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POOR LOSERS 

Pennsylvania Lottery odds are stacked against the 
people who can least afford to play, as records 
amounts of money are taken in. 

At a local convenience store last month, a woman 
won $14 on a scratch-off Pennsylvania Lottery ticket. 

She used the $14 to buy more scratch-off tickets. 

She's one reason why lottery sales in Lancaster 
County surged to a record $87.2 million last fiscal 
year, and why, once again, we think the lottery 
scams money from those who need it most. 

As the Sunday News reported last week, 
Pennsylvania Lottery revenues surged to nearly $3.21 
billion in fiscal 2010-11, despite lingering economic 
woes and high unemployment. A lottery spokesman 
attributed the increase to the addition of 500 new 
lottery sales outlets that year. 

Nationwide, 28 state lotteries reaped higher sales 
than the previous year in 2010-11, with 17 lotteries 
setting sales records. 

Although the Pennsylvania Lottery downplays the 
connection, studies of lotteries show that ticket sales 
move with the economy. As Cornell University 
economist Garrick Blalock explained in an ABC 
News story in September, "Lottery sales go up as the 
economy gets bad -- but we don't see people 
spending more on relatively inexpensive other forms 
of entertainment." 

His 2004 Cornell research indicated that the poorest 
of the poor don't play lotteries as much as those 
closer to the poverty line. Mr. Blalock told ABC, 
though, that a number of studies have found that 
low-income people spend a higher percentage of 
income on lotteries than richer people. 

He noted, "If what looks like is going on is actually 
going on, states are solving budget shortfalls with 
what effectively amounts to a regressive tax on the 
poor." 

Bingo, if you'll pardon the gambling pun. 

Government-run lotteries, including Pennsylvania's, 
prey disproportionately on people who can least 
afford to lose the money they spend on tickets. As 
the Occupy movement would put it, the 99 percent. 

The 1 percent find more sophisticated ways to 
gamble -- in hedge funds, in collateralized mortgage 
securities. And they can absorb losses. 

People at the bottom can't. 

Meanwhile, Jeff Anderson, who heads the executive 
committee of the North American Association of 
State and Provincial Lotteries, responded to the ABC 
story about poor people and lotteries with this: "Are 
they spending the bread money? Are the children 
starving? Are they forced out of their home because 
they are playing CashWord? I don't see that." 

As Ebenezer Scrooge might have asked, were he 
involved with the lottery association, "Are there no 
prisons? Are there no workhouses?" 

Yes, we know. All Pennsylvania Lottery profits go to 
pay for senior citizen services. That's the point. 
Funding essential government services with 
gambling revenue, much of which comes from those 
least able to pay, is wrong. 

Consider these numbers. Lancaster County senior 
citizen programs received $14.49 million in lottery 
proceeds during the last fiscal year, and another 
$23.14 million that came in part from the lottery. 
Let's be (extremely) generous and say about $38 
million from the lottery. 

Instead of sucking that revenue disproportionately 
from the "99 percent" of the population -- really, 
from the bottom 50 percent -- why not provide for 
senior citizens fairly, through the state's income tax? 
Then the richest countians would be paying a fair 
share of the costs of caring for the elderly, instead of 
making poor people shoulder the burden by enticing 
them with smoke and mirrors about getting rich. 

Legalized gambling is a shell game in which the 
house always wins. That's even more true of 
lotteries. State government should be ashamed of 
robbing poor Peter to support aging Paul. 


