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Community activist Jethro Heiko was led away in handcuffs from a September
demonstration at the construction site of the SugarHouse casino on the
Philadelphia waterfront. — “We anticipate doing this again and again,” he says.

BY THOMAS J. WALSH

Known as a “city of neighborhoods” with
individual pride of place and rivalries,
Philadelphia can be as NIMBY as the next
town. However, dozens of groups — started
by a handful of people initially opposed
to specific casino locations — have now
banded together, forming the “No Casino
in the Heart of the City Coalition”. They've
even rented out a storefront on Market
Street, a block from Independence Hall.

On September 29, 14 members of one of
the first groups, Casino Free Philadelphiz,
staged its first serious act of nonviolent
civil disobedience, camping arm-in-arm
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on the sidewalk at the front entrance to
the SugarHouse Casino, which after years
of delay was undergoing the first stages

| of construction on the Delaware River

waterfront just north of downtown.

The group was arrested without incident.

"We anticipate doing this again and
again, whenever we feel that it makes sense,
including their official groundbreaking,” says
Jethro Heiko, 36, a "social entrepreneur”
and activist, a transplant from Newton,
Mass., who helped lead an effort in Boston
to save Fenway Park from the wrecking ball.
He lives only a few hundred feet from the
SugarHouse site.

“The arguments that are being made by these groups,
that gaming causes crime, addiction, cannibalization of
other businesses, those are the same arguments that have
been disproven in the jurisdictions that have casinos.”
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Contrary to popular belief and endless snide remarks from
national sports commentators, Philadelphians are not, for
the most part, rude. But they also won't back away from
a fight very easily, and despite some long-sought progress
on the building of two slots halls here, a 3-year-old anti-
casino movement has been growing and seems to be
gaining some staying power.

Officials at SugarHouse, owned by a
group led by Chicago developer Neil
Bluhm, and a second planned casino,
Foxwoods Philadelphia, also privately
owned (the Mashantucket Pequot Indian
Tribe, which owns the giant Foxwoods
Resort Casino in Connecticut, has a
minority stake in the enterprise), are by all
appearances unfazed by the increasingly
loud protesters.

“| don't necessarily know that | want to
talk about them at all,” says Leigh Whitaker,
spokeswoman for SugarHouse. “"We're
moving forward. We've broken ground.
We're building a casino on our site and we'll
be open this time next year.”

Management at Foxwoods Philadelphia
declined to comment.

Industry proponents say the social
dangers their opponents associate with
casinos are overblown.
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