Casinos in
Greece
Where the Games Began
By Wi llia m T homp s on, p H . D .

G

reece first conducted formal games. Greek gods participated in a
game to decide their powers. A dice roll determined Zeus would rule
the heavens, Poseidon the seas, Hades the underworld. Hermes,
the son of Zeus, was made god over gambling. Ancient Greeks organized sports events. The Pan-Hellenic games were held at Olympia in 776 B.C.,
and later at Delphi, near Corinth, and Nemea. The Ancient Olympic games survived
until 394 A.D. They were reinstituted as the modern games in Athens in 1896, then
in other major world cities each four years afterwards, with the exception of world war
years. The Olympics were also in Athens in 2004.
Modern times also found Greeks dominating casinos in other countries. Gambling
at several European casinos was dominated
by Nicholas Zographos. Zographos had the
ability to track cards in baccarat. His controlled of the bank at the baccarat tables enabled him to stop play whenever it appeared
that a losing streak was coming.
Another Greek personality shared the
advantages of sitting on the house side of
the table. Basil Zarahoff purchased controlling shares of SBM’s Monte Carlo casi30
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nos in 1923. The Greeks came back for
another stint in 1950 when Aristotle Onassis took control of SBM. He held domination until 1966 when Prince Rainier
regained ownership. These were also the
years when Greek born Nicholas Dandolos, a.k.a. “Nick the Greek” gained prominence in American poker circles. Nick the
Greek was one of the first two players in
Binion’s World Championship of Poker in
1969, albeit he finished second.
On Greek soil, major casinos waited, but

other gaming was in place. Greece has had a
government lottery with passive games since
1862. In 1993 a private group was licensed
to sell instant games. Since 1959 a private
group has run sports betting. Today there
are over four thousand shops offering bets.
Additionally, the Hellenic Horse Racing Organization has conducted pari-mutuel betting
since 1925. While basically illegal, Internet
gaming is quite prevalent with revenues exceeding those of nine casinos today.
Nine casinos have been established
under Law 440 which was passed on May 18,
1995. However, there were earlier gaming
halls. In 1928 an earthquake which destroyed
most of Loutraki, and the town leaders
opened a casino to aid in economic recovery,
but it closed soon after it opened. Later three
small government owned casinos enjoyed operation in the 1970s and 1980s.
The nine Greek casinos today stand out
from others in Europe as they are not tied to
the traditional model of tight control found
in Germany, France, Italy and elsewhere.

Rather, the ambience found in the Greek
casinos is much like that in Las Vegas casinos
albeit Greek facilities are smaller. Several do
have as many as one thousand slot machines
and ninety table games. Machines are found
on floors mixed with tables. One European
feature found in the casinos is that players pay
a fee and identify themselves at the door. Fees
typically are fifteen Euros, and a patron receives playing chips or a drink. Casinos also
have dress codes (in contrast to Ancient
Olympic games where the code was “no”
dress during the competition). The
minimum age for
patrons is twentythree for most casinos, but some set the
age at twenty-one.
Acrocorinth (r.)
and the Temple of
Apollo (below) are
two of Loutraki’s most
popular attractions

The casinos are all privately owned and
with one exception: hotels having from a few
dozen to almost five hundred rooms.
Amenities abound. They have show rooms,
swimming pools and spas, restaurants,
beaches. In many ways they could take on
the label “Integrated Resort Casinos.” It
would be a bit of a stretch to call them
“mega-resorts,” but not for Porto Carras
Grand Resort Casino which opened in May
1995, sixty-five miles south of Thessaloniki
in northern Greece. The
twenty-four hour casino
offers 425 machine
games, and forty-three
tables on a gaming floor
of 19,500 square feet.
This first casino under
the new law is attached to the Sithonia
hotel with 477
rooms, fourteen

restaurants, lounge facilities, a night club,
theatres, spa, golf course, retail shops, tennis courts, riding school, five thousand seat
convention center and a 315-berth marina
beside six miles of private sandy ocean
beach.
A beach also spreads in front of Club
Hotel Casino Loutraki on the Gulf of
Corinth. The facility features pools, a spa,
health and massage center. The casino covers 32,950 square feet. There are one thousand slot machines and ninety-five tables on
three levels, all inside a 275 room hotel with
nine restaurants, lounges, and business center. The European Association of Gambling
studies held 2012 sessions in a 10,000 square
foot meeting area. The casino is three miles
from the Corinth Canal, and eight miles from
Acrocorinth and the Temple of Apollo.
Loutraki was the second to open under the
1995 law. It draws many customers from
Athens, seventy miles away.
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Club Hotel Casino Loutraki (above)
is one of the largest casinos in
Greece and offers a state-of-the-art
casino and luxurious hotel

The seaside resort town of Loutraki is
famous for its natural spring waters,
beaches and the popular Loutraki Casino

While today’s casinos were licensed in a time of prosperity,
dark days have befallen Greek’s economy. Fiscal crises have
engulfed the country since 2008; growth rates are negative,
public debt soars along with unemployment rates.
Casinos have been affected.

Loukraki Greece is home to
one of the largest casinos in Europe—
the Club Hotel Casino Loutraki
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Porto Rio Casino opened in 1995, a few miles from Patras, the
third largest Greek city. The casino is near ruins of the Temple of
Poseidon and within sight of the famous Rioantiro Bridge connecting the Peloponnesian Peninsula to mainland Greece. The 16,145
square foot casino has 327 slot machines and forty table games. It is
part of a hotel with 235 rooms, a convention and banquet center,
health club and spa, two pools, private beach, marina, and three
restaurants and lounges.
Casino Xanthi in northern Greece opened in December 1995,
with 178 slots and twenty-five tables. The almost 20,000 square foot
casino is in a twenty-seven room hotel, with meeting facilities, spa,
and restaurant.
A large resort casino at Thessaloniki, second largest city in
Greece, opened in 1996. The twenty-four hour casino has 911 slot
machines and 87 tables operating on a gaming floor of 43,000 square
feet. The casino is inside a hotel with 152 rooms, seven thousand
square foot convention center, business center, health club, swimming pools, tennis courts, a 180-berth marina, along with a night
club, theater, gift shop, and five restaurants.
In 1997, a casino opened on the island of Syros, two hours by
boat southeast of Athens. It is the only casino without a hotel, albeit the island has large hotels. The twenty-six tables and 186 slots
are on a gaming floor of 22,596 square feet. It is open from 8 p.m.
to 4. a.m. and is controlled by Kazino Zypoy.
The three casinos that were formerly controlled by the government were privatized under the 1995 law. Rhodes had been under
Italian control, after the Ottomans fell, and in 1929 they permitted
a short-lived casino. After becoming part of Greece in 1947, atten32
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tion turned to having a new casino. A government facility opened in
1966. It reopened in 1999. Today, the 18,300 square foot casino is
attached to a hotel with tirty-three rooms, restaurants and meeting
space. The twenty-four hour facility has 310 slot machines and
thirty-four table games.
In 2000, Corfu reopened its privatized casino, which was first
opened in 1962 by the government. It has the smallest gaming floor
in Greece, 10,000 square feet, with fifty slot machines and sixteen
tables. The attached hotel offers 256 rooms, a spa, pools, and restaurants. Considered one of the most beautiful casinos in the world, it
was the site for filming the James Bond movie, “For Your Eyes Only.”
Mont Parnes Casino is located 20 miles from Athens in the
Mount Parnitha National Park. The 41,000 foot facility has five hundred slots and fifty-nine tables. The casino is open from 8 p.m. to 2
a.m. A seventy-six room hotel is beside the casino with restaurants, spa, and tennis courts. The casino first opened in 1971, and
its turnover to a private corporation occurred in 2002 after delay
caused by an earthquake in 1999.
Under the casino law, starting in 1999, Golden Star Cruises
began offering casino games aboard their ships sailing from Piraeas, the major port city for Athens.
The adoption of the Las Vegas style for casinos resulted from
several factors. First, all the casinos today date from a law passed
in 1995. Prior to that time the only casinos that existed were small
government owned facilities. It should be noted that Rhodes had
a casino from 1929 into the 1940s, but the island was not part of
Greece until 1947. Greek independence from the Muslim Ottoman Turks was not realized until 1829, and even afterwards
there were concentrations of Muslim populations. Gambling is of-

fensive to teachings of Mohammed. Moreover, during the nineteenth
and twentieth centuries there was no economic upper class that craved
the pleasures of casinos as did the traditional elites and royal class elsewhere in Europe. A monarchy was established in Greece after independence, but the king was German and his royal entourage was not
Greek. Another force against the early emergence of casinos was the
fact that Greece was engulfed in international battles during much of
its early time of independence. Wars included the Crimean War (18531856), Greco Turkish Wars (1897, 1919-1922), A Macedonian Struggle
(1904-1908), Balkan Wars (1912-1913), World War I (1914-1918),
World War II (1939-1945), and a Civil War (1946-1949). Wars are not
conducive for operating casinos.
In the 1980s and 1990s political stability and middle class prosperity
was found in Greece. Recovery from wartime devastation was followed by
Greek entry into the European Union in 1981. In 2001 the Euro became
its currency. It was a good time to start a casino. Both the government and
operators felt a need to “go big.” There were taxes and profits to be made,
and a middle class would provide a player base. The nine casinos hold licenses from the Minister of Tourism. While the casinos pay gaming win
taxes of either 20% or 30% (determined in their license), they also had to
pay a major fee when they received their license. In the case of the three
existing casinos—which had been government owned, but were purchased
by private ventures, the fee incorporated costs of upgrading (and expanding) facilities.
While today’s casinos were licensed in a time of prosperity, dark days
have befallen Greek’s economy. Fiscal crises have engulfed the country
since 2008; growth rates are negative, public debt soars along with unemployment rates. Casinos have been affected. Revenues in 2011 were 18.5%
below the previous year. Between 2007 and 2011 the drop at the casinos
declined from 3.2 billion Euros to 2.2 billion Euros. As casinos have struggled, they have done so with civic responsibility trying to protect their
employees. Employee numbers have fallen only 7.2% (from 5642 in 2007
to 5222 in 2011) compared to the revenue falls of 30.1%.
Spokesmen for the industry tried to put on a positive face for the recent European Association of Gambling Studies Conference, but they
emphasized one thing. Casinos cannot survive for the long run unless
the government gives them power to offer gaming products over the
Internet. As with all prospective Internet gaming operations, we will
just have to wait and see. ♣
William Thompson is an emeritus professor of public administration at the University of
Nevada, Las Vegas ( 89154-4030). 702-477-5432 . William.thompson@unlv.edu
He is author of over a dozen books on gambling subjects, and he is a frequent contributor
to Casino Lawyer.

THE IMPACT OF ILLEGAL OFFLINE
& ONLINE GAMBLING MARKET
■ The overall Greek gambling market has experienced a sharp
growth between 2000 and 2009 and it is estimated that legal
gambling activities accounted for 3.7% of Greek GDP in 2009
■ The current economic crisis and the resulting recessionary
environment, coupled with the massive offer of illegal gambling
services, have negatively affected total turnover generated in
Greece by legal gambling activities
■ The annual turnover generated by the gambling activities within
the licensed land—based casinos in Greece is expected to decrease
fromUS$845m in 2009 to US$649m in 2015
■ Next to the large legal gambling market in Greece exists a
sizeable illegal one, estimated at almost half the size of the legal
market, betting exchanges not included to the estimation
■ 120.000 to 140.000 illegal VLTs and casino games operate in
hundreds of unlicensed premises – more than 250 illegal gambling
websites (60 of them with Greek interface) in operation
■ Online gambling services are offered in Greece during the last
twelve (12) years, despite their total prohibition by law up until the
beginning of 2012
■ The annual turnover generated in Greece in 2010 from illegal
online sports betting has been estimated at €2bn and from illegal
online poker and casino at €2bn
■ In 2010 Greece stood in the 6th place amongst the 27 EU
member –states in terms of annual turnover generated from online
gambling services despite the fact that, at that time, online
gambling was totally prohibited in Greece
■ After several years of growth, the land – based casino segment
in Greece has been experiencing increased pressure from illegal
offline and online gambling operators and Greece’s recessionary
environment
■ The introduction of slot machines (VLTs) and the uncontrolled
provision of casino games via internet are the main concerns of the
industry
■ Demand for online gambling services continues to grow steadily,
despite the adverse economic climate, since the consumers shall
seek best opportunities to play and online gambling is a competitive market, with high pay-out ratios enjoyed by the consumers,
an average of 93% for private industry operators
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