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Governor vetoes Assembly’s
dog-racing mandate
09:51 AM EDT on Friday, July 3, 2009

By Katherine Gregg

Journal State House Bureau

PROVIDENCE — Making good on an earlier warning, Governor Carcieri
has vetoed legislation allowing Twin River to operate 24 hours a day,
seven days a week, while also forcing the owners of the Lincoln track
and slot parlor to drop their plans to suspend greyhound racing Aug.
8 and run a full 200-day season.

In his veto message to lawmakers on
Thursday, Carcieri said dog racing has
become increasingly unprofitable, that the
$9-million operating subsidy Twin River’s
owners pay the greyhound owners
contributes to their “crippling debt,” and
that the legislature’s intervention
threatens to scuttle the consensual
bankruptcy agreement Twin River’s
owners filed in U.S. Bankruptcy Court last
week, at a potential cost to the state of
millions of dollars.

“That is a risk that the state cannot afford
to take,” the governor wrote.

But the Rhode Island Greyhound Owners
Association [RIGOA] issued a statement
criticizing Carcieri for “prioritizing big
banks over Rhode Island jobs.” And one
of the dog owners’ leading backers at the State House, Rep. Charlene
Lima, said she had been assured by the legislative leaders that the
General Assembly would reconvene this summer to override the veto.

“It’s absurd to say that greyhound racing is jeopardizing Twin River’s
bankruptcy deal when it accounts for less than 2 percent of its annual
revenue,” said RIGOA spokeswoman Jennifer Bramley.

Overwhelmed by more than $589 million in defaulted loans, the
owners of the bankrupt slot parlor had served notice of their intent to
suspend the live races on Aug. 8 after conducting the minimum of
125 annual racing days required by law. Legislative relief from their
obligation to run the races, at a steep loss, was also one of the
conditions of the financial-restructuring plan filed with the bankruptcy
court.

The House and Senate approved the bill nonetheless with seemingly
veto-proof majorities, despite warnings from Gary Sasse, the director
of the state Department of Administration, that the state could lose
upward of $25 million in gambling revenue if the legislature’s action
interferes with the financial recovery plan backed by Twin River’s
owners, lenders and the state.

Under that plan, Twin River would surrender the Lincoln complex to
its lenders, led by the Merrill Lynch Capital, and they in turn would be
free to bring in a new operator within 120 days, unless an alternate
agreement was reached. The agreement hinged, in part, on the
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state’s approval of round-the-clock gambling, which promises to raise
an additional $3 million to $4 million for the state, and the
legislature’s agreement to relieve Twin River of the obligation to run
greyhound racing.

The owners blame their financial arrangement with the dog owners’
association for some of their money troubles, since the racing nets
them only $1.75 million, not nearly enough to cover the $2.5-million
expense or the $9-million annual subsidy they are committed to
paying the greyhound owners under a contract with an estimated 11
years to go.

But lobbyists for the mostly out-of-state dog owners and their union
backers at the State House won the lawmakers over with arguments
— based on a disputed 2003 report — that the elimination of
greyhound racing would result in the loss of 225 jobs and of $7.5
million in direct and indirect state revenue, including the millions of
dollars in slot play by gamblers lured to the track by the dog races.

The state’s own 2004 analysis found that racing “has a no effect on
VLT revenues.” Bottom line: Wagering on the dog races has dropped
from $37.9 million a decade ago to $13.2 million in 2008, with the
owners getting roughly $1.7 million and the state just shy of $1
million after the winners were paid.

In his veto message, Carcieri indicated his chief concern is the
potential loss of millions of state dollars if the bankruptcy proceeding
drags on because the court views the mandated racing as “an ‘end
run’ around the pending bankruptcy proceedings.”

“The legislation could actually result in the BLB bankruptcy filing
becoming a protracted, free-fall proceeding,” he wrote. “If that
occurs, the state could incur millions of dollars in expenses to protect
the state’s interest in what no doubt will be a protracted bankruptcy
proceeding.”

He also questioned the claimed loss of 225 jobs, noting that state
licensing records reflect “fewer than half that number of individuals
currently licensed and authorized to work at Twin River in positions
related to the live dog races.”

Carcieri’s veto will not, however, interrupt 24-hour gambling at Twin
River. While the law allowing overnight gambling expired on June 30,
the Rhode Island Lottery advised Twin River, by letter, that it was
exercising its own power “to continue to extend hours of operation to
3:00 a.m. during the week and 24 hours on Friday and Saturday, as
well as state and federally recognized holidays.”

It also advised Newport Grand, which has not opted to stay open all-
night on weekends or at any other time, that it was free to continue
to remain open until 1 a.m. Sunday through Thursday, and 2 a.m. on
Saturdays, Sundays and state and federally recognized holidays.
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