                     The Social Costs of Gambling

                                                     By Tom Larkin

       “The social costs of gambling, in low income communities, could be devastating.”

                                                  Barrack Obama (2003)

            Independent empirical studies consistently report the costs of legalized gambling outweigh benefits $3 to $1. (8, 11) An impact study showing job creation, tax revenue and “recapturing” gambling money lost out of state is not a cost-benefit analysis.  Proponents trumpet benefits without producing independent research showing presumed benefits outweigh the social costs verified below. 

1-Economic destabilization

            “Gambling is a sterile transfer of money between individuals, creating no new money….absorbing time and resources….subtracting from the national income.”

                Nobel Prize Winning Economist-Paul Samuelson

        The expansion of gambling revenue comes at the expense of other economic sectors. Gambling is the source of negative externalities that do not operate through market prices. For Massachusetts to gain 400 million, 2 billion must be lost. Every discretionary dollar lost gambling is not being spent on other consumer goods or services. In 2007, some studies report net job losses due to the shift of consumer dollars to gambling. An Australian study concluded for every 80 slot machines, 2 million dollars is drained from the economy.  Pathological, problem and at risk gamblers impose enormous economic costs on society. (8, 11) Money lost, affects the individual economy of the loser.

           In 2009, casino employees are being laid off in Rhode Island, New Jersey, Connecticut and Nevada. Most casino states have higher taxes than Massachusetts. There has been a 65% net decrease in Nevada hotel casino income in 2008 and a projected 8.4% decrease projected nationwide by December, 2009. (9,11)

     2- Crime

             “There is no question, in sites where gambling is being introduced, there is an increase in crime.” Former Maryland Attorney General Joseph Curran

             Many studies connect gambling to criminal behavior. (11) About 1/3rd of inmates are estimated to have gambling problems. (13) The number of crimes increased significantly in Atlantic City and Ledyard, Connecticut after casinos opened. (4, 16 )The definitive study (7) comparing casino and non casino states found an increase in crime rates from 8% to 10% and continuing to increase thereafter.  FBI data supports that and demonstrates gambling sites attract criminals. (11) About 7% of non-gamblers have been incarcerated, compared to 21.4% of problem gamblers. (12) Increases in crime have specific policing, adjudication, incarceration, rehabilitation, recidivism and relapse costs.

  3-Child abuse and domestic violence

                  “The thing about the rat race is that, even when you win, you’re still a rat.”

                                                               Lily Tomlin

                  In Deadwood South Dakota after 2 years of casino gambling, child abuse cases increased by 42% and domestic violence and assaults by 80%. (1) In one study, 25% to 50% of spouses of pathological gamblers had been abused. (12) In Indiana, a review of the states gaming commission records revealed that 72 children were found abandoned on casino premises during a 14 month period. (29) Some studies concluded that gambling is as much a risk factor for domestic violence as alcohol abuse. (12)

   4- Suicide  

        “Suicide attempts are higher among pathological gamblers than for any of the addictions.”  Dr. Rachel A. Volberg  

                   This is a complex subject, but in the leading-edge study suicide rates (including teenagers) in gambling counties were 2 to 4 times greater than non-gambling counties.  Las Vegas has the highest suicide level in the country. In Atlantic City, abnormally high suicide levels appeared, for visitors and residents, only after casinos opened. (11, 14)

     5- Bankruptcy

            “Never paid debts of gamblers are a social cost to the rest of society.”

                                                                  Earl L Grinols

 Proximity to gambling increases bankruptcy. New bankruptcies in counties with gambling increased an average of 18% to 35% by 1997 and continued at 13 to 19% into 2001. Casinos opened in Baton Rouge in 1994. In 1996, bankruptcy rose there by 53%. Gambling is the fastest growing and fourth leading cause of bankruptcy. (11- Ex. Summary p.386) Of the 13 casinos opened in Atlantic City, 8 have been involved in formal bankruptcy proceedings. (15) Most cash lost in casinos comes from credit cards and ATM machines accessed after the gambler runs out of money. (8)

      6-Youth Gambling

                         “We will face, in the next decade or so, more problems with youth gambling than with drug use.”   Howard Shaffer

                      More money is spent on college campuses on gambling than on alcohol. (12). Gambling is the fastest growing teen addiction, with the rate of pathological gambling twice that of adults (4% to 8% for adolescents compared to 1% to 3% for adults.) There is a dangerous link between video games and internet gambling with 24% of male students in grade 10 and 11 visiting gambling internet sites within 12 months, in one study. (11-Ex. Summary p. 334) Young people today are the first generation to grow up with video games, computers and in a government promoted “casino culture”.

 7-Addiction

              “Gambling is the only addiction promoted by government.” Paul Simon

                 Proponents distort gambling addiction data, frequently citing a 1% projection of “past year” pathological gamblers in the general population, inferring gambling is a small “manageable addiction” compared to others.

                Actually, about 30% of active gamblers have some level of gambling problem; 4% pathological (severe), 9% problem (moderate) and 18% at risk (mild). (12) About 1/3rd of the general population does not gamble at all. The 1% projection minimizes the problem. The social costs of gambling exceed the cost of illegal drug problems. (12, 11)

                    Problem gamblers double within a 50 mile radius of new gambling sites. (12) The Harvard Medical School found that 1.5 million people became new pathological gamblers and 3.5 million became new problem gamblers from 1994 to 1997. (11) About 2/3rds of released prisoners are re-arrested within 3 years.  Recidivism problems increase with gambling availability. (13) A surprisingly high 23% of N.J. senior citizens were reported to have gambling disorders in 2006. The availability of gambling increases the numbers of problem gamblers and their social cost to society. (5, 8, 11, 12)

                   Gambling, drinking, mental health and criminal behavioral problems are not isolated but connected to each other. (3) The 3 major returning veteran problems are substance abuse, depression and PTSD, but expanding gambling confounds treatment because 1 out of 5 returning veterans also have gambling problems. (10)

                 About 30% of people with drinking problems also have gambling problems. Alcohol or other drugs are involved in 60% to 70% of incarcerations and about 30% of them have gambling problems. (13) 

8-Social injustice

            “Gambling weakens the vitality and strength of our nation.” Robert F. Kennedy

                  Where does gambling revenue come from? Proponents like to point out that, for most people who gamble, it is harmless entertainment. True, but this group, estimated to be about 2/3rds of gamblers, do not lose very much. It does not come from the 1/3rd of the population that does not gamble. Both these groups are mostly in the middle to higher socio-economic class. About 80% of money lost comes from about 20% of gamblers. 

(2, 6, 15, 16) Guess who they are? They’re disproportionately represented by people with low incomes, less educated, racial minorities, the elderly, the formerly incarcerated, returning veterans and those with a wide range of emotional and behavioral problems, the very people government is supposed to protect and to help. Gambling revenues are relentlessly regressive and a de facto tax on the poor.
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