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B Y  A N N E  F .  B O X B E R G E R  F L A H E R T Y

Gambling on the 
Economic Future
of East St. Louis: 
The Casino Queen
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� 7KH�&DVLQR�4XHHQ�KDV�EHHQ�D�VLJQLÀFDQW�VRXUFH�RI�
ÀQDQFLDO�VXSSRUW�IRU�WKH�FLW\�RI�(DVW�6W��/RXLV�VLQFH�LWV�
LQWURGXFWLRQ�LQ��������7KH�&DVLQR�4XHHQ�KDV�JHQHUDWHG�
PRUH�WKDQ������PLOOLRQ�LQ�WD[�UHYHQXH�IRU�(DVW�6W��/RXLV�
EHWZHHQ������DQG��������,Q�DGGLWLRQ�WR�WKHVH�GLUHFW�IXQGV��
Casino Queen, Inc. has also contributed money, support, 

DQG�VHUYLFHV�WR�WKH�FLW\��QRQSURÀW�RUJDQL]DWLRQV��DQG�
residents as part of its ongoing commitment to the social 

and economic development and future of East St. Louis.  

An issue that the city needs to address in the future is the 

large proportion of its operating budget that comes from 

taxes generated by the Casino Queen.  Casino revenues—

and the resulting taxes—have been reduced in East St. 

Louis and across the country in the wake of the economic 

downturn that began in 2007.  This has meant challenges 

for many urban and state governments, including East St. 

Louis and the State of Illinois, that anticipate and rely on 

JDPLQJ�UHODWHG�IXQGV�WR�SURYLGH�EDVLF�VHUYLFHV�WR�FLWL]HQV����
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State Oversight and 
Gaming in Illinois

 The city of East St. Louis 

faced a deep economic crisis 

during the 1970s and 1980s.  

The loss of industrial and 

manufacturing businesses, 

employment for residents, 

and mismanagement in city 

government nearly resulted 

in bankruptcy.  The loss 

of businesses meant that 

the City of East St. Louis 

was left without a steady 

source of tax revenue or 

even sources of employment.  The city resorted to levying 

extremely high property taxes for the same residents who 

were now increasingly unable to meet those burdens. 

The late 1980s and early 1990s were a low point for the 

government of East St. Louis, which faced a budget crisis 

so severe that it was essentially unable to function.  The 

city could not provide basic services such as garbage 

FROOHFWLQJ�IRU�UHVLGHQWV��VXSSO\LQJ�SROLFH�DQG�ÀUH�
equipment, or meeting payroll for employees.1   With the 

city in precipitous economic decline, the state government 

intervened in 1990 with the Illinois Financially Distressed 

&LWLHV�$FW��,)'&$����7KH�,)'&$�SUHYHQWHG�WKH�FLW\�IURP�
declaring bankruptcy and authorized a state loan to pay 

RII�WKH�FLW\·V�GHEWV�RI�QHDUO\�����PLOOLRQ���7KH�,)'&$�DOVR�
appointed a state panel named the East St. Louis Financial 

$GYLVRU\�$XWKRULW\��(6/)$$��WR�RYHUVHH�WKH�ÀQDQFHV�RI�
the city until it could produce and implement balanced 

EXGJHWV�IRU�D�WHQ�\HDU�SHULRG�2 
 At nearly the same time that the State of Illinois was 

dealing with the decline of East St. Louis and other urban 

industrial governments, the state was also facing its own 

serious economic problems.  Many government entities 

�IURP�ORFDO�WR�QDWLRQDO��IDFHG�HFRQRPLF�FKDOOHQJHV�GXULQJ�
the 1980s and sought alternate means of generating 

income.  In this environment, states began to explore 

the option of gambling and the accompanying taxes 

to generate additional revenue.���1HZ�+DPSVKLUH�KDG�
EHHQ�WKH�ÀUVW�VWDWH�WR�UHLQWURGXFH�WKH�ORWWHU\�LQ�������WKH�
ÀUVW�WLPH�VLQFH�WKH�����V�WKDW�ORWWHULHV�ZHUH�FRQVLGHUHG�
legal, and many other states followed suit.   As a 

form of entertainment tax, lotteries were considered 

more politically palatable than income taxes or other 

compulsory tax increase for all citizens.  Illinois adopted a 

VWDWHZLGH�ORWWHU\�LQ�������HDUPDUNLQJ�WKH�IXQGV�JHQHUDWHG�
for education in 1985.4  

 Riverboat gaming and casinos were also considered by 

lawmakers across the country in the late 1980s as a means 

of aiding both state and urban communities falling into 

economic trouble.5  Nationally, plans for casinos were 

VXSSRUWHG�E\�SROLWLFLDQV�DV�D�PHDQV�RI�JHQHUDWLQJ�PXFK�
needed tax revenue for both local and state governments.  

Iowa allowed casino development in 1989, prompting 

Illinois lawmakers to act 

as the residents of Illinois 

�DQG�WKHLU�PRQH\��OHIW�WKH�
state to gamble at the new 

facilities in neighboring 

Iowa.  In February 1990, the 

Illinois Riverboat Gambling 

$FW��,5*$��ZDV�VLJQHG�LQWR�
law. Ten casino licenses 

were allowed, and gambling 

had to be conducted on 

ULYHUERDW�IDFLOLWLHV���6SHFLÀF�
tax schedules were laid out 

�DQG�ODWHU�PRGLÀHG��GHÀQLQJ�
the percentage of revenue to 

be collected as taxes by the 

VWDWH�DQG�E\�ORFDO�FRPPXQLWLHV��7KH�ÀUVW�ULYHUERDW�FDVLQR�
operation in Illinois opened in Alton, about thirty miles 

north of East St. Louis, in 1991.�  The plans for a casino 

operation in East St. Louis were not far behind.

The Development of the Casino Queen

 After the passage of the Illinois gaming law, the idea 

RI�D�FDVLQR�ZDV�ÁRDWHG�DV�D�SRWHQWLDO�VROXWLRQ�WR�VRPH�
of the economic problems of East St. Louis.  Private 

investors applied to the state for a gaming license at the 

same time they entered into discussions with government 

and property owners in East St. Louis.  The original home 

RI�WKH�&DVLQR�4XHHQ�ZDV�D�IRXU�VWRU\�ULYHUERDW�PDGH�WR�
resemble the riverboats of the nineteenth century.  The 

boat could carry as many as 1,800 passengers and 200 

crew members.7  The development was supported by 

the ESLFAA as well as local investors with the hopes of 

encouraging broader economic development and growth 

in East St. Louis.  Investors and the city of East St. Louis 

were reported by %RQG�%X\HU�magazine to have put in 

����PLOOLRQ�WR�KHOS�GHYHORS�WKH�JDPEOLQJ�ERDW�DQG�WKH�
administrative complex.8

 The Casino Queen began operations in East St. Louis 

LQ��������,W�ZDV�WKH�ELJJHVW�QHZ�HPSOR\HU�WR�HQWHU�WKH�
city for decades, and many East St. Louisans sought one 

of the 900 jobs available when it opened.9  The casino 

UHPDLQV�D�VLJQLÀFDQW�VRXUFH�RI�MREV�LQ�WKH�FLW\��VHFRQG�
only to the city school district in terms of number of 

HPSOR\HHV���$W�WKH�WLPH�RI�WKH�FDVLQR·V�RSHQLQJ��WKH�
proportion of employees who would have to be residents 

of the city was a matter of contention.  While the owners 

initially promised thirty percent of the jobs to local East St. 

/RXLVDQV��WKH\�ZHUH�XQGHU�SUHVVXUH�IURP�FLW\�RIÀFLDOV�WR�
EULQJ�WKH�QXPEHU�WR�ÀIW\�SHUFHQW���7KH�$OGHUPDQLF�&RXQFLO�
made a statement that locals should get eighty percent 

of the jobs.10��$�UHSRUW�IURP�HDUO\������VKRZV�WKDW�DERXW�
����RI�������MREV�ZHUH�KHOG�E\�(DVW�6W��/RXLV�UHVLGHQWV��
meeting the thirty percent threshold but falling far short of 

WKH�ÀIW\�SHUFHQW�RU�HLJKW\�SHUFHQW�JRDOV�11  Given the lack 

of employment opportunities in East St. Louis at the time, 

WKLV�ZDV�D�VLJQLÀFDQW�QXPEHU�LQ�WHUPV�RI�HPSOR\PHQW���
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For employees, a job with the Casino Queen meant not 

RQO\�GLUHFW�HPSOR\PHQW�DQG�LQFRPH��EXW�DOVR�EHQHÀWV�IRU�
themselves and their families, patronage for local doctors 

and the hospital, and additional money redistributed into 

the local economy. 

 The Casino Queen proved its viability as a source of 

direct revenue for the city almost immediately.  Only 

open for a portion of the year, casino taxes brought nearly 

���PLOOLRQ�LQWR�WKH�FLW\�LQ��������7KLV�DOORZHG�WKH�FLW\�
to reduce its property taxes for businesses and residents, 

which had been among the highest in the state.  The city 

was able to put together a budget (in itself a political feat 

LQ�WKH�HDUO\�����V��WKDW�DGGHG�ÀUHÀJKWHUV�DQG�SROLFHPHQ��
paid bills, restored basic services, and began to pay off 

state loans.12��7KH�ÀUVW�IXOO�\HDU�RI�RSHUDWLRQV�LQ������
pumped over $10 million into East St. Louis.  This more 

WKDQ�GRXEOHG�WKH�FLW\·V�JHQHUDO�IXQG�IURP����PLOOLRQ�WR�
$19 million.��  The tax revenue generated for the city has 

hovered between $9 and $11 million every year since 

WKHQ��ZLWK�WKH�H[FHSWLRQ�RI��������DQG�KDV�FRQWLQXHG�WR�
PDNH�XS�D�KXJH�SURSRUWLRQ�RI�WKH�FLW\·V�LQFRPH���$�6W��
/RXLV 3RVW�'LVSDWFK�DUWLFOH�LQ������WLWOHG�´6HHGV�RI�+RSHµ�
UHÁHFWHG�RQ�WKH�SRVLWLYH�FKDQJHV�LQ�WKH�FLW\��´7KH�&DVLQR�
Queen, the largest new employer in decades, swept into 

WRZQ��EULQJLQJ�MREV�DQG�PLOOLRQV�RI�GROODUV�IRU�WKH�FLW\·V�
WUHDVXU\���7KH�UDIW�ORDG�RI�PRQH\�IURP�¶7KH�4XHHQ·�KDV�
UHVXOWHG�LQ�QHZ�ÀUH�WUXFNV��PRUH�SROLFH�DQG�ÀUHÀJKWHUV�DQG�
a lower property tax rate.…”14

� 7KHUH�LV�D�ÁLS�VLGH�WR�WKLV�VXFFHVV��WKH�KHDOWK�RI�WKH�FLW\·V�

EXGJHW�LV�QRZ�FORVHO\�WLHG�WR�WKH�KHDOWK�RI�WKH�FDVLQR·V�
revenue and the accompanying taxes.  The tax revenue 

from the casino has consistently been a major source of 

income for the city, in some years constituting as much 

DV�ÀIW\�SHUFHQW�RI�WKH�JHQHUDO�IXQG��VR�ZKHQ�WKH�FDVLQR�
VXIIHUV�WKHUH�LV�OLWWOH�EXIIHU�IRU�WKH�FLW\·V�RIWHQ�SUHFDULRXV�
ÀQDQFHV�15  This has come into play during the economic 

recession that began in 2007, and was cited as a major 

concern about the city in the 2005 report of the ESLFAA, 

D�VFDWKLQJ�GRFXPHQW�WKDW�RIIHUV�D�GLVPDO�YLHZ�RI�WKH�FLW\·V�
economic future.  The authors warn in the report that 

without additional development, attentive management, 

DQG�ORQJ�WHUP�SODQQLQJ��(DVW�6W��/RXLV�VWDQGV�LQ�JUDYH�
danger of backsliding into another period of economic 

turmoil.��

 The State of Illinois has also relied on gaming as a 

source of revenue.  After the initial law, the state raised 

taxes on gaming operations multiple times.  In 1998, the 

State of Illinois passed a gaming law that increased state 

tax rates and included a “boat in a moat” provision that 

DOORZHG�JDPEOLQJ�IDFLOLWLHV�WR�PRYH�RII�ULYHUV�LQWR�ODQG�
based moats.  The Riverboat Gambling Act was amended 

in 1999 to allow riverboat gaming operations to remain 

permanently moored at dock sites without conducting 

cruises.  This meant that patrons could board at any time 

and stay as long as they wished, rather than having to 

hold to set cruising times.  The change increased overall 

gambling revenue (people gambled and spent more in the 

FDVLQR��DQG�VHQW�IDU�PRUH�PRQH\�WR�WKH�VWDWH��EXW�DFWXDOO\�

Casino Queen Receipts and Distributions to the State of Illinois and the City of East St. Louis

 Year Adjusted Gross Receipts Local Tax State Tax
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� ����� ������������ ����������� ����������
� ����� ������������ ���������� ����������

��'DWD�IURP�WKH�,OOLQRLV�*DPLQJ�%RDUG�$QQXDO�5HSRUW�������



44 | The Con!uence | Fall/Winter 2011

State and Local Tax Dollars Paid by the Casino Queen

decreased head tax amounts going to East St. Louis. The 

reason for this is that the head tax was now only being paid 

once. Previously, a head tax was paid for every gambler 

HDFK�WLPH�D�WZR�KRXU�FUXLVH�EHJDQ��6R��ZKLOH�WKH�FKDQJH�
brought immediate payoffs for the state, it also resulted in 

a loss of revenue and resulting layoffs for East St. Louis.17  

 Illinois raised taxes for gaming facilities again in 2002, 

OLIWLQJ�WKH�WRS�WD[�UDWH�IURP����SHUFHQW�WR�ÀIW\�SHUFHQW��
7KHQ�LQ�������WKH�OHJLVODWXUH�DSSURYHG�DQRWKHU�KLNH�DQG�
raised the top tax rate to a staggering seventy percent 

for those in the highest category for income.  For those 

facilities in the lower revenue ranges, taxes were raised 

DV�PXFK�DV�����SHUFHQW���$ORQJ�ZLWK�WKH�ÀYH�SHUFHQW�
guaranteed to East St. Louis, therefore, the Casino Queen 

now pays a state tax rate of around 45 percent based on its 

UHYHQXHV���7KH�VWDWH·V�ZLOOLQJQHVV�WR�LQFUHDVH�JDPLQJ�WD[HV�
has been a major challenge for all casino operations in the 

VWDWH��ZKLFK�KDYH�VWUXJJOHG�WR�NHHS�SURÀWV�KLJK�HQRXJK�WR�
make ongoing business worthwhile.18  Increases in state 

taxes have cost the Alton Belle and Casino Queen millions 

RI�GROODUV��GHFUHDVHG�SURÀW�PDUJLQV��DQG�PDGH�LW�KDUGHU�WR�
compete against competitors on the Missouri side of the 

Mississippi River, which have lower tax rates and operate 

under different state regulatory requirements.19

 The Casino Queen was developed as an enterprise that 

ZRXOG�RIIHU�HFRQRPLF�EHQHÀWV�IRU�WKH�&LW\�RI�(DVW�6W��
Louis as well as the State of Illinois.  As discussed above, 

the needs of the state budget have meant several increases 

in tax for casinos.  In 2010, the most recent for which data 

exists, the nine gaming operators in Illinois expected to 

FRQWULEXWH�RYHU������PLOOLRQ�WR�WKH�VWDWH·V�*HQHUDO�)XQG��
which is used for purposes such as education, human 

services, healthcare, and family services.  This made 

XS�DERXW�����SHUFHQW�RI�WKH�WRWDO�JHQHUDO�IXQG�EXGJHW��
or three percent of all appropriated funds for the state.20  

Just as there are concerns about the reliance of the city 

on gaming funds, the state has increasingly relied on and 

taxed casinos in an attempt to balance budgets.  While 

the demands of the state have increased, there have been 

QR�LQFUHDVHV�IRU�WKH�FLW\·V�EHQHÀW���$W�VRPH�SRLQW��WKHUH�
is the danger that the State of Illinois (which again faced 

D�PDVVLYH�GHÀFLW�DQG�EXGJHW�FULVLV�LQ�������PD\�LQFUHDVH�
taxes again and lean too heavily on gaming for revenue.  

This may put operators out of business, harm the state, and 

devastate cities such as East St. Louis or nearby Alton, 

ZKLFK�KDYH�FRPH�WR�FRXQW�RQ�FDVLQR�WD[HV�IRU�IXQGLQJ�GD\�
WR�GD\�RSHUDWLRQV���
 The Casino Queen has continued to pursue new avenues 

for development in order to increase revenues in the 

face of city, state, and market changes.  A related area of 

success—both for the gaming facility and for the city in 

general—has been the addition of services for tourism, 

such as an RV park and the Casino Queen hotel. The 

RV park, opened in 1998, was immediately popular and 

VDZ�PRUH�WKDQ��������YLVLWRUV�LQ������LWV�ÀUVW�IXOO�\HDU���
While many of the RV park visitors gamble, others come 

primarily to take advantage of the park and its services as 

D�VWDQG�DORQH�GHVWLQDWLRQ�21  In January of 2000, the Casino 
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4XHHQ�DOVR�RSHQHG�D�����URRP�KRWHO�DV�SDUW�RI�D�ODUJHU�
plan for development.22 

 After the state law was changed to allow gaming to 

leave rivers, the owners of the Casino Queen began to 

GHYHORS�DPELWLRXV�SODQV�IRU�D�QHZ�ODQG�EDVHG�FDVLQR�
and entertainment complex.��  The new, modern facility 

was expected to generate increased business. The plan 

for a $150 million project on eighty acres was the largest 

GHYHORSPHQW�SURMHFW�LQ�WKH�FLW\�IRU�ÀIW\�\HDUV��SURSRVLQJ�
a park, lookout, and other outdoor facilities.24 The plans 

were put on hold when Illinois raised taxes for gaming 

RSHUDWLRQV�LQ������DQG�������EXW�XOWLPDWHO\�WKH�SURMHFW�
continued.  Another hindrance in the development of the 

new facility was local politics, which again caused a delay.  

After the initial deal was made with the city government—

which had promised $11 million in support—Mayor Carl 

2IÀFHU�VDLG�WKH�DJUHHPHQW�ZDV�QRW�ÀQDOO\�DSSURYHG�DQG�
FRXOG�EH�FKDQJHG���+LV�DWWHPSW�WR�UHQHJRWLDWH�WKH�WHUPV�
was met by disagreement within the city government itself, 

and ultimately the original agreement prevailed.25  The 

DFWXDO�FRVW�RI�WKH�ÀQDO�&DVLQR�4XHHQ�GHYHORSPHQW�SURMHFW�
was around $92 million.

 The new Casino Queen was seen as a way to compete 

in a market that was expanding rapidly, with several new 

facilities having opened on the Missouri side of the river 

LQ�WKH�����V���7KH�QHZ�ODQG�EDVHG�IDFLOLW\�H[SDQGHG�WKH�
&DVLQR�4XHHQ·V�FDVLQR�ÁRRU�IURP��������VTXDUH�IHHW�WR�
�������DQG�ÁRDWHG�LQ�D�WHQ�IRRW�GHHS�PRDW���,PSRUWDQWO\�
for the city, the anticipated increase in business meant that 

tax revenues were expected to bring in an additional $1 

million to $1.5 million per year.��  After about one year of 

FRQVWUXFWLRQ�WKH���������VTXDUH�IRRW�IDFLOLW\�RSHQHG�RQ�
schedule in August 2007.27  There was a push to open the 

new facility before the opening of the new Lumière casino 

on the St. Louis side of the river in the fall of 2007.  The 

timing of the new Casino Queen reopening and its appeal 

gave it a market edge and a banner year.  The casino 

brought in more business than ever before and generated 

more money than ever before, over $11.7 million in taxes 

for the City of East St. Louis. 

 Since 2007, however, the Casino Queen (along with 

WKH�RWKHU�JDPLQJ�IDFLOLWLHV�DFURVV�WKH�FRXQWU\��KDV�VHHQ�
a downturn.  In 2008, the Casino Queen distributions 

to the City of East St. Louis declined twelve percent, 

IURP�������������LQ������WR������������LQ��������7KH\�
FRQWLQXHG�WR�GHFOLQH�LQ�������ZLWK�D�GHFUHDVH�RI�����
SHUFHQW�WR������������LQ�WD[HV�GLVWULEXWHG�WR�WKH�FLW\���)RU�
2008 and 2009, however, the local revenues for the Casino 

Queen did decline less than the state average of almost 

twenty percent in 2008 and 7.75 percent in 2009.  In 

2007, all casinos in the state sent $115,727,277 in taxes 

to local governments; in 2008, taxes to local governments 

FDPH�RXW�DW��������������DQG�LQ�������LW�ZDV�GRZQ�WR�
$85,885,708.  This dramatic decline has meant challenges 

for both casino operators and local governments in dealing 

with the inhospitable economic climate, a trend that 

continued into 2010.  The state has also been hit hard, 

with the total state tax payments from casinos going from 

�������������LQ������WR��������������LQ�������D�GURS�RI�

PRUH�WKDQ����SHUFHQW��DQG��������������LQ�������D�IXUWKHU�
GHFOLQH�RI������SHUFHQW�28

 The downturn in gaming revenues across Illinois has 

been attributed to the overall decline in the national 

and state economies beginning in 2007, as well as the 

passage of the Smoke Free Illinois Act in 2008, banning 

VPRNLQJ�IURP�FDVLQR�ÁRRUV�29  The Casino Queen, as 

part of the metropolitan St. Louis region, has also faced 

stiff competition from other area casinos.  The Argosy 

Alton and Casino Queen both operate in Illinois, while 

the Missouri side of the river is home to the Ameristar, 

+DUUDK·V�3UHVLGHQW��ZKLFK�FORVHG�LQ��������DQG�WKH�WZR�
PRVW�UHFHQW�FDVLQRV��WKH�/XPLqUH��ZKLFK�RSHQHG�LQ�������
and the newest facility, the River City Casino, which 

opened in March 2010. Another hit for Illinois operators 

has been the repeal of the loss limits in Missouri, which 

had previously steered those who wished to gamble with 

larger amounts of money into Illinois.  

� 7KH�GHFOLQH�RI�WD[�ÁRZ�IURP�WKH�&DVLQR�4XHHQ�WR�WKH�
City of East St. Louis has combined with the loss of other 

tax revenues to create pressing economic problems for 

the city.  In the beginning of 2009, the city was forced to 

HOLPLQDWH�VL[�XQÀOOHG�SROLFH�SRVLWLRQV�DQG�VWUXJJOHG�WR�
FRQWLQXH�WR�SURYLGH�ÀUH�VHUYLFHV�DV�WKH�RSHUDWLQJ�EXGJHW�
failed to meet expectations.��  In June 2010, members 

of the city government proposed the reduction of the 

SROLFH�IRUFH�E\�OD\LQJ�RII����RI�WKH����RIÀFHUV�EHFDXVH�
of declines in business, property, and gaming taxes.  The 

proposal was initially rejected and met with a public 

outcry.��  In July, the plan was revisited and on August 

���������WKH�FLW\�HOLPLQDWHG�MREV�IRU�´���HPSOR\HHV��
LQFOXGLQJ����RI�LWV����SROLFH�RIÀFHUV�����ÀUHÀJKWHUV��IRXU�
public works employees, and three administrators.”  The 

layoffs were a response to a massive budget 

shortfall, due in part to tax revenues 

from the Casino Queen that 

were nearly $900,000 

below expected 

levels in 

2009.��  The 

situation 
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FOHDUO\�SRLQWV�WR�WKH�FLW\·V�QHHG�IRU�GLYHUVLÀFDWLRQ�RI�
LQFRPH�DQG�EHWWHU�ORQJ�WHUP�HFRQRPLF�SODQQLQJ�

Community Involvement

 The commitment and contributions of the Casino 

Queen to East St. Louis have gone beyond taxes.  The 

corporation has also remained invested and involved in 

YDULRXV�SURMHFWV�WR�EHQHÀW�WKH�FLW\��QRQSURÀW�RUJDQL]DWLRQV�
that serve the city, and its residents.  The Casino Queen 

Foundation became active in 1994 to support the 

surrounding community, citizens, and businesses through 

investment and support.���

 From its inception, the Casino Queen Foundation began 

D�SURJUDP�IRU�GLVWULEXWLQJ�ORZ�LQWHUHVW�VPDOO�EXVLQHVV�
ORDQV�IRU�(DVW�6W��/RXLVDQV��VHWWLQJ�WKH�PLQLPXP�ÀYH�
year total investment at $2.5 million.  A major problem in 

East St. Louis had been the lack of available capital; new 

businesses or programs struggled to get off the ground 

and were unable to secure loans.  The Casino Queen 
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)RXQGDWLRQ·V�VPDOO�ORDQ�SURJUDP�ZDV�GHVLJQHG�WR�RIIHU�
loans between about $10,000 and $15,000 at low interest 

to help encourage business development, particularly 

in needed business areas such as family restaurants or a 

IDUPHUV·�PDUNHW���  The Foundation also contributed to the 

early development of the East St. Louis Small Business 

Development Center, designed to provide training, 

VHUYLFHV��DQG�FRXQVHOLQJ�IRU�VPDOO�EXVLQHVV�VWDUW�XSV��� 
 The Casino Queen Foundation has also remained 

committed to its pledge to continue to bring money and 

support to the broader East St. Louis community, donating 

to groups such as Big Brothers Big Sisters, scholarship 

foundations, musical and dance troupes, and other 

community groups.��  The Foundation has offered a great 

deal of support to and through the school system, such as 

D���������GRQDWLRQ�WR�WKH�/LRQ·V�&OXE�IRU�YLVLRQ�VFUHHQLQJ�
through local School District 189.��  Other involvement 

within the East St. Louis School District includes a 

range of educational and training programs that promote 

leadership, community involvement, and good citizenship 
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among students.��  Contributions have also 

been made to surrounding communities, 

such as a $1,000 grant to a Catholic school 

in nearby Belleville, Illinois, to help 

provide computers for families that could 

not afford them on their own.��  The 

Foundation has also regularly sponsored 

D�+ROLGD\�7R\ODQG�SURJUDP��GLVWULEXWLQJ�
WR\V�DQG�JLIWV�WR�XS�WR�������FKLOGUHQ�LQ�
East St. Louis each Christmas season.40

 In addition, the management and 

owners of the Casino Queen have 

partnered in programs that work more 

directly with the city.  In 2007, the Casino 

Queen joined Mayor Alvin Parks and 

representatives from the city and School 

District 189 in order to work on the physical 

FOHDQ�XS�RI�WKH�FLW\���7KLV�ZDV�VHHQ�DV�ERWK�D�VKRUW�
term goal and part of encouraging community service 

and volunteerism over the long term. The Casino Queen 

has offered physical support for the partnership, providing 

supplies such as lawnmowers and trash bags.41  

Ongoing Issues

 Wherever there are gaming establishments, regardless 

of the good that they bring to the surrounding community 

and economy, there are often concerns about the negative 

repercussions.  In East St. Louis, faced with so many 

challenges before the casino was introduced, it may be 

harder to attribute problems directly to the casino.  Still 

there are ongoing concerns and challenges that face 

the Casino Queen and its relationship with the city and 

residents.

� 3ROLWLFDO�FRQÁLFW�DQG�FKDQJH�KDYH�EHHQ�D�UHFXUULQJ�
FRQFHUQ�IRU�DOO�EXVLQHVVHV�LQ�(DVW�6W��/RXLV���2QH�VSHFLÀF�
example, mentioned above, was the disagreement with 

0D\RU�2IÀFHU�GXULQJ�WKH�GHYHORSPHQW�RI�SODQV�WR�EXLOG�D�
new facility.  Political disagreements and transitions have 

been an issue for East St. Louis over an extended period 

of time and have at times been a hindrance to bringing in 

other business development or addressing the challenges 

that the city faces.  Political changes and economic 

demands from the state have also hindered the growth and 

development of the Casino Queen as it has been forced to 

contribute more and more to state taxes.42 

 As has been discussed, even with the support of the 

&DVLQR�4XHHQ·V�WD[�UHYHQXH��WKH�&LW\�RI�(DVW�6W��/RXLV�
has continued to face economic struggles.  The city 

government went into a crisis in 2002 in response to a 

PDVVLYH�EXGJHW�VKRUWIDOO�LQ��������7KLV�ZDV�WKH�ÀUVW�WLPH��
VLQFH�WKH�&DVLQR�4XHHQ�RSHQHG�LQ�������WKDW�WKH�FLW\�KDG�
faced a shutdown; revenues dipped in 2001 and did not 

meet expectations, which had been optimistically factored 

into an increased budget.����7KH�VHYHUH�FXWV�WR�WKH�FLW\·V�
workforce in August 2010 show all too starkly that the 

tenuous economic situation of the city had not improved.  

The heavy reliance on the tax revenues from the Casino 

Queen makes the city extremely vulnerable to 

any economic downturn. 

 There has continued to be a lack of 

additional economic development in 

East St. Louis.  Certainly, some new 

EXVLQHVVHV�KDYH�RSHQHG�VLQFH�������
but nothing on the large scale that 

was envisioned or hoped for at the 

time.44��:KLOH�WKH�&DVLQR�4XHHQ·V�
investment in the city government and 

involvement in the community have 

KDG�PDMRU�HIIHFWV�RQ�WKH�VHOI�VXIÀFLHQF\�
of the city, the Casino Queen itself 

remains a main source of income for the 

city with few other current alternatives 

for major economic support.  This is not 

QHFHVVDULO\�DQ�XQXVXDO�VLWXDWLRQ�IRU�XUEDQ�
based casinos.  As they tend to draw gamblers 

from the local area, urban casinos do not often prompt 

WKH�VDPH�OHYHO�RI�HFRQRPLF�GHYHORSPHQW�WKDW�GHVWLQDWLRQ�
VW\OH�FDVLQRV��VXFK�DV�WKRVH�LQ�/DV�9HJDV��PD\�VSXU�45  

 In East St. Louis, further economic development 

has also been hindered by business concerns about the 

political and economic security of an investment in the 

area.  Among earlier failed attempts to spur development 

was a 1985 plan that would have included $500 million 

IRU�EDUJH�WUDIÀF�DQG�D�UHF\FOLQJ�SODQW��LQVWHDG�LW�UHVXOWHG�
in lawsuits and criminal indictments.��  The combination 

of city political turmoil, problems with perceptions of 

crime and insecurity, and the lack of a strong supportive 

LQIUDVWUXFWXUH�KDYH�OLPLWHG�LQWHUHVW�RU�LQYHVWPHQWV�LQ�ODUJH�
scale development in East St. Louis for many years.

 Casinos are often linked by opponents to crime and the 

introduction of moral concerns.47  East St. Louis faced 

problems with high crime rates long before the arrival of 

the casino.  Because of this, the facility has given ongoing 

attention to the security of its patrons. While there have 

been isolated incidents of theft, age violations, and a 

handful of violent incidents related to Casino Queen 

patrons, crime in East St. Louis generally has not been 

adversely affected by the introduction of gambling into 

the community.48��,Q�IDFW��JLYHQ�WKH�LQÁXHQFH�RI�WKH�WD[�
revenue from the casino in allowing the city to support 

WKH�SROLFH�IRUFH��ÀUH�GHSDUWPHQW��DQG�EDVLF�LQIUDVWUXFWXUH��
WKH�&DVLQR�4XHHQ·V�SUHVHQFH�KDV�OLNHO\�PDGH�WKH�FLW\�D�
safer place.  As with any gaming enterprise, there may 

be concerns about the role of the casino in questions 

of morality, social issues such as gambling or alcohol 

DGGLFWLRQV��RU�IDPLO\�LVVXHV��EXW�WKHVH�DUH�GLIÀFXOW�WR�WUDFN���
In the case of the Casino Queen, however, the positive 

effects of gaming on government funding, employment, 

and support or community businesses and development far 

outweigh any concerns in terms of its detriments to East 

6W��/RXLV�DQG�WKH�FLW\·V�UHVLGHQWV�
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Conclusion

 The Casino Queen and East St. Louis continue to face 

XQFHUWDLQW\�LQ�WKH�VWLOO�VKDN\�HFRQRP\��7KH�HFRQRPLF�
viability of the Casino Queen is important not only as 

a business, but to the success of the City of East St. 

Louis.  The revenue from the Casino Queen is an integral 

part of the operating budget of the city and has proven 

fundamental to its economic success.  This means that 

as the business of the casino prospers or suffers, the city 

DQG�LWV�UHVLGHQWV�GR�DV�ZHOO���6LQFH�������WKH�FDVLQR�KDV�
been and will continue to be an important element in 

the economic development and success of the city.  For 

true stability, however, the City of East St. Louis needs 

a greater range of economic development and sources of 

revenue. 

“Gambling on the Economic Future of East St. 

Louis:The Casino Queen” is reprinted here as one 

essay in 7KH�0DNLQJ�RI�DQ�$OO�$PHULFD�&LW\��(DVW�
6W��/RXLV�DW����, published by the Institute for 

8UEDQ�5HVHDUFK�DW�6RXWKHUQ�,OOLQRLV�8QLYHUVLW\�
Edwardsville, to commemorate the sesquicentennial 

RI�WKH�FLW\·V�IRXQGLQJ���7R�SXUFKDVH�D�FRS\�RI�WKH�
ERRN��JR�WR�9LUJLQLD�3XEOLVKLQJ·V�ZHEVLWH�DW�
ZZZ�VWO�ERRNV�FRP�
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