Gaming machines lose big across Ohio 
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	Eric Caples plays one of the Nugemaster Skill machines at Pirates Cove Paradise in Amherst 
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AMHERST -- As someone once said, ''you pays your money and you takes your chances,'' but not for much longer in Ohio.

The Ohio House of Representatives passed House Bill 177 yesterday, making thousands of slot machine-like computerized games proliferating in skilled gaming rooms across the state illegal. An emergency clause puts the law into effect as soon as Gov. Ted Strickland signs the bill, which could be today. 



In Lorain County, at least two skilled gaming rooms have opened in Amherst, and another in Sheffield Township, this year. The Thrill of Skill opened in March at 1919-A Cooper-Foster Park Road in Amherst, according to a woman who said she is the manager, but declined to give her name. 

Heavily tinted windows screen out the light, yielding a smoky twilight inside the narrow room in a shopping strip between a Chinese restaurant and a nail parlor. Inside the gaming room, the walls are lined with computerized games whose screens feature brightly colored figures whirling to deliver a cash payoff or, more often, swallow the customer's money.

Frequently emptied ashtrays dot the countertops in front of the games. The well-upholstered chairs in front of every game were occupied yesterday, with a few visitors standing to await their turns in front of the flashing, beeping screens. 

The games accept money in denominations from one dollar to one hundred dollars, and one Lorain woman who visits the parlor a few times a week said she would miss playing the games.

''Why won't they let us do this?'' said Jeanne Gibbs, 56. ''It's our money, and we're a bunch of friends here. You can go play bingo, so why not this? There are never any fights and a guy inside walks me to my car at night if I'm alone.''

Gibbs said she has visited gambling casinos in Detroit, West Virginia and Windsor, Ontario.

''Every state bordering us has gambling,'' she said. ''Why can't Ohio collect taxes on this?''

House Bill 177 targeted cash-payout machines after Strickland and Ohio Attorney General Marc Dann came up with a new definition of skill-based machines this summer, according to Leo Jennings, Dann's communications director.

''If it looks like a slot machine, acts like a slot machine and pays money like a slot machine, it's a slot machine,'' Jennings said. ''We know no one plays slot machines for Kewpie dolls. By banning cash payouts, we knew that would solve the problem.''

The machines started trickling in to the state through a loophole in a 2003 piece of budget legislation, and court decisions in 2005 opened the floodgates, Jennings said. The attorney general's office estimates 50,000 of the electronic slot machines are now operated in Ohio, generating between $100 million and $250 million in revenue each month.

''They're completely unlicensed, unregulated and untaxed, so no one really knows,'' Jennings said. ''(The gaming room operators) say a low week is $1000 a machine a month. We believe it's a little higher than that.''

Six Tic-Tac-Fruit game machines and 13 Nudgemaster game machines were waiting for customers yesterday at Pirates Cove Paradise, which opened about a month ago at 1221 Cooper-Foster Park Road, Amherst, according to Janelle Przytulski, a 19-year-old Lorain woman who works there. Complimentary bags of chips and soft drinks are served to customers, who sometimes sit in front of the games for up to four hours, she said.

Przytulski did not know what the gaming room earns in a typical day or week, but she said retirees like to spend time there. Yesterday Eric Caples, 18, a senior at Marion Steele High School in Amherst, played a Nudgemaster game without much luck. He's not concerned about a new law banning the machines.

''I just play a few dollars, a couple of times a month,'' he said. ''I usually break about even. If this place closes, it wouldn't affect me.'' 

Keith Dailey, a spokesman for Strickland, said the governor is eager to sign the new legislation.

''The people of Ohio have spoken a number of times (against gambling machines),'' Dailey said. ''Last November they voted overwhelmingly against the expansion of gambling in Ohio.''

Jennings said the version of HB 177 that passed yesterday includes clarifications that pool tournaments, dart tournaments and bowling tournaments will not be affected by the new law. Games that offer a prize worth $10 or less, such as games in amusement parks or carnival midways, are also not affected, Jennings said.

Lorain County Prosecutor Dennis Will said his office has received citizen complaints about gambling parlors in Avon Lake and Lorain, but has not shut any operations down since the old law was not clear and the new law has not yet gone into effect.

Gambling is a misdemeanor, but repeat convictions for gambling could raise the offense to felony level, Will said. A first offense could result in six months in the county jail or $1,000 fine, and second or third offenses could result in a year in state prison, he said.

State Rep. Joe Koziura (D-56) said he voted for HB 177. 

''I tried to bring casinos here in 1989, when it made sense,'' he said. ''But the gaming machines are terrible for people. I've seen them in stores and shopping centers, they're not regulated and they do nothing to attract people to our area.'' 

Koziura said he first spotted a skilled gaming room while taking a walk around his neighborhood.

''One morning I went past it, saw all the machines in there and was astounded. ''I saw people putting money in the machines. It's ridiculous.''

Skill Fever, a gaming room between the Dollar Tree store and Fashion Bug at Centre of Sheffield, North Ridge Road, Sheffield Township, was locked up tight yesterday, with a paper sign taped to the door reading ''Closed temporarily, will reopen soon.''
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