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Atlantic City and the state of New Jersey are at a critical crossroads. Over the last several years, casino gaming has expanded all around us. In eastern Pennsylvania, seven casinos will eventually be developed. Combined with existing and proposed racinos in New York and Delaware, Atlantic City is facing a new level of competition, one that’s hurt the gaming town.

Some say the answer is to amend state law to allow slot machines, also known as video lottery terminals, at the Meadowlands. Their thinking is that if you can’t beat ’em, you might as well join ’em. This is shortsighted at best. Racinos by design represent a no-frills form of gambling that is entirely different than the Atlantic City experience. Their limited investments and offerings results in drawing their clientele from a very limited radius, mostly from within 30 miles, and they provide a solitary, one-dimensional gaming experience. 

More importantly, this would deal another blow to Atlantic City and quite possibly result in the closure of one or more casinos. The typical racino has between 700 to 1,000 employees. As of October 2009, the Atlantic City casino industry had 36,812 employees at its 11 casinos. or more than 3,300 per casino. At a time when unemployment is hovering near 10 percent, it hardly makes sense to put thousands more jobs at risk.

Atlantic City has weathered an economic and competitive storm; its gaming revenues having declined by 25 percent over the last few years, and yet it remains a powerful economic engine for the state. Consider the following:

• The Atlantic City casino industry generates approximately $3.9 billion in gross gaming revenue annually.

• The casino industry is one of the pillars of the state’s economy, employing about 37,000 people directly and 19,000 people indirectly. For every two casino jobs created in Atlantic City, one job is created elsewhere in New Jersey. 

• Approximately 31.8 million people visit Atlantic City annually.

• In nearly 30 years, the casino industry in Atlantic City has generated more than $17 billion in taxes and fees for New Jersey. 

• The Atlantic City casino industry purchases a total of $4.1 billion in goods and services each year, with $2.3 billion going directly to 2,200 New Jersey-based companies in all 21 counties. 

The enlightened approach for New Jersey is to leverage Atlantic City’s critical mass of assets to enhance its position as a premier entertainment and convention destination. Those assets include beautiful beaches; the boardwalk; 11 (soon to be 12) casinos; a top-notch convention center; an expanding and convenient airport; world-class restaurant, retail and entertainment establishments; exceptional golf and recreational options; and 160-plus years of tourism history.

The pieces to do this already are in place. But it requires a commitment from our elected officials that they will not expand gaming beyond Atlantic City, and that they will support legislation to lessen the regulatory burden on casinos and encourage further investment.

A world-class tourist destination is what New Jersey needs, a destination that has been and will be a catalyst for far-reaching economic development and job creation in the state. What New Jersey does not need is a racino that will recycle revenues within the state and hasten the demise of an entire region—a region that is of vital importance to the state’s economic health. 

To those who see racetrack slots as an elixir to combat our economic woes, I submit that the proverbial cure would be far worse than the disease. 
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