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Casino County  

By James Thomas Snyder  

Congress has passed legislation to create a commission to examine the rapidly expanding gambling industry, and 

President Clinton has said he will sign it. All this comes not a day too soon. It's too bad, in fact, that the commission 

wasn't in place before the casinos came to Tunica County.  

 

The small cotton county in northwest Mississippi where 10 casinos have opened since 1992 offers a lot for the panel 

to look at. It also demonstrates why we need such a forum for debate and a clearinghouse for information as many 

poor communities look to gambling to generate development, growth and revenue.  

Growth was what the county's residents were after when they voted to allow casinos on the banks of the Mississippi 

south of Memphis.  

 

By almost any standard, Tunica was once the nation's poorest county. Per capita income in 1989 was $6,449. In 

1991, more than half of the residents received food stamps, and more than a fifth received welfare. In 1985, after 

touring a poor community there, Jesse Jackson labeled Tunica County "America's Ethiopia."  

 

What happened in Tunica defies exact judgments about gambling as a good or bad influence. Take the 

unemployment rate. It hovered around 13 percent in 1990, fell to 8.7 percent in 1993, then climbed to 12.9 percent 

in 1995. More residents are employed now than ever before. But more are unemployed, too, since so many who had 

stopped looking for jobs have rejoined the labor market, lining up for the easy work and quick money the casinos 

were supposed to offer, only to find there weren't enough opportunities to go around.  

 

By 1995, three years after the casinos opened, food stamp use fell from 54 percent to 35 percent of the population 

and welfare dependency from 22 percent to 10 percent. But the population has not changed, and, except for a boom 

in hotel construction, development is nonexistent. Moreover, some gaming halls have shut or moved 15 miles north 

to the other end of the county, nearer Memphis, which hurts in a rural area where distance affects whether workers 

can keep jobs.  

 

A Federal commission would be a clearinghouse for these kinds of considerations. It would do what regulatory 

agencies do: set objective standards to evaluate information. As it stands, we have to sort through endless 

propaganda.  

 

Take, for example, a brochure published by the American Gaming Association, the industry's lobbying group, 

written to dispel "myths" about the evils of gambling. The association cites Tunica County's huge spurt in retail sales 

-- nearly 600 percent in three years -- to counter the argument that gambling nabs customers who would otherwise 

patronize small local businesses. What the association fails to mention is that there is little evidence that small 

businesses are profiting. The retail sales are mostly at the casinos, which sell souvenirs.  

 

Also, to rebut claims that casinos put addictive gamblers on the road to financial ruin, the brochure cites declining 

bankruptcy rates in southern Mississippi, where the state's other gambling center is located.  

 

The gaming lobby isn't telling the whole story. The brochure boasted that bankruptcies in southern Mississippi 

dropped from 1992 through 1994. But in that time bankruptcy rates were also declining nationwide. In 1995, they 

started to climb again, both in southern Mississippi and nationally.  

 

The most absurd claim -- made in the brochure and by the association's president, Frank Fahrenkopf, in a television 

interview last week -- is that casinos don't cause crime.  

 

Explain that to the court workers in Tunica County, who have faced at least a tenfold increase in their caseload -- 



1,200 filings to 12,000 -- since the casinos opened. Though Federal crime statistics are not yet available, felony 

indictments for the county increased from 13 in 1992 to 172 in 1995.  

 

In coming years, we'll be sure to hear more arguments about whether gambling is a pernicious influence or a clean 

and rich source of economic growth.  

 

A Federal commission would help us wade through the slosh of information, misinformation and disinformation to 

provide a clear, accurate reflection of what gambling does to communities that turn to it as a savior of last resort.  

 

 


