No change in luck for casinos in August Revenues fall 16 percent in key summer month
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ATLANTIC CITY - The chance that a strong showing in August could pull the casinos out of a slumping summer season didn't happen.

Revenue at the city's 11 gaming halls totaled $391.7 million, a decrease of 16.3 percent from August 2008, when the casinos managed to scratch out a modest gain of 0.7 percent from August 2007.

The latest figures released Thursday by the New Jersey Casino Control Commission only reinforce how challenging this summer has been in the resort. The casinos also posted revenue drops in June, which was down 13.6 percent from the same period in 2008, and July, which was down 12.7 percent.

The past three months are typically the high point of the year for the casinos because of the surge in tourism. But Cory H. Morowitz, a casino analyst and chairman of Morowitz Gaming Advisors LLC, said August had too many things going against it, making for "a disastrous month."

For one, the calendar wasn't helpful. The typically busy Labor Day weekend in 2008 was partially in August - unlike this year when it was completely in September.

In addition, the battered economy has kept gamblers from spending money, while competition from Pennsylvania slot parlors grows. The Sands Casino Resort, which opened in Bethlehem earlier this year, is drawing customers from the feeder markets of northern New Jersey and New York.

Those slot parlors are "building their databases, they're maturing and it's coming out of Atlantic City," Morowitz said.

Pennsylvania's Gaming Control Board reported last week that gross revenue in August at the state's nine casinos rose nearly 20 percent over the previous year. While revenue was actually down at five of the seven casinos that have 2008 numbers with which to compare, two of them managed to increase revenue by double-digit percentages.

Meanwhile, Morowitz added, the casinos in Atlantic City have been reducing their slot machine and table game inventories during this economy.

"Almost every single casino except for the (Borgata Hotel Casino & Spa) has reduced their capacity," Morowitz said. "It tends to have an impact on revenue. As they get smaller, their revenues shrink."

In total, the casinos won $276.1 million in slot revenue, down 14.6 percent from August 2008, while table game revenue totaled $115.6 million, down 20.3 percent.

Win, or casino revenue, is the net amount of money that the casinos take in. It is not profit.

None of the casinos saw their overall revenue increase in August from the previous year, although Tropicana Casino and Resort had the smallest decrease at 6.9 percent. Resorts Atlantic City had the second smallest decrease at 7.8 percent. In fact, Resorts was the only casino to increase revenue in either slots or table games. Its table game winnings increased 3.2 percent, according to the CCC report.

The positive distinction is a change for Resorts, the city's oldest casino and one facing financial troubles. In July, Resorts agreed to turn over ownership to its lenders after it defaulted on its $360 million mortgage and faced foreclosure.

The casinos with some of the biggest revenue declines last month was Trump Plaza Hotel and Casino, where casino win fell nearly 30 percent, and Caesars Atlantic City, where win fell about 25 percent.

Even the bigger, powerhouse casinos such as Borgata, Harrah's Atlantic City and the Trump Taj Mahal Casino Resort posted double-digit percentage revenue declines.
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