Casino Fight Grows into Big-Time Brawl
After winning committee approval, issue intensifies entering full House
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By MIKE CONNELL
A long-simmering dispute described by one congressman as "a Michigan food fight" has escalated into a no-holds-barred brawl involving several of the most powerful figures on Capitol Hill.

The battle centers on Port Huron and Romulus, where two Chippewa bands are seeking casinos as payment for Upper Peninsula land seized from their ancestors in the 1850s.

"I'm somewhat optimistic that we can get this through Congress, which is not to say it isn't going to be a battle," said Jeff Parker, chairman of the Bay Mills Chippewa tribal council. "Those opposed to this for financial reasons will continue to throw money at it."

Earlier this week, the House Natural Resources Committee gave overwhelming approval to casino legislation, forwarding Port Huron and Romulus bills to the full House. What happens next is anyone's guess, but it almost certainly will not happen quietly.

Consider:

  The issue has splintered the Democratic caucus in the House, where two powerful committee chairmen support the bills and two equally powerful chairmen oppose it.

  It also pits the Congressional Black Caucus, whose chairwoman minces no words in her opposition to the proposed casinos, against the leaders of the Congressional Native American Caucus, whose co-chairmen strongly support the bills.

  An equally fierce battle could loom in the Senate, where two titans of the Democratic Party find themselves on opposite sides.

  News coverage of the issue, once limited to Michigan, is making headlines far afield, including a Thursday article in The Washington Post.

'Abramoff-like tactics'

Post reporter Susan Schmidt described the brouhaha as "a fierce multimillion-dollar lobbying battle of a scale not seen since the fall of Jack Abramoff."

Abramoff, a Republican lobbyist, is serving a 70-month prison sentence for fraud, conspiracy and tax evasion. His clients included the Saginaw Chippewa, who paid him more than $14 million for assignments such as his successful efforts to block earlier Port Huron and Romulus legislation.

Rep. Candice Miller, R-Harrison Township, who represents Port Huron, accused casino opponents of picking up where Abramoff left off.

"It's been a long road for the people of Port Huron and the Bay Mills tribe," she said shortly after the Natural Resources Committee voted 21-5 Wednesday to send the legislation to the full House. "We've had to overcome Jack Abramoff's efforts to stop this legislation and the Abramoff-like tactics of the current opposition who don't want competition or opportunity for the people of Port Huron."

Parker predicted members of Congress won't be easily manipulated in the post-Abramoff era.

"It didn't surprise me," he said of the lopsided committee vote. "It really showed that what we're trying to do is legitimate and that the Congress understands it."

Big stakes, big money

The Washington Post reported the two sides have hired more than a dozen lobbying firms to carry the fight to Capitol Hill. They've also poured money into congressional coffers.

Mike Malik, a former Algonac councilman and a consultant to Bay Mills, is closely associated with the Ilitch family, whose holdings include such Detroit institutions as the Red Wings, the Tigers, the Fox Building and MotorCity Casino. The Post said Malik and the Ilitches have contributed nearly $400,000 to members of Congress in the past two election cycles.

The Saginaw Chippewa has given roughly the same amount, the newspaper said. The tribe's casino in Mount Pleasant is the largest in Michigan

MGM Mirage, which moved into an $800 million casino-hotel in Detroit last autumn, has spent even more - $1.4 million, making it the largest single contributor to congressional campaigns.

MGM controls the largest share of Detroit's gaming revenues. It also is the only one of Detroit's three casinos that opposes competition.

Marian Ilitch, owner of MotorCity, has expressed support for the Port Huron project, although she has no direct interest in it.

If a casino is developed near Metro Airport in Romulus, it would be operated by the Sault Chippewa, which also owns a controlling interest in Detroit's Greektown Casino. Tribal leaders insist the market is large enough for more casinos and that Detroit's share of gaming revenues will not be reduced.

What happens next?

Aides to Speaker Nancy Pelosi indicated no timetable has been set for debating the legislation on the floor of the House or bringing it to a vote.

An article in The Hill, a newspaper that covers Congress, indicated Pelosi's chief concern is refereeing an increasingly bitter dispute inside the House Democratic caucus.

Casino supporters include such influential figures as Rep. John Dingell, D-Dearborn, chairman of the Energy and Commerce Committee; Rep. Nick Rahall, D-W.Va., chairman of the Natural Resources Committee; and both co-chairmen of the Congressional Native American Caucus - Rep. Dale Kildee, D-Flint, and Rep. Patrick Kennedy, D-R.I.

They are opposed by equally influential legislators, including Rep. Carolyn Cheeks Kilpatrick, D-Detroit, the mother of Detroit's embattled mayor and chairwoman of the Congressional Black Caucus. In an interview with Todd Spangler of the Detroit Free Press, she described Wednesday's committee vote as "a miscarriage of justice."

Rep. John Conyers, D-Detroit, chairman of the Judiciary Committee, has threatened to investigate the legality of Gov. Jennifer Granholm's agreements with the two tribes. The suggestion of impropriety stunned casino supporters, who noted Granholm is not only a lawyer but a former state attorney general.

Pursuing mitigation

Port Huron officials expressed dismay at the opposition of Rep. Bennie Thompson, D-Miss., chairman of the Homeland Security Committee.

He ridiculed the casino proposal as "reservation shopping" at the same committee hearing where City Manager Karl Tomion suggested the casino might help mitigate the damage caused to Port Huron's tax base if the government bulldozes scores of homes and businesses to expand the inspection plaza at the Blue Water Bridge, the second-busiest commercial crossing on the U.S.-Canadian border.

In his testimony, Thompson made no mention of Homeland Security concerns in Port Huron or the possibility of mitigation. Thompson, a member of Kilpatrick's caucus, represents Tunica, Miss., where MGM operates a large casino.

Tomion testified the new bridge plaza will remove 150 properties "from the center of our city. Not only will this reduce our population and tax base, but it will divide the city physically with the construction of a 1.2-mile concrete wall, 15 feet in height."

The loss to the city, he said, would be the equivalent of what the nation would lose if the entire state of Missouri was walled off and paved over.

Senate waits, watches

Kathleen Long, deputy press secretary to Michigan Sen. Carl Levin, said Port Huron and Romulus bills have not yet been introduced in the Senate.

If the legislation does reach the Senate, a vigorous debate seems likely.

Senate Majority Leader Harry Reid, D-Nev., opposed a Port Huron bill in 2002. MGM is the largest employer in Nevada, and Reid is arguably the most influential figure on Capitol Hill.

The short list of powerbrokers also includes Levin, chairman of the Senate Armed Service Committee. The stakes may be higher for Michigan's senior senator, a Detroit native who is campaigning this year for a sixth term.

Levin endorsed a Port Huron casino last summer after meeting with Jim Acheson, Doug Austin and other community leaders. However, he has remained silent about a casino near Metro Airport on the outskirts of Detroit.

Flint hopes for best

A compromise involving the Romulus casino might be welcomed in Flint, where Kildee and other community leaders have not hidden their hopes for a casino. The governor's agreement with the Sault gives the tribe a choice of either Romulus or Flint.

Joe Conroy, an aide to Flint's mayor, noted the city is roughly 75 miles from both Detroit and Mount Pleasant, far enough to limit concerns about competition.

No matter how it plays out, Kildee expects a struggle.

"It'll be a real lobbying effort on both sides," he told the Post. "Whenever you combine gaming and money to be made, you find a lot of people interested who were never interested in Indians before." 

