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asino gaming is one of the largest and fastest-growing industries in America. It

has grown ten-fold since 1975, with casinos in 28 states compared to just two

20 years ago.! In 1997, Americans spent $26.3 billion on casino gaming, almost
12 percent of the nation’s total entertainment spending.? The gaming market has grown
without slowing, and appears ready to expand into the foreseeable future.?

Consequently, gaming has drawn a great deal of attention, from development ana-
lysts to academics, moral crusaders, and legislators. They all pose questions about the
impacts of a little-studied industry, embraced by mostly poor communities as tools for
development, that hardly existed just ten years ago. With such questions in mind, the
U.S. Congress created the National Gambling Impact Study Commission in 1996 to col-
lect information on gambling and make recommendations about future policy.*

The commission agreed on a number of recommendations. It counseled “consider[ation
of] a pause in the expansion of gambling,” increased federal and state regulation and

* B.A., University of California, Los Angeles, 1995. J.D., Washington College of Law, M.A., School of
International Service, American University, 2001. I wish to thank Professor Art Cosby of Mississippi State
University, Professor David Ciscel of the University of Memphis, and Jane Roddy of the University of
California, Los Angeles, for their professional support. Many thanks to John Hubbell, Craig Brewer, Jason
Snyder and Lorelei Schweickert for their moral support and encouragement during this lengthy project.
Lastly, I wish to thank Kathleen Dombhart Bark of The Daily News in Memphis, without whose initial
support in 1995 this subject may never have been investigated.

1 National Gambling Impact Study Commission (NGISC), June 3, 1999, Executive Summary, p. 3.

2 Gross Annual Wager, International Gambling and Wagering Business Magazine, Aug. 1998, cited in
NGISC Executive Summary, p. 4.

3 “ITlhere is no end in sight: Every prediction that the gambling market was becoming saturated has
proven to be premature.” NGISC Final Report, June 1999, p. 1-1.

* National Gambling Impact Study Commission Act, Pub. L. No. 104-169. For commentary, see James
Snyder, “Casino County” in The New York Times, July 24, 1996, p. A-15.




oversight, restriction of expansion of certain kinds
of gambling, and continued study on the industry’s
benefits and detriments.® The report imparts an
uneasiness with gaming since it became a social and
economic force nationwide, urging future study dur-
ing the recommended pause.® It also reflects a moral
tone adopted by gaming’s opponents. In the South,
in particular, gaming’s most outspoken opponents
have been religious conservatives.” Such unease
and moral tenor have converged on the darker as-
pects of gambling behavior, involving the adverse
impact of gambling on the poor—who gamble most
—and growing evidence of addictive or pathological
gambling.®

This survey, whose antecedents precede the com-
mission by only months, attempts to augment the
commission’s macro survey with a microeconomic one
while following its call for further research. As the
commission noted, studies have missed a perhaps
crucial nexus of political economy that can explain
both the gaming phenomenon and its community
impact.” Because gaming is a matter of state ac-

tion—that is, legalization—from the state to the mu-
nicipal level, the communities have a choice about
gaming, more so than with any other type of indus-
try. The choice to allow gaming is a very democratic
one.’ For the poorest communities, legalizing gam-
ing can be a matter of poverty or prosperity. ' More
specifically, these communities welcome gaming as
a development tool. It is only fair, then, to deter-
mine the success of that effort.

TUNICA COUNTY

Nowhere are the contrasts of this choice greater
than in Tunica County, Mississippi. This abjectly
impoverished former cotton county running along the
Mississippi River in the northeast corner of the state
just south of Memphis was at one time considered
the poorest county in America. Per capita income in
1990 was $6,500 for a single person and $11,000 for
a family of four.!? Unemployment, which peaked in
the 20 percent range in the 1980s, was 13.1 percent
in 1990.* Federal assistance provided for half the
population of about 8,000 residents.!* Poverty was

5 NGISC Final Report, June 1999, p. 1-7 and Chapters 3 and 7.

6 “[A]ll agree that the country has gone very far very fast regarding an activity the consequences of which, frankly, no one really
knows much about.” NGISC Final Report, June 1999, p. 1-7.

" Edward Walsh, “T'wo Sides of Casinos’ Coin” in The Washington Post, July 12, 1998, p. 1.

8 See special series in The Commercial Appeal (Memphis), by Laurel Campbell and Bartholomew Sullivan, October 1997. See also
Matea Gold, David Ferrell, “Going for Broke” series in the Los Angeles Times, Dec. 13, 1998. The NGISC Final Report, June 1999,
devotes an entire chapter on problem and pathological gambling, quoting extensively from the work of Rachel A. Volberg. See
Rachel A. Volberg, “Gambling and Problem Gambling in Mississippi,” Report to the Mississippi Council on Compulsive Gambling,
January 1997, Social Science Research Center, Mississippi State University, Social Research Report Series 97-1.

9 “Virtually every aspect of legalized gambling is shaped by government decisions. Yet, virtually no state has conformed its deci-
sions in this area to any overall plan, or even to its stated objectives. Instead, in almost every state whatever policy exists toward
gambling is more a collection of incremental and disconnected decisions than the result of deliberate purpose.” NGISC Final
Report, June 1999, p. 1-7.

10 For example, Arkansas defeated two voter referendums to allow casino gambling in the state, and defeated six attempts to amend
the state constitution in two years, joining only six other states in doing so. Joan Duffey, “Backers of Ark. Casino Plan Say Profits
Will Stay at Home,” in The Commercial Appeal (Memphis), September 18, 1997. New Jersey has restricted casino gambling to
Atlantic City, creating the so-called “New Jersey” casino development model. NGSIC Final Report, June 1999, p. 3-6.

11 “Atlantic City would be dead without casino gambling.” Atlantic City Mayor James Whelan, NGISC Final Report, p. 7-6.

12 USA Counties 1996 CD-ROM, U.S. Bureau of the Census.

13 Population Estimates Program, Population Division, U.S. Bureau of the Census.

4 Mississippi Department of Human Services.

THE ErrEcTs oF CASINO GaMING oN Tunica County, MS




so endemic that the country was shocked by a 1987
visit of the Rev. Jesse Jackson to Sugar Ditch, an
appalling collection of lean-to shacks abutting an
open sewer. During the height of concern about fam-
ine and poverty in east Africa, Jackson labeled Tu-
nica “America’s Ethiopia.” It has become a well-worn
refrain.

It was by rational choice, then, that the commu-
nity permitted the establishment of dock side gam-
bling in 1992% in order to inject revenue, growth,
and income into a moribund and isolated commu-
nity. All other attempts at economic development
had failed. As the Tunica County Administrator
stated the day the largest casino outside of Nevada

Gaming Revenue

Tunica County, Mississippi, FY 1993-1997

opened in Tunica County, “It was born more out of
desperation than some stroke of genius that we
turned to this industry to build our economy.”!¢

The decision certainly looks like a stroke of ge-
nius. Tunica is now the third largest gaming mar-
ket in the country, with 10 casinos and 17.4 million
visitors in 1997. Gross casino revenues are $933.3
million, accounting for 47 percent of the gaming mar-
ket in Mississippi.l” Tunica’s gaming tax revenue
grew from $913,000 in 1993 to $32.5 million in 1997
(See Figure 1a), a 35-fold increase. By contrast, Mis-
sissippi took in $233.6 million in 1997 gaming tax
revenue, a five-fold increase over 1993 (See Figure
1b).

Gaming Revenue
Mississippi Totals, FY 1993-1998

Figure 1a
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Figure 1b
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15 Mississippi broadly legalized gambling in 1990. Miss. Code Ann. § 97-33-1 (Supp. 1998). Mississippi’s statute legalizes gaming,
but it is up to the individual counties to allow casinos. Miss. Code Ann. § 19-3-79 (Supp. 1998).

6 Interview with Ken Murphree, in James Snyder, “Why Tunica Matters: Pros, Cons in Debate” in The Daily News (Memphis),

June 26, 1996, p. 1.

17 NGSIC Final Report, June 1999, p. 2-6.
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Since Tunica invited gaming by rational choice,
it is only reasonable to study what has happened
there as a case study of what gaming can or cannot
do for a community. This is closer to the
microeconomic survey needed to understand compre-
hensively the effect of gaming on the communities
choosing to embrace the industry.

METHOD

Readily-available governmental statistical infor-
mation provides the quantitative basis of this sur-
vey. The changes over time and the causes and ef-
fects are discussed based on interviews with local
officials. In the following discussion, there are two
ways to interpret these numbers. The first is to take
them as isolated, to see what Tunica’s casinos have
done to, for, and in Tunica. The other is to compare
growth rates to the state or neighboring counties to
see what can be learned. Both are valid and neces-
sary. For what is happening on the ground in Tu-
nica 1s a direct result of a policy decision the com-
munity made for itself. On the other hand, a basis
of comparison helps wring out other impacts while
suggesting alternate models for development.

For comparison’s sake, the case study also ex-
amines a similar timeline for neighboring Tate and
DeSoto Counties. Tate and Tunica generally mirror
each other, with similar demographics. DeSoto, how-
ever, is a much larger and growing suburb of Mem-
phis. Neither Tate nor DeSoto have gambling, but
the trickle-over effect is felt in both counties.

POPULATION GROWTH (Figure 2)

Population is a general indicator of an area’s eco-
nomic vitality.’® Despite rapid economic growth and
opportunity, Tunica’s population has stagnated dur-
ing the 1990s. If people are attracted by jobs, they
tend to move there. If there is little opportunity,

they tend to leave. The Memphis Metropolitan Sta-
tistical Area (MMSA) is a fast-growing region. Tu-
nica, however, is not considered a suburb of Mem-
phis.

Mississippi’s population has grown slowly for
most of the century, with a drop due to massive out-
migration from 1940-1960.'° Tunica’s population by
contrast has stagnated in the 1990s, following a con-
tinuing decline from a high in this century of 22,610
in 1940. From 9,652 in 1980, the population had
plunged to 8,134 in 1990. The advent of gambling
has not had any particular effect of attracting resi-
dents. The population peak during the 1990s was
8,2181n 1994, a year after the casinos moved in. But
it has remained in that range for almost a decade.

Population Growth

Tunica, Tate and DeSoto Counties, Mississippi,
FY 1993-1997
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18 NGISC Final Report, June 1999, quotes economic John Kenneth Galbraith: “People are the common denominator of progress.”

19 All figures in this section, U.S. Bureau of the Census.
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Commercial construction, as based on commer-
cial permits, showed a strong upward trend follow-
ing the 1992 introduction of casinos in Tunica. It is
again likely the trend in Tunica alone was based on
casino and hotel construction. This does not, how-
ever, explain the incredible growth of commercial
construction in neighboring DeSoto County. Unfor-
tunately, the state stopped collecting this data in
1994, with only commercial ventures available to sell
this data. This is another area for further study.

Commercial Construction

Tunica, Tate and DeSoto Counties, Mississippi,
FY 1990-1997

Figure 6b
Number of Construction Permits*
150
120
|:| Tunica County
|:| Tate Count
90 Y
. DeSoto County
60 /
30 —H
O
0 1 1 1 1
‘90 ‘91 '92 '93 ‘94
* Excluding alternations or garages
Source: U.S. Department of Commerce, Construction Statistics
Division

RESIDENTIAL CONSTRUCTION
(Figures 7a-c)

As argued earlier, a major impediment to natu-
ral growth and development in Tunica was the lack
of actual places to live. As can seen by a comparison
of Figures 7a-c, Tunica residential construction only
began in earnest in 1995. Nevertheless, the com-
parison to neighboring Tate is telling, with a similar
increase in units built, but generally slow growth.
DeSoto, on the other hand, had strong and consis-
tent growth since 1991.%° This sharply contrasts
Tunica’s level population growth.

Residential Construction

Tunica County, Mississippi,
FY 1990-1997

Figure 7a
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% Ibid.
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Residential Construction

Tate County, Mississippi,

Residential Construction
DeSoto County, Mississippi,

FY 1990-1997

Figure 7b
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Figure 7c
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OTHER ISSUES and RECOMMENDATIONS FOR FURTHER STUDY

Bankruptcies (Figure 8) are a crude economic
yardstick, but they are invariably invoked in the
debate over gaming by both supporters and oppo-
nents. A strong link exists between bankruptcies
and pathological gambling.?® However, gaming ad-
vocates argue that bankruptcies are not affected by
gaming, and may even lead to their decline with the
promise of jobs and revenue.?

Bankruptcies are difficult to judge because they
react sluggishly to the rest of the economy. It is dif-

36 NGISC Final Report, June 1999, p. 7-16.

ficult to determine, then, the true impact of gaming
in Tunica on the regional market it feeds beyond
anecdotal evidence. The number of bankruptcies
steadily rose in Northern Mississippi, Western Ten-
nessee, and Eastern Arkansas from 1990 to 1997.
However, the general increase could be associated
with the steady increase in bankruptcies nationwide,
probably in reaction to the expanding economy. The
region benefited from a growing economy, particu-
larly in Western Tennessee, with unprecedented eco-
nomic growth in the Memphis MSA.

37 This was the assertion in an American Gaming Association pamphlet, Gaming Industry Myths and Facts, published in 1996. The
1997 and following pamphlets were later revised to omit the bankruptcy statistics, which were unconvincing.
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However, the three peaks in Figure 8 in North-
ern Mississippi are highly anomalous. They do not
appear to be attached to any casino closures, since
all the closures in Tunica took place during or after
the third quarter of 1994. The first upswing coin-
cides with the opening of the first casino, Splash.
The third increase coincides with two other open-
ings, of Treasure Bay and Sam’s Town in
Robinsonville. But there is no coincidence with the
second peak, and it is not clear why the other open-
ings did not lead to upturns. Nevertheless, the
growth in bankruptcies continued to rise in North-
ern Mississippi to levels above those peaks in 1997.

Personal Bankruptcies

Total Chapter 13 Filings by Court District
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38 NGISC Final Report, June 1999, p. 7-13.

391997 American Gaming Association pamphlet, ibid.

There was clearly an adverse impact of gaming, but
it was unclear to what extent.

Crime is another major factor in gaming, and it
seriously affected Tunica. The cause-effect relation-
ship was difficult to determine and remains politi-
cally charged. The National Gambling Impact Study
Commission concluded “beyond pathological gam-
bling, tracing the relationship between crime and
gambling has proven difficult.”*® The American Gam-
ing Association argues that casinos do not “cause”
crime, and that any serious crime increases due to
gambling are less than those associated with a simi-
lar big-name attraction such as a major theme park.
In either event, the direct impact on the ground must
be taken into account.

Tunica experienced an enormous growth in crime
since the casinos arrived.** With an increase from
689 cases in 1991 to 11,100 in 1996, it is no wonder
that two of the things first built with new casino
money were a larger court house and jail.#* The
arrest rates, however, reflect the bulging transient
population of casino visitors and are in that way com-
parable to other entertainment draws. Tunica has
only recently provided Uniform Crime Statistics to
the Federal Bureau of Investigation, so case filings
at the Tunica Justice Court must be substituted.
This is a trend that should be analyzed and com-
pared to other communities.

Infrastructure problems outlined above remain
in Tunica, but the new influx of casino tax revenue
improved some of them. Highway 61, a legendary
road along the Delta Blues trail, was upgraded from
a two-lane road to a four-lane expressway through
the county. Many of the roads, it must be noted,
directly service the casinos. Indeed, in 1994 the
Mississippi Legislature created the Gaming Coun-

40 Tt bears repeating, that Tunica did not choose between an amusement park and casinos. Casinos were the only alternative.

41 “A Splash set off a tidal wave—Tunica’s Rolling” in The Commercial Appeal series. See also James Snyder, “Why Tunica matters:

pros, cons, in debate,” in The Daily News.

®
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ties State Assisted Infrastructure Fund to fund such
projects. Highway 61’s four lanes will only later be
continued south of Tunica County by the state.*
Tunica town, the county seat, has seen some civic
improvements such as its new courthouse and jail.
Tunica attracts some big-name acts in entertainment
to the casinos and has recently built a golf resort
and taken bids on an exhibition center. But dreams
for further development, such as an airport and con-
vention center, remain in the planning stages.*

When the casinos opened in Tunica, business-
men and officials in Memphis voiced concern that
gaming would draw tourists away from Memphis.
This has not appeared to happen, and Memphis is
undergoing a slow renaissance, with new openings
Downtown and on Beale Street, including a new
Triple-A baseball stadium. Since Tunica is only a
30-minute drive from Memphis, it is clear that out-
side tourists can visit both, rather than one, and lo-
cals do the same thing. The combination of a re-
gional economic boom and the growth of gaming has
put service sector workers at a premium.* None-
theless, the impact of Tunica’s gaming on the
economy of both the Memphis MSA and Arkansas,
which declined to legalize casino gaming, deserves
further study.

As noted above, the uncertain impact on educa-
tion, and on commercial and residential development
must be examined more closely. With uniform test-
ing results, in several years the impact of massive
education spending may be evaluated. It is still not
clear how self-contained casinos have helped second-
ary commercial development, which can only be de-
termined with a comprehensive analysis on the
ground. Similarly, how Tunica attracts and retains
new residents could perhaps only be determined
through a county-wide survey conducted over many
years.

42 65 percent of county gaming revenue fund road construction.

CONCLUSION

Tunica County 1s a model example of what hap-
pens when gaming is aggressively injected into a lo-
cal economy. The fact that little else existed prior to
gaming allows us to explore in extremis the effects
gaming has on communities across the country.
Tunica’s experience should be studied further to
learn from development successes and failures.

Overall, Tunica’s experiment with gaming has
been positive. It has also been lopsided. It has lifted
the extremely poor out of abject poverty. It has cre-
ated huge numbers of jobs, attracting workers across
the entire region. It has stimulated the regional
economy, but with uneven effects. More than any-
thing else, it has changed the landscape and culture
of a community mired in a seemingly permanent de-
pression.

There are a few important lessons to learn from
Tunica. While nobody in the county could have pre-
dicted the success they would have bringing casinos
and gamblers to Tunica, some foresight in planning
would have benefited the county more. Preparing
schools, acquiring property for housing under emi-
nent domain, and subsidizing and encouraging links
between the casinos and secondary development
could have spread wealth and avoided the problems
of slow expansion in other sectors of the local
economy. Clearly, public services such as water and
sewer, hospitals, and a unified fire and police dis-
trict would have eliminated the disincentives to sec-
ondary growth and investment in Tunica.

Such lessons will be better learned with the con-
tinuing study of Tunica. Similar microeconomic sur-
veys in other communities, combined with more ex-
tensive research on causes and effects on the ground,
will help those communities and others hone the
powerful economic tool of gaming.

“Casino boom spurs Tunica civic growth” in The Daily News

(Memphis), June 12, 1996. The Highway 61 expansion project started with the 1987 Four-Lane High Way Program, but speeded up

under the 1994 Gaming Roads Program.

4 David Flaum, “More Fabled Tunica Growth on Tap,” The Commercial Appeal, May 6, 1999, Page C1.

4 “Unemployment up after Casino debut” in Ibid.
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