Good afternoon Madame Chairman and Members of the Rules Committee,

My name is Rosanne Loesch. I am a Board Member and incoming President of the Society Hill Civic Association. My colleagues will introduce themselves before I read a joint statement on behalf of four civic organizations - Bella Vista United Civic Association, East Passyunk Crossing, Logan Square Neighborhood Association and Society Hill Civic Association.

Our four boards have voted to oppose the construction of any casino on East Market Street because of the potential impacts on densely populated residential neighborhoods in close proximity to the Strawbridge building at 8th and Market Streets.

Our four associations, which represent over 75,000 residents, agree that the passage of this CED legislation for a casino in the Strawbridge building at 8th and Market is premature and should not be approved. Many city residents and community leaders have repeatedly called for the city to first conduct a cost benefit analysis based on the extensively documented potential impacts our neighborhoods and our city will, in all likelihood, suffer from a slots operation so near to densely populated residential areas. This is an unprecedented experiment in a major metropolitan city.

 

We ask you to put the brakes on approval for casino zoning in the heart of one of America’s premiere cities – the largest city in the nation to potentially host two massive slots parlors. We know that countless academic studies have documented the social and economic costs of casinos to host communities. Even PICA, our own Pennsylvania Intergovernmental Cooperation Authority issued a cautionary report in the summer of 2007 warning of these significant potential costs to the city. 

 

In addition to waiting for a cost/benefit analysis, we urge you to wait until Foxwoods submits a Plan of Development which can be reviewed by our communities as well as independent experts. Without studies or plans, we are moving ahead with blinders on. 

 

Slots parlors in the heart of Philadelphia may be damaging two of the most important economic engines this city has:

 

One economic engine is the thriving, livable, walkable, residential environment in the heart of our city. Unfortunately, very few American cities can boast of densely populated residential neighborhoods in the heart of the city. This unique feature attracts employers and countless taxpayers who contribute to the economic well being of our city. Economic times are hard now, but they will be even harder if we lose employers and population because of the negative impacts of casinos.

 

A second economic engine is the historic and cultural tourism that draws millions of visitors to our city and is Philadelphia’s unique calling card. Let us not forget that 8th and Market is only two blocks  from Independence National Historic Park and only three blocks from the World Heritage Site of Independence Hall – birthplace of our nation. We are at risk of besmirching the very brand that makes us so unique — and such a destination for tens of thousands of families every year. If tourists see Philadelphia more as a “casino town” than a mecca of America’s history and if our residential population goes down because of reduced quality of life, then we may be killing the very things that have made Philadelphia so successful in attracting residents to the center of the city and tourists to our cultural heritage.

 

Therefore, we urge Council not to approve a “Commercial Entertainment District” at 8th and Market. However, if you do approve a CED for the Strawbridge building, we urge you to amend it to include reasonable zoning and land use restrictions that would reduce gambling addictions and their impacts. Some examples include restricting the hours of operation to less than 24/7, restricting lending on the premises through the banning of ATM’s and credit card advance machines, mandatory monthly statements to gamblers showing wins and losses, an annual study and public report on slot machine operations including an analysis of cemographics in order to determine where the greatest impacts are on our population of residents. Restrictions such as these have been proposed by the “No Casino in the Heart of the City” coalition – and have been communicated to Councilman DiCicco. We urge him to amend the CED if passed to include these reasonable protections for our residents and our communities.

 

Finally, our four civic associations join with Northern Liberties in the statement its President, Matt Ruben, will read regarding the bill which eliminates City Council’s oversight role in approving Foxwood’s Plan of Development.

