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Indian Gaming on the Rise Again…
But Not Everywhere or For All Tribes
By Alan P. Meister, Ph.D.

n July 2011, the National Indian
Gaming Commission (NIGC) released high-level aggregate figures showing that gaming
revenue at Indian gaming facilities
was back on the rise again in 2010.
This was significant in light of the
fact that Indian gaming on a nationwide basis had come off its first-ever
decline in 2009, and maybe even more
importantly, after four straight years
of slower growth (i.e., lower growth
rates).

THE WIDER PERSPECTIVE

I

However, does this mean that all
is well for Indian gaming? To answer
this question, this article relies on
data and findings from the recently
released edition of the Indian Gaming
Industry Report (2012 Edition) to (1)
gain a wider perspective of the per16
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formance of Indian gaming in light
of the economic climate and the performance of other segments of the
gaming industry, (2) dig a little
deeper into the performance of Indian gaming at state and facility levels, and (3) explore the potential for
future growth.

In the wake of the Great Recession, which officially started in late
2007 and ran through mid-2009, the
gaming industry, like much of the
U.S. economy, showed signs of recovery in 2010. With gross domestic
product (GDP) and personal disposable income on the rise and employment decreasing at a slower rate both
nationwide and in every state, some
of the gaming industry showed improvement. At the nationwide level,
the Indian gaming, commercial casinos, and card rooms segments all
grew at faster rates (or declined at
slower rates) than in 2009. In particular, Indian gaming made up for its
first ever decline in gaming revenue
in 2009 (-1 percent), growing slightly
over one percent to $26.7 billion in
2010.
Despite some recovery of Indian
gaming in 2010, the relatively slow
growth was still a part of the larger
overall slowdown of Indian gaming
starting in 2005. Furthermore, the
2010 growth rate was significantly
below the pre-recession growth rates
– approximately 15 percent from
2002 through 2005, 10 percent in
2006, and 4 percent in 2007 (although
the 2007 growth rate may have been
negatively impacted in part by the beginning of the recession). Lower
consumer confidence and higher unemployment relative to their pre-recession levels continued to result in

decreased spending at gaming facilities. Mean- percent of gaming revenue.
while, restricted lending and more expensive
In addition to having a significant impact
financing resulted in fewer casino develop- on Native American tribes and the gaming inments (e.g., introductions of new
dustry in general, Indian gamfacilities, and expansions and rening continues to make
ovations of existing facilities) as
significant contributions to the
compared to previous years.
U.S. economy. Indian gaming
While the slower growth in In addition to having facilities, including their non2008, 2009, and 2010 can be at- a significant impact gaming operations, directly
on Native American generated approximately $28.6
tributed in large part to the general slowdown in the U.S.
billion in output and supported
tribes and the
economy, it cannot explain the
about 306,000 jobs and $12.6
gaming industry
slowdown in Indian gaming prebillion in wages in calendar
in general, Indian
ceding the beginning of the recesgaming continues year 2010. Indian gaming also
sion. In part, this phenomenon
to make significant led to output, jobs, and wages
was the result of public policies contributions to the outside of Indian gaming facilthat restricted the supply of Inities and tribal reservations.
U.S. economy.
dian gaming. These public policies
Furthermore, all of this ecohave included proposed and ennomic activity led to indirect
acted legislation and regulations,
tax revenue and direct payas well as judicial decisions and tribal-state ments to federal, state, and local governments.
gaming compacts.
In 2010, it is estimated that Indian gaming diDespite the continuing slowdown, Indian rectly and indirectly led to approximately:
gaming continued to play a significant role in
• $86.0 billion in output;
the gaming industry. In 2010, Indian gaming
• 706,000 jobs;
generated approximately 44 percent of all U.S.
• $29.2 billion in wages;
casino gaming revenue (i.e. gaming revenue
• $12.4 billion in federal, state,
generated at Indian gaming facilities, commerand local tax revenue; and
cial casinos, and racinos). This was second to
• $1.5 billion in direct payments to
the commercial casinos segment, which led the
federal, state, and local governments.
way with approximately 45 percent of casino
gaming revenue. However, Indian gaming con- DIGGING DEEPER
tinued to gain ground and is poised to overtake While Indian gaming grew slightly on a nathe commercial casino segment in the near fu- tionwide basis in 2010, the performance of Indian gaming varied widely across states and
ture.
In terms of the entire gaming industry (i.e. gaming facilities. At the state level, gaming
Indian gaming, commercial casinos, racinos, revenue growth varied from +61 percent in Alcard rooms, lotteries, pari-mutuel wagering, abama to -7 percent in North Carolina, with a
charitable gaming, convenience gambling, strong majority of the states (19 of 28) expecruise ships, and non-casino VLTs), Indian riencing growth over 2009. The fastest growgaming generated approximately 29 percent of ing states after Alabama were Texas, Alaska,
gaming revenue in 2009, the last year for which Louisiana, Washington, Michigan, Mississippi,
data were available for all gaming segments. and New York. Florida and Oklahoma also exThis was second only to the commercial casino perienced growth in 2010 (approximately 1
segment, which generated approximately 31 percent and 4 percent, respectively), but much
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less than in previous years. The
fastest declining states after North
Carolina were Idaho, Iowa, Connecticut, and California.

The disparity in the performance
of Indian gaming is clearly reflected
in the top revenue generating states.
In 2010, the largest state in terms of
gaming revenue at Indian gaming facilities continued to be California, with
$6.8 billion. It alone accounted for just
over 25 percent of gaming revenue at
Indian gaming facilities nationwide.
The top two states, California and
Oklahoma, generated a combined 38
percent of gaming revenue. Meanwhile, the top five states, which added
Connecticut, Florida, and Washington
to California and Oklahoma, accounted for approximately 61 percent
of gaming revenue. The level of concentration for the top ten states, which
added Arizona, Minnesota, Michigan,
Wisconsin, and New York to the top
five states, was 86 percent of gaming
revenue in 2010.
The states that made some of the
largest positive contribution to nationwide gaming revenue growth
were large Indian gaming states with
healthy growth rates (from high to
18
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low): Washington, Oklahoma, Michigan, and New York. The states that
made the largest negative contribution
to nationwide Indian gaming growth
were large Indian
gaming states that
experienced declines (from low to
high): California,
Connecticut, Wisconsin, and Minnesota.
At the gaming
facility level, where
239 Native American tribes operated
448 gaming facilities in 28 states,
approximately 49
percent of the facilities experienced growth in gaming
revenue, while 51 percent experienced
declines. In the extremes, about five
percent grew 50 percent or more,
while nearly 13 percent declined 10
percent or more.
Gaming revenue also continued
to be highly concentrated among the
top revenue generating Indian gaming
facilities. In 2010, the top 5 percent of
all Indian gaming facilities, which each
generated $250 million or more, accounted for approximately 38 percent
of total gaming revenue at all Indian
gaming facilities. And while the top
30 percent of gaming facilities, which
each generated $50 million or more,
accounted for about 85 percent of nationwide gaming revenue, the bottom
34 percent of gaming facilities, which
each generated $10 million or less, accounted for only 2 percent of nationwide gaming revenue.

THE FUTURE OUTLOOK

In light of Indian gaming’s turnaround in 2010 and anecdotal evidence

from 2011, the short-term to midterm future outlook for Indian gaming
looks promising. Even with only a
slow recovery, 2010 was certainly
something positive to build on. The
economy will improve over time,
bringing back consumer confidence,
disposable income, spending on casino
gambling, and financing for future
casino developments – however,
maybe not to the pre-recession levels.
There are several potential sources of
future Indian gaming growth once the
economy recovers:

• States where tribes were previously
restricted in terms of gaming supply
but are now able to expand;

• Continued success of Class II machines, as long as regulations do not
become significantly more restrictive;

• Continued growth in smaller, less
mature Indian gaming states with
limited competition and/or unmet
demand; and

• The abundance of new gaming facilities under construction, existing facilities being expanded, and new
casinos being proposed and planned,
including 20 applications before the
BIA for land into trust for gaming
purposes.
While the mid-term outlook for
Indian gaming looks good, the longterm outlook for Indian gaming is uncertain. Any number of things could
negatively impact Indian gaming, including public policies that restrict Indian gaming and limit its expansion
(e.g., legal challenges, legislation, regulations, and gaming compacts), the
maturation of gaming markets, and
increasing competition. ♣

