g u l a t o ry Act in 1988 to provide a
re g u l a t o ry framework for gaming on
Indian re s e rv a t i o n s .

Gambling in Mi n n e s o t a

• The Minnesota constitution origi-
nally outlawed organized gambling.
Almost a hundred years later, in
1945, it became legal for charities in
the state to sponsor bingo games.

• Charitable gambling in Minnesota
bars—sales of pull tabs—began in
1978. After expenses (rent, advert i s-
ing, taxes) and money paid back to
gamblers as prizes, about 5 percent of
the gross goes to the sponsoring
c h a r i t i e s .

• Minnesota voters authorized a state-
run lottery in 1988.

• The legal age for participation in the
Minnesota State Lottery is eighteen.

— F rom the Minnesota Policy Blueprint and the 
National Gambling Impact Study Commission’s executive summary



AMERICAN EXPERIMENT QUARTERLY 5 6 SPRING 2000

make the point that it is an issue than to
argue about exactly how many patho-
logical gamblers there are. We acknowl-
edged in our report that there are
between 2.5 and 3.2 million adults in
the United States who meet the criteria

for lifetime or pathological gambling. 
No matter what you think about

gambling, no matter what you think
about the industry, you can see why
C o n g ress wanted an answer to a very

basic question: Is this where we meant
to go? 

The commission came to the con-
clusion that this growth happened
without a lot of debate or analysis of
the impact on people and places. 

No Prisms
A lot of people suggested that this

commission was programmed for failure
f rom the very beginning because of the
diversity among the commissioners.

Kay Coles James

Guiding principles underlying
recommendations on gambling in the
Minnesota Policy Blueprint, s p o n s o re d
and published by Center of the Ameri-
can Experiment, include the following:
• Gambling is a re g ressive source of

re v e n u e .
• The negative social consequences of

gambling fall more heavily on low-
income people than on the wealthy.

• Social costs appear to outweigh the
economic benefits, so gambling
cannot be justified as a form of
economic development.

• State revenue from gambling is unre-
liable because the amount fluctuates.

• It is difficult for taxpayers to hold
state government accountable for
gambling revenues, as they can for
tax re v e n u e s .

The B l u e p r i n t points out that “it
seems unlikely that a governor could
take a strong position either for or
against gambling without expending an
i n o rdinate amount of time and political
capital” and recommends that the
g o v e rnor “adopt a generally anti-
gambling stance and work to re d u c e
m oderately the amount of gambling

allowed in Minnesota . . . to assure the
highest degree of integrity in the
gambling industry, and to pro t e c t
vulnerable segments of society. ”

The recommendations put forw a rd
in the B l u e p r i n t a re :
• Oppose expansion of gambling in

M i n n e s o t a .
• Do not earmark state gambling

revenues for specific purposes. 
• D i rect a greater share of the benefits

to the charities that derive funding
f rom gambling.

• Put rational limits on gambling
a d v e rt i s i n g .

• Raise the legal gambling age to
t w e n t y - o n e .

• P romote gambling education in
s c h o o l s .

• Encourage Congress to amend the
Indian Gaming Regulatory Act of
1988 to re q u i re termination dates in
compacts between the states and
Indian tribes (to allow the state to
renegotiate its compacts with Indian
tribes with the goal of re g u l a t i n g
gambling in Indian casinos as it re g u-
lates other gambling in the state).

The Minnesota Policy Bl u e p r i n t on Ga m b l i n g
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We had the chairman and CEO of a
major casino—Te rry Lanni of MGM
Grand—who was an excellent re p re-
sentative of the industry. We had Dr.
James Dobson, who heads a conserv a-
tive, pro-family organization and who
was very expressly anti-gambling. We
had John Wilhelm, who headed one of
the largest unions in the country and
re p resented casino employees; he made
s u re that we did not lose sight of the
fact that casinos provide good jobs
with good benefits. 

We crossed political lines. We had a
f o rmer lieutenant governor of Califor-
nia, Leo McCart h y, a well-known
Democrat. We had Richard Leone, a
f o rmer tre a s u rer of New Jersey. 

Some people wanted to predict how
this commission was going to come
down based on party affiliation or
political philosophy or ideology, or per-
haps moral predispositions. But—to
coin a phrase—all bets were off when
this commission came together. This
issue defies all those descriptions. Any-
one who looked at the commission
t h rough any of those prisms could not
make sense of where we were going.

Let me give you an example. I met
with the conservative legislative caucus
from a southern state to go over their
agenda for the coming legislative ses-
sion. First we talked about welfare
re f o rm; they asked for, and I gave them,
some ideas and some advice on lan-
guage. Then we talked about education
re f o rm and school choice and vouchers.
So far, we were all together. And then
they said they believe strongly in the
value and the sanctity of human life and
asked for ideas to advance the ball in

that area. They were very appreciative. 
And then they said, “Now, you’re on

that gambling commission, are n ’t you?
Leave our lottery money alone! That’s
how we balance our state budget.” 

That was my first clue that the
gambling issue crosses philosophical
lines. The fact that people call them-
selves conservatives does not necessar-
ily translate into being anti-gambling.
It also became clear that people who
call themselves liberals are n ’t necessar-
ily pro-gambling. As it turns out, some
of the most ardent and art i c u l a t e
spokespeople against gambling were
Leo McCarthy and Richard Leone.
This issue defies party lines and moral
d e s i g n a t i o n s .

I’m known as a social conserv a t i v e ,
and when I became chair of this com-
mission, I came under attack by people
who were frightened about what that
meant. Where they missed the boat is
this: they presented a flat picture of
what it means to be a social conserv a-
tive and overlooked the fact that I am
an economic conservative as well. 

Those who opposed the commission
f e a red that we were going to re c o m-
mend major federal regulation and a
“sin tax” on gambling. Anyone who
has followed my activities at all knows
that I have made a career out of not
calling for federal regulation. I don’t
believe there is a federal solution for
e v e ry problem that exists in America,
nor do I believe in regulating people’s
behavior through the tax cod e .

When we finished, opponents
thought they had done a great job of
persuading the commission not to re c-
ommend federal regulation, when in

Should Limits Be Placed on Legal Gambling in Minnesota?
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The National Gambling Im p a c t
Study Commission

The National Gambling Impact Study
Commission, formed in 1997, was
c h a rged by Congress with the following:
• A review of existing federal, state,

local, and Native American tribal
g o v e rnment policies and practices
with respect to the legalization or
p rohibition of gambling, including a
review of the costs of such policies
and practices.

• An assessment of the re l a t i o n s h i p
between gambling and levels of
crime, and of existing enforc e m e n t
and re g u l a t o ry practices that are
intended to address any such re l a-
t i o n s h i p .

• An assessment of pathological or
p roblem gambling, including its
impact on individuals, families, busi-
nesses, social institutions, and the
e c o n o m y.

• An assessment of the impact of
gambling on individuals, families,
businesses, social institutions, and the
economy generally, including the ro l e
of advertising in promoting gambling
and the impact of gambling in
d e p ressed economic are a s .

• An assessment of the extent to
which gambling provides re v e n u e s
to state, local, and native American
tribal governments, and the extent
to which possible altern a t i v e
revenue sources may exist for such
g o v e rn m e n t s .

• An assessment of the interstate and
i n t e rnational effects of gambling by
e l e c t ronic means, including the use of
interactive technologies and the
I n t e rn e t .

In testimony on how gambling has
a ffected individuals’ lives, the commis-
sion heard about both benefits and
d r a w b a c k s .

“When the casinos came to Atlantic
C i t y,” one person told the committee, “I
got employed as a pantry person making
sandwiches. Then the casino sent me to
school to further my education in the
c u l i n a ry field, I became a cook, short l y
t h e reafter a relief cook, making money
that I didn’t imagine I could be making
and being able to provide for my family. ”

Another person said, “I was a good
family man, a good man in my churc h
and a good businessman, but after
gambling in Atlantic City, I turned into
a thief and a bum.”

The commission’s re c o m m e n d a t i o n s
a re directed primarily to state and local
decision makers. Among them are :
• Restrict gambling—and access to

a reas where gambling occurs—to
persons who are twenty-one and
o l d e r.

• Ban aggressive advertising, part i c u-
larly aggressive advertising that
t a rgets young people and people in
impoverished neighborh o od s .

• Encourage gambling operations to
adopt and follow enforceable adver-
tising guidelines.

• Conduct or re q u i re impact state-
ments before introducing or expand-
ing any form of gambling.

• P rohibit (at the federal level) new
and expanded forms of gambling on
the Intern e t .

• Ban credit card cash advance
machines and other devices acti-
vated by debit or credit cards fro m
the immediate gambling are a .

• Recognize that destination re s o rt s
c reate more jobs and better- q u a l i t y
jobs than casinos that cater to a local
c l i e n t e l e .

After two years of work, the commis-
sion published a sixty-four-page execu-
tive summary of its final re p o rt in June
1999. The commission’s full re p o rt and
re s e a rch re p o rts are available on its We b
site: www. n g i s c . g o v.
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fact it was never on the table. One of
our key principles is that this issue—
a p a rt from the Internet and some of
the concerns about Native American
gambling, which have implications for
the federal government—is best
resolved at the state level. I trust the
people of Minnesota to decide how to
live their lives.

Consensus Conclusions
I wanted the commission to prod u c e

a document that would be helpful in
the public policy debate. And, since I
am an economic conservative, I wanted
it to come in on time and under budget.
I don’t know if it’s ever been done
b e f o re, but I wanted to re t u rn some
money to the federal treasury. 

Well, we did all of those things. We
p roduced a document that I believe to
be helpful, and we did it on time and
under budget. 

I t ’s important to note, too, that this
is a consensus document; all of the re c-
ommendations were voted on unani-
mously by the commission. We believed
that if, with all of our diff e rences, we
could agree, that would both stre n g t h e n
our recommendations and be a mod e l
for state and local discussions.

The following are some highlights
for state decision makers to consider.

We said that gambling does not
re q u i re federal intervention; we tru s t
the people at the state level to make
their own decisions.

We recommended twenty-one as
the minimum age for gambling, con-
sidering the impact of gambling on
p e o p l e ’s lives, and particularly on our
vulnerable youth.

We said that cruises to nowhere
d o n ’t make a whole lot of sense, so
maybe it’s worth taking a look at river-
boat casinos. 

We recommended that states re f u s e
to allow the introduction of casino-
style gambling into pari-mutuel facili-
ties for the primary purpose of saving a
pari-mutuel facility that the market has
d e t e rmined no longer serves the com-
m u n i t y, or for the purpose of compet-
ing with other forms of gambling.

T h e re are some seventy-six re c o m-
mendations in this document. Some of
the most significant ones have to do
with what we don’t know. After two
years of study, re s e a rch, public testimo-
n y, and site visits all over the country,
we were not able to answer the most
fundamental question: how to weigh
the economic benefits of gambling
expansion against the social costs. How
do you weigh job opportunities and
m o re money in tax coffers against
b a n k ruptcies and families destroyed by
addicted gamblers?

It gets even more complicated than
that. Not only are there some econom-
ic benefits to a community, there are
some economic downsides. In Atlantic
C i t y, we heard stories about jobs and
what gambling had done for the econo-
my, but there were also people who told
us that they had to close their small
businesses as a result of the casinos
coming in. Restaurants, for example,
closed because people get subsidized
f o od at the casinos; consequently, it is
difficult to find a restaurant outside the
casino environment. 

We heard testimony over and over
again about lives that were improved as

Should Limits Be Placed on Legal Gambling in Minnesota?
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a result of a casino coming into a com-
m u n i t y, and you cannot dispute that.
In the Native American gaming com-
m u n i t y, it was a very mixed bag. How
can you argue with a community that
says casino jobs and money have dra-
matically improved the lives of the
people on the re s e rvation? 

Navigating this whole cost-benefit
analysis is tricky and treacherous, and
we were not entirely successful because
of the lack of information that was
available to us. That’s why many of our
recommendations have to do with addi-
tional data and research. This commis-
sion was a starting point, not an end
point. We encourage researchers to
begin to take on this subject. We
encourage universities to support
research on this issue. Federal agencies
ought to be gathering information so
that we can make informed decisions. 

In light of all that we know—and
all that we don’t know—we believe
that it is important for any locality that
is considering either expanding or lim-
iting gambling to do an economic and
social impact study first.

I trust that as you struggle with
these issues locally, our re c o m m e n d a-
tions will be an important part of your
decision-making pro c e s s .

Following her talk, Kay Coles James
talked with American Experiment
senior fellows Tim Penny and Vi n
Weber and took questions from the
a u d i e n c e .

Tim Penny: Could you share some
o b s e rvations about the qualitative dif-
f e rences between state-run lotteries

and other types of gambling, and the
e ffects that they have on the gambling
population and on the social welfare
s y s t e m ?

Kay James: We made a distinction
between privately run and state-ru n
gambling. One of our conclusions was
that if there is going to be gambling—
and we believe that there will be, since
Americans love to gamble—it should
not be state run. There are enough
questions about the effects on individ-
uals, families, and communities that
s t a t e - run gambling is not a good idea. 

States are not regulated to the same
d e g ree that private casinos are, and as a
result, we were concerned about how
some states operate their lotteries. We
w e re concerned about the implications
for poor people. The commission felt
that lotteries are re g ressive, with a dis-
p ro p o rtionate impact on poor people
and even on minorities. Some state lot-
teries are far better than others. Some
states do a far more credible job in
t e rms of advertising, and in putting the
money where they say the money is
going to go.

And some states do a terrible job.
They collect the money, it’s fungible, it
goes into the budget and disappears; it
does not go where the voters think it’s
going. 

When people voted to allow lotter-
ies, they often thought it was a scratch
ticket or numbers that came up once a
week. They thought that was benign
enough. But there are a lot of people all
over America who, when they voted
for lotteries, had no idea that it meant
video machines, lottery machines,
appearing in convenience store s

Kay Coles James
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a round the state. They were surprised
and offended by that.

Vin Weber: As you know, we have
tribal casinos in Minnesota, and every
now and then, the notion of for- p ro f i t
companies coming in and running casi-
nos raises its head—and usually gets it
shot off pretty quickly. Did you addre s s
the issue of corporate gaming alongside
or in competition with tribal gaming?

Kay James: We spent a great deal
of time looking at that, and in our full
re p o rt—which you can find on the
Web at www. n g i s c . g o v — t h e re ’s an
extensive discussion of just that issue.
We came to the conclusion that we
d i d n ’t have the power to get the infor-
mation we needed to make decisions
about the many issues related to Native
American gaming. We literally could
not get the inform a t i o n .

Vin We b e r : Is that because of the
n a t u re of tribal govern m e n t ?

Kay James: T h a t ’s right. We didn’t
have the authority to make them give
up that inform a t i o n .

Vin Weber: The corporate gaming
i n t e rests make the argument that you
can have a stronger re g u l a t o ry re g i m e ,
full disclosure, and greater transpare n-
cy with corporate gaming.

Kay James: I would not take issue
with that perspective. With the expan-
sion of tribal gaming around America,
we need fuller disclosure and more
i n f o rmation in order to regulate that
i n d u s t ry and make re c o m m e n d a t i o n s .
We literally could not get the inform a-
tion, and there f o re could not comment
on a great many of those issues.

King Wi l s o n : Would you place lim-
its on legal gambling in Minnesota,
and if so, how?

Kay James: I w o u l d n ’t. I think it’s
i m p o rtant for the people of Minnesota
to do that.

Mitch Pearlstein: L e t ’s make
believe you’re from Minnesota. What
would you do?

Kay James: First, I would say that
t h e re should be no expansion without
an impact statement that looks very
c a refully at the social and economic
implications. I would say that you
would be going in the right dire c t i o n
with an age limit of twenty-one. I
would look at state lottery advert i s i n g
to make sure that it is appropriate, that
t h e re are n ’t billboards in poor commu-
nities saying “Here is your one chance
out.” In some places around the coun-
t ry, there are .

I don’t know specifically what’s
going on in Minnesota. These are the
kinds of things I would say in any state.

Vin We b e r : How do you aff e c t
a d v e rtising, given free speech?

Kay James: We ’ re talking about
s t a t e - run lotteries, so states can and
should make decisions about advert i s-
ing. And a percentage of gambling
p rofits should go toward helping pro b-
lem gamblers.

Eric Lipman [Minnesota deputy
s e c re t a ry of state]: How can policy
m a k e r s — p a rticularly white policy
m a k e r s — a d d ress or argue for incre a s e d
regulation that might fall more heavily
on Native American business intere s t s
without exposing themselves to the

Should Limits Be Placed on Legal Gambling in Minnesota?
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c h a rge that they are motivated by
racial or religious bigotry ?

Kay James: Just don’t care. What I
mean by that is do the right thing, no
matter what it is. If it’s a good business
practice, then apply it across the board. 

As a black, female, pro-life, conser-
vative Republican, I’m used to taking
my lumps for doing the right thing, and
I encourage other people to do it. It’s
really re w a rd i n g .

Charles Lutz: I’ve been with Min-
nesotans Against Gambling for the last
several years. I’m a social liberal who is
convinced that gambling is a social
cancer in our society. I resent the
money the state spends on advert i s i n g
the lottery, but even more than that, I
resent the dishonesty of it and the fail-
u re to re p o rt the odds, if I may use that
t e rm, to people who hear the ads. Does
your re p o rt address the issue of state-
s p o n s o red advertising of state lotteries
and the issue of truth in advert i s i n g ?

Kay James: Yes, it does. And if you
look at our Web site, you will see the
testimony we received in that area. All
of the original re s e a rch is available on
the Web site. We had a panel that
looked at advertising. Some states were
just horrible. And the lotteries, inci-
d e n t a l l y, have the worst odds of any
f o rm of gambling. Your chances of win-
ning in the lottery are worse than in
any other game of chance. States don’t
do a good job of explaining that to
their citizens.

We recommended that states look
at best practices, and we even made
some recommendations about what

best practices would be. State re p re s e n-
tatives who are interested in legislation
might want to compare the best prac-
tices model to what you actually have
h e re in Minnesota to highlight where
you need to take action.

Jim Rhodes [a member of the Min-
nesota House of Representatives]: I’m
chair of the House Govern m e n t a l
Operations Committee, which deals
with gambling issues. The argument to
leave the gambling age at eighteen is
that eighteen-year-olds can fight for
their country, die for their country, and
vote, so they should be able to gamble.
The tribal casinos are going to keep
their gambling age at eighteen; it’s in
their contract. What are your com-
ments about raising it to twenty-one,
t h e n ?

Kay James: The state would have
c o n t rol only over the lotteries, not
over what happens on a Native Ameri-
can re s e rvation. It sounds like the state
has no opportunity to influence that
decision here, so you’re stuck.

The commission spent a great deal
of time talking through this issue, lis-
tening to testimony, understanding
how a gambling dependency develops.
I think it’s a little disingenuous to say
that people can die for their country
b e f o re they’re twenty-one; they can
also develop a terrible gambling addic-
tion by the time they’re twenty-one.
The role of government is to pro t e c t
citizens, not to make gambling addicts
out of them.

Vin We b e r : Let me shift to politics
for a second. Almost overnight, gam-

Kay Coles James
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bling has become one of the larg e s t
suppliers of political funds. We now
have a gambler running for pre s i d e n t .
Should we look upon this as just
another industry that’s seeking to re p-
resent itself and protect itself legiti-
m a t e l y, or is there a problem we ought
to be looking at here ?

Kay James: The commission looked
at the influence of the gambling indus-
t ry on the political process. There are
those who believe that the govern o r’s
race in South Carolina turned on this
issue, and untold millions of dollars were
spent on a re f e rendum in California. 

A number of people on the commis-
sion, though, were squeamish about
i n d u s t ry-specific remedies. Why single
out this particular industry? That was
balanced against concern expressed by
re p resentatives of both political part i e s
about an industry having so much
influence on the political process. One
person said that when the gambling
i n d u s t ry comes into a community, it’s
not that they get all the best lobbyists,
they get a l l the lobbyists. It’s tro u b l i n g
for any industry to have that much
i n f l u e n c e .

Ve rn Berg s t ro m : I’m director of
Minnesotans Against Gambling. At
first we thought we could promote the
anti-gambling agenda by influencing
legislation, but let’s face facts: the gam-
bling industry will far outspend any-
b od y. It happened, as you mentioned,
in California, and it happens all over
the place. 

A re we naive to think that we
might approach the issue as consumer

education? Gambling is a bad prod u c t ,
so don’t buy it. Or is that just my take?

Kay James: If you had asked me
that question two months ago, I would
have said yes. But based on what just
happened in Alabama and in South
C a rolina, I would say no. In an Alaba-
ma lottery re f e rendum, it was pre d i c t e d
that the pro-gambling forces would
p revail in huge numbers, and they did
not. And it came about as the result of
a grassroots initiative and appealing to
the consumer.

Ve rn Berg s t ro m : Wa s n ’t it an
appeal by ministers who got together?

Kay James: It was ministers and a
lot of other people as well. My under-
standing is that it was a bro a d - b a s e d
c o a l i t i o n .

As we go forw a rd with the debate
about gambling, there is a tre m e n d o u s
o p p o rtunity to affect public policy. I
hope it will be an informed debate,
with more light than heat.

Tim Penny: I’m in the ambivalent
middle on this issue. I’m personally
u n c o m f o rtable with gambling, but as a
matter of public policy, I wrestle with
it. I’m not a fan of lotteries because it’s
a something-for-nothing game that we
play with our voters. You promise them
a big payoff, but essentially it’s a
money-making scheme for the state.
Sometimes states use the money pru-
dently and dedicate it to a part i c u l a r
purpose that every b ody understands.
Other times, it just gets lost in the flow
of cash to the state. I’m a little uncom-
f o rtable with the state’s involvement in
this industry. 

Should Limits Be Placed on Legal Gambling in Minnesota?
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I appreciate the national commis-
s i o n ’s having advanced the need for a
m o re thoughtful public dialogue on
this issue. The real strength of its
re p o rt is in trying to quantify the pro b-
lems, distinguishing between types of
gambling activity, and focusing on a
m o re informed public debate so that
we can sort it out for ourselves. That is
the American way.

Vin We b e r : I’m ambivalent, too. I
d o n ’t gamble myself, but I belong to a
c h u rch where bingo has outlasted
Latin, so I can’t really claim a deep-
seated moral objection.

Tim Penny: When Vin and I were
in Congress, we both re p resented farm-
ers, who of course are the biggest gam-
blers around. You know the joke: A
f a rmer who won the lottery said he was
going to continue to farm until the
money was gone.

Vin We b e r : It is astounding to me
to think about how rapidly this trans-
f o rmation of our culture has taken

place. I grew up in Slayton, a farm i n g
town in southwestern Minnesota. My
p a rents took a vacation to Las Ve g a s
just once; that was about the norm if a
family in my hometown went gam-
bling. Now there are buses to Jackpot
Junction almost nightly, and people
who never thought of gambling—or
the children of people who never
thought of gambling—do it all the
time. 

Gambling has become so perv a s i v e
so quickly that it alarms the small-c
c o n s e rvative instincts in me, just in
t e rms of how fast this has happened. I
d o n ’t think that we’re going to roll this
back in any meaningful way, but it is
encouraging that people with radically
d i ff e rent views of gaming came togeth-
er to look at the issue. ■
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