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Dike Bacon, Principal/Partner
HBG Design

There has been remarkable and
very encouraging levels of vibrancy
across most segments of the Indian
gaming industry. Barring cataclysmic
fallout from the recent federal elec-
tions and any large scale domestic
or international economic calamity,
these conditions should continue
well into 2017 and beyond. In 
virtually all markets large and small,
customers are simply patronizing
Indian facilities more, gambling
more, and spending a lot more on

non-gaming activities and amenities.
Incorporation of a wide variety of non-gaming amenities will

continue to be the best and most effective way to differentiate
a property from competitors and also from other non-casino 
oriented entertainment choices. The roadmaps are pretty
loose. Every market is different and one size or program mix
does not fit all. Capital allocations have to be right sized 
relative to seizing unmet business opportunity on one hand or
addressing a saturated market on the other. In most markets,
the percentage of non-gaming amenities to gaming has been
increasing but it can vary widely. We’re seeing the percentages
of non-gaming amenity seats to gaming positions ranging
from 25% to well over 50% depending on total resort size or
proximity to urban environments. 

It’s all about being memorable. The really successful Indian
casinos in most markets will continue to be widely known and
favored for doing certain things exceptionally well. This can be
as simple as locally and culturally connected food experiences
or comfortably luxurious swank guestrooms and edgy bath-
rooms that nobody else provides. This is the exact opposite of
the sameness of the big brand experience. An interesting 
emerging amenity is the new style mixed-use family entertain-
ment center. These can be significant non-gaming revenue 
drivers and are often centered on modern bowling concepts or
the new generation of entertainment oriented golf driving
ranges. These amenities often attract a local community customer
that for various reasons wouldn’t typically patronize the resort.

The Indian casino resort experience is often a lifestyle
choice. For many guests, the resort is their country club and
the most satisfying thing they leave with is an experience 
that was fun and that they can’t get anywhere else. For the 
industry to continue to remain relevant and able to sustain the
inevitable demographic shifts of the future, the casino resort

experience has to have multi-generational appeal. The challenge
is not to define products that appeal to one audience (like 
Millennials) or the other, but rather, take cues from all gener-
ational perspectives and customer demands and incorporate
them in new and exciting ways. 

Tracy Burris, Gaming Commissioner
Viejas Band of Kumeyaay Indians
Member of the Chickasaw Nation

2017 is time for new legislative
sessions both at the state and federal
levels. My interest in pursuing 
skill based gaming and Internet
poker legislation for tribal nation’s
remains energetic. It is also impor-
tant to address the “grandfathering”
and “sunset” provisions of Class II
gaming technological requirements
in CFR Part 547, a provision at
the foundation of Class II gaming.
Where does legislation go from
here – against or for Internet poker

and skill based gaming? Regardless, it is critical to protect 
Class II gaming at all costs because it is the new and old 
fountain of all gaming activity for tribes.

There should be hope in that there will be a series of specific
meetings continuing on the Internet and skill based gaming
debate with greater depth and focus on some of the major issues
and concerns raised in the last fifteen years by various tribes. It
is my hope that such discussions will result in consensus on some
of the major issues (such as the “bad actor clause”).  I would like
to see legislators at both the state and federal levels try to 
schedule additional hearings of those committees within their
jurisdictions so that all the members of the committees and the
general public will be fully informed of the status of Internet and
skill based gaming in Indian Country prior to any legislation being
heard in state/federal committees in 2017. 

It is clear to me that skill based gaming is here to stay and 
I look forward to the challenge of crafting regulations that are
beneficial to tribal operators and players. The goal is to prevent
redundancy in the regulatory aspects of keeping the systems fair
and honest through internal controls detection and a prevention
of a data breach of information by criminal activities, self-
exclusion and dispute resolution. 

We must look at all of the possibilities of tribal interests in
skill based gaming for tribal resorts, hotels and conference 
centers to hold skill based gaming tournaments to add to their
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brick-and-mortar operations and/or their tribal facilities.
Regarding the 2016 election – who will the President-elect

appoint to office and will Senator Jeff Sessions be confirmed
as the next U.S. Attorney General? I personally have concerns
because I remember his role as U.S. Attorney and the role he
played as Justice Department prosecutor (1981-1993),  
Attorney General of Alabama (1995-1997), U.S. Senator (1997-
present), and the legislation he introduced or co-sponsored. 
Sessions is considered a strict social conservative.

Tribes need to be as alert as ever. We can and have influenced
legislation both at the state and federal levels. But now there could
be action by federal agencies that would have an impact on the
gaming activities and business endeavors of tribes. We must 
look to the words of Benjamin Franklin, “Tell me and I forget,
teach me and I may remember, involve me and I learn.”

Steve Cadue
Kickapoo Tribe in Kansas

It is my opinion that a bright line
was cast on November 8, 2016, to
dismantle Indian tribal sovereignty
and to throttle the Indian gaming
industry. Given President-elect
Donald Trump’s history and knowl-
edge of Native American tribes, we
have a frightening foreshadowing
of his national Native American 
policy that will likely result in the
undoing of sovereign government-
to-government relationships with
Indian tribes. 

I am concerned that President Trump will double down on
his viewpoint of criminal activity in Indian gaming and the
National Indian Gaming Commission will reverse approval of
Class II designation presently permitted in Indian casinos. 
Termination of Executive Orders relative to Indian tribes may
be shredded and the termination of sovereign Indian rights 
pursued in the U.S. Supreme Court. It is a backlash champi-
oned and promised in the Trump campaign and supported 
by many in corporate America including state and federal leg-
islators – a “Trail of Termination” (Tears) from Washington,
D.C. to Sacramento.

Indian gaming is a right of Indian sovereignty. Our Indian
sovereignty is much more critical than self-government. 
It is to us – a way of life. The preservation of our customs, 
traditions and religious beliefs were secured in our treaty
agreements with the United States of America. We must heed
the warnings of this past presidential election and prepare. Our
strongest defense is to unite behind a “Stand Up and Be
Counted” campaign and to establish a clear Indian identity to
counter the impending stealth erosion of our sovereign gains
in this new century.

Beth Deighan, President
Casino Careers and Gaming 
Hospitality Executive Placement 

The tribal casino industry had a 5
percent annual gain to $29.9 billion
gross gaming revenue in 2015, accord-
ing to the National Indian Gaming
Commission, which noted that this
figure represented the strongest rate of
growth Indian Country had seen in a
decade. This growth has continued
through 2016, and is predicted to main-
tain the same momentum through
2017, increasing the need to identify
new talent and retain existing talent. 

HR executives will not only need
to fill positions created by the expansion of their facilities, but
will also have to address changes in staffing caused by other 
factors. For example, the saturation of gaming has intensified
competition; technological advancement has necessitated
changes in business strategies, and the transition of a baby
boomer workforce to Millennials is resulting in a loss of skills
and experience, which could leave significant skills gaps.

Tribal executives who attended a G2E 2016 session titled “The
Next Generation: Leadership Development in Tribal Gaming” 
discussed the need to retain top talent, motivate employees to 
participate in training programs, and instill dedication to accom-
plishing company goals. They plan to provide the leaders of their
organizations with the resources and tools to manage employee 
performance and expressed a commitment to the development and
continued implementation of tribal leadership programs in 2017.

Initiatives have been taken to create a network focused on
tribal leadership development to enable executives to collaborate
on the design and implementation of effective programs that
allow the potential leaders in the Y, X and millennia generations
to advance to higher leadership levels. These networks will enable
the organizations who already have successful programs to help 
others overcome the challenges they may encounter in the future.

Tribal entities that successfully implement a comprehensive
career and succession management solution to identify top 
performers and teach them to assume greater cross-functional
responsibilities, and facilitate change and innovation, will
develop leaders who will impact performance throughout their 
organizations in 2017.

Joe Feldkamp, VP, Strategic Market
Development
Vantiv Entertainment Solutions

Indian Country has always been the most willing part of the
gaming industry to try something different. In 2017, this will
continue to be the case and I expect to see tribal casino resorts
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reimagined to make them more
attractive to the widest audience
seen in the modern gaming era.

Tribal gaming operators have long
used generational preference data to
make decisions about how to best
market to players. This can be seen
in innovations on the casino floor as
well as in non-gaming parts of resorts
like bars and theaters. Some of the
most modern, forward thinking
properties in our industry can be
found among tribal operators.

The gaming industry currently targets four unique 
generations; each bringing unique values to its decisions
regarding the casino experience. These values reflect their
preferences in casino design, lighting, furnishings, and 
lodging; gaming machines and board games; dining; live
entertainment; and even activities beyond the casino resort. 

The four current generations are Silents (ages in 2017 
are 72 to 90); Boomers (ages 53 to 71); Generation X or 
Gen-X’ers (ages 36 to 52); and Millennials (ages 18 to 35).

Silents are still very valuable to casinos, but they can’t be
taken for granted. Indian Country understands this and will
continue to cater to this generation as it also moves to address
the needs of “younger” gamers. 

Boomers are the “transition generation,” which embraces
traditional gaming experiences but also is curious about the
“new and different.” Boomers have lots of disposable income
compared to other generations and are willing to spend it at
casinos. We see examples of casinos targeting boomers with
experiences that can include adventure, dining and entertain-
ment.

Gen-X’ers are the generation that the casino industry has
thus far missed. They don’t tend to favor traditional casino
games of chance, knowing the odds favor the house, but they
have shown interest in skill-based games. We see tribal 
properties redesigning their floors to attract Gen-X’ers to their
table games. 

And finally, Millennials are the generation that casinos can’t
miss. This group is much bigger than the Gen-X’ers and has
huge potential to bring an influx of revenue to the industry
in future years as their disposable income increases. Like the
Gen-X’ers, however, they are averse to traditional casino
games of chance. Rather than try to drive them to slots,
Indian gaming will focus its efforts on “experiential packages”
in which a short stay in a casino is simply a portion of the 
package along with dining and outdoor adventure.

The bottom line when assessing the generations and the
gaming landscape? Indian Country will continue to push the
rest of the industry to innovate and in 2017 that will be from
using generational strategies to drive revenue and attract
new players while keeping the current “bread and butter”
happy and content.

John Hinton, Director of Midwest 
Operations
Bergman, Walls & Associates

The Indian gaming industry has
had and will continue to see over-
all growth in most regions and 
continues to account for more than
40% of all gaming revenue in the
United States. The continued
growth will be due to market expan-
sions (new facilities) and should
continue over the next several years.
Two of the biggest challenges tribes
will be facing will be states putting
pressures on tribal governments to
renew their gaming compacts in an

attempt to collect more revenue, and increased competition or
market saturation.

With the competitive market, changing demographics,
patrons expecting top service and a great experience, facilities
will continue to upgrade, reinvest and add amenities to their
properties to keep the existing clientele and also attract new
guests. The design industry will need to assist the tribes in 
helping to differentiate their property from competitors in their
respective markets. Tribal gaming operators will need to find
ways to increase the customer experience through marketing
programs and guest experience services. Also, operators will
need to find ways to reduce internal costs by implementing more
efficient building systems to more efficient back of house
operations.

Skill-based games are being developed and implemented in
the commercial gaming sector and it will only be a matter of
time before these games show up in tribal facilities across the
country. These games will affect the gaming floor, how patrons
interact and will need to be accounted for in any long range
planning efforts. Table games in several regions have had an
increased demand and will also need to be accounted for on
the gaming floor; not only for space, but to provide the patron
more comfort without overcrowding.

The success of tribal gaming has resulted in millions of
patrons visiting tribal lands every year. Many tribes have
expanded beyond the gaming operation and developed other
industries such as shopping centers, entertainment complexes,
cultural centers and other businesses which will continue to be
of interest to these guests. We will continue to see these venues
being developed in the year to come and beyond.

Casino resorts have become the hub of entertainment in their
communities. As with any business, they will need to adapt and
change to serve all patrons in order to continue to be a major
player and stay ahead of the competition in their respective 
markets. I predict 2017 will be another good year for the
tribal gaming industry.

Joe Feldkamp

John Hinton
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Kell Houston, President
Houston Productions

Now that the elections are over,
we can move forward into 2017 with
our fingers crossed. 

For entertainment, the Millenni-
als question is still being analyzed
and evaluated. No real solid answer
yet. Catering to this demographic is
one of the more challenging issues
today and I am sure this will con-
tinue into 2017.

Casinos are looking to be more
diversified. The tried and true artist

options over the last 10 years are aging out. The more contem-
porary groups have smaller catalogues of songs, so packages of
80s and 90s acts will be a better approach. The issue with pack-
ages is hopefully having them come in with one band instead of
several bands. These packages are showing great success but 
management for this kind of show is much more challenging due
to the number of people that are part of the touring group. Look
for more and more of these kinds of options in 2017.

Casinos will need to continue to look “outside the box.” The
celebrity appearances and TV show personalities are doing very
well. This will continue to grow.  

More and more properties are looking at shows on days other
than weekends. For older folks, afternoon shows during the
week, tend to bring in strong numbers. You will see more 
properties trying this approach as well. We should continue to
see solid numbers in 2017.

Knute Knudson, VP of Business 
Development and Tribal Relations
IGT

I see tribal gaming building on its success. In July the NIGC
released their latest tribal gaming revenue figures, which showed
a 5%, increase in GGR for Indian gaming in 2015 vs. 2014. That
was the largest year-over-year growth in tribal gaming revenues
in ten years. The number of tribal casinos grew 3.3% in that
period, so the 5% revenue growth reflects new casinos and
improvements at existing casinos.

It’s important when analyzing that growth to remember that
"tribal gaming" is not a single monolithic entity. Tribes operate
under the same federal laws. But, tribal gaming is the sum of a
lot of independent, sovereign government gaming operations.
Tribes operate in a variety of markets under a variety of tribal-
state compact terms and face unique challenges from one tribe
to the next. 

To that point, NIGC’s revenue report noted that individual
tribal casino's revenue ranges from greater than $250 million a
year to less than $3 million a year. 57% of tribal operations have
less than $25 million in annual revenue and 20% of the total 

generate less than $3 million a year. 
Although tribes are independent

operators, history tells us tribes across
the board have been leaders in tech-
nology use. Tribal gaming operators
have been early adopters in order 
to improve their products. Tribal gam-
ing law has also prompted tribes to be
forward-looking in their use of tech-
nology. Many successful tribes have
adopted current Class II technologies
as a response to limits on tribes’ 
ability to execute Class III compacts. 

I am confident tribal technology leadership will continue. I’ve
referenced social gaming, online gaming, evolving Class II games,
and skill games in past editions of this feature. Those technologies
are all continuing to grow as laws and circumstances warrant. 
In addition to those, I foresee increased tribal use of on-site mobile
technology to expand the earning power of their operations. 

Applications for mobile devices are growing everywhere we
look. That trend is also occurring in casinos where players can
use their phones, on-site, to play popular games and make sports
bets. They can also use their phones (rather than cards) to
interact with a casino’s loyalty program, and pay for services at
the casino or resort. Operators can gather very useful customer
data from mobile play and activity. And operators can market
directly to players through mobile applications.

I am optimistic tribes will continue to grow and improve their
operations, both physically and through adoption of new 
technologies, to build on the success they have earned so far.

Sheila Morago, Executive Director
Oklahoma Indian Gaming Association

If there is one thing we have
learned from the past about predict-
ing the future, it’s that flexibility 
and innovation are always key com-
ponents for moving our industry 
forward. After eight years, the 
United States is undergoing a change 
of administration. With the new 
administration will come new policy
initiatives, new priorities and new
personnel holding Cabinet positions.
This will take time.

There are more than 4,000 cabinet
and other posts to be filled, and the new administration’s plan
for its first 100 days is being drafted. The wheels of power in
Washington move slowly, which can make designing strategies
and responses difficult. Until we fully understand the plans, and
the people involved, the Indian gaming industry  is in wait-and-
see mode.   

In the meantime, we in the industry will continue to work hard

Kell Houston

Knute Knudson

Sheila Morago
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to adapt to the changing needs of our markets. Research has
shown us that our younger audiences, the Millennials, want
immersive experiences and things they can enjoy doing together.
Casinos are responding by creating excellent dining experi-
ences, golf courses, spas, big-name entertainers, resort-quality
pools and other amenities to create an immersive experience.

Research shows that for Millennials, the sheer volume of enter-
tainment choices can dilute the group’s massive spending power.
For them, the slot machine, traditionally the bread and butter
of the casino industry, does not hold great appeal. 

Another segment of our market, our Baby Boomer audience
segment, is also evolving in terms of what they desire in an enter-
tainment experience. As that market matures, it is important that
we maintain a gaming environment that this group can continue
to enjoy, which does include more traditional offerings such as
slot machines.

Finding common ground among audience segments, and
applying them to our industry, is the key to a successful future.
For instance, a shared trait between Millennials and Baby
Boomers is media usage patterns. According to an article from
Media Life Magazine, new research from Nielsen reveals 
common trends in media usage. Multimedia devices like Roku
and Chromecast are popular. Time spent on smartphones 
viewing videos and using apps is up but AM/FM radio listen-
ing and watching DVR content is down.

How does the Indian gaming industry harness that informa-
tion for growth? The same way we’ve moved forward through-
out our history: with great creativity, solid research and a 
dedication to excellence. 

Michael E. Newell, Consultant
It has been a privilege to bear 

witness to the growth, development
and success of Indian gaming since the
passage of the Indian Gaming Regu-
latory Act (IGRA) in 1988, or more
like a miracle of industry-evolution
with the Indian Nations across the
U.S. poised to plow fresh ground to
support their sovereignty and maintain
the integrity of their traditional culture
and values for tribal citizens. Who
would have thought then that such

success could even be possible?
Well, many did, and intrepid tribal leaders, already having years

of experience staring down the anti-gaming guns before and after
IGRA that seemed perpetually in the ready-aim-fire posture,
stayed the course and won the end-game. Nearly $30 billion in
revenue in 2016 and growing. Wow! 2017? More to come and
steady growth, but not without keeping a wary eye for pitfalls and
snags that may develop. Tribal warriors beware of the divisive 
political environment created by the national 2016 political 
campaign and presumably a new era of policy making. We will

all wait and see what develops in that arena.
In the meantime, Class II gaming, that venerable revenue

machine, vital to several jurisdictions and what brought Indian
Country to the forefront of the gaming entertainment industry,
will help drive overall revenues to new highs. I see the Class II
footprint increasingly occupying more gaming space and creat-
ing new venues, new revenues, and new jobs in Indian Country. 

I also see resort development and infrastructure enhancement
taking a firm hold in market areas aching for new amenities and
doing that thing Las Vegas does so well – reinventing itself
occasionally. At the smaller and more remote locations, Class II
development, particularly at C-Stores will play a role as the
existing brick and mortar venues right-size their operations to
revenues and create more boutique environs.

So, 2017? More gaming space, more Class II, more revenues,
more amenities, and more alertness on the political front. 
iGaming? Let's see what develops, but any activity in this area
is likely to develop very slowly.

Linda J. Roe, VP Client Development
TBE Architects

The importance of maintaining
tribal sovereignty is a key factor
among all tribes. There is a persis-
tent emphasis on designing for the
upcoming Millennials (as well as the
overlooked Generation X gamers)
and how that issue affects gaming
revenues. 

Tribal sovereignty is directly
related to the economic success of
the tribes. Gaming provides income
from which the tribe can decide what
to do with the funds. Sovereignty is

about guiding the tribes the way they want to live for today and
for “seven future generations.” 2017 will see more importance for
maintaining sovereignty for the gaming tribes. We expect to see
7% or better growth in Indian gaming in Oklahoma in 2017 –
which translates into more independence and more sovereignty
for the 32 gaming tribes in Oklahoma.

Gaming management is constantly focused on who their 
gaming guest really is - Silent Generation, Boomers, Generation X,
Millennials – obviously quite a combination of ages making for
varied tastes and preferences relating to gaming patterns, food and
entertainment preferences, social habits, etc. These preferences 
will continue to be highly diverse, which leaves gaming manage-
ment scratching their heads for answers as to how to design a 
complete resort gaming facility that will cater to all ages. With the
Millennials being the newest gamers on the scene, we often tend
to forget the overlooked “Generation X” crowd – and these 34 to
54 year-olds tend to have the spending money for entertainment
versus the younger Millennial crowd who are just establishing their
incomes. I predict more in-depth discussions will be necessary to

Michael E. Newell
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get the amenity mix just right. And discussions take time and patience
– something that we in the gaming industry can be short on.

While the Indian gaming industry is a mature market, it 
continues to evolve and change shape. I see it as dynamic – not
static – which leaves all of us with the responsibility to have our
eyes and ears open to the future. We cannot remain complacent
to the ways of the past. I predict more mindful awareness and
assertive participation to the factors in the current gaming 
environment will increase, leading to more successful and profitable
economic business for the tribes, including those businesses which
support Indian Country. 

Ernest L. Stevens, Jr., Chairman
National Indian Gaming Association

Any predictions for Indian gaming
in 2017 would be remiss if they did
not take into account this year’s 
historic election results. Indian
Country is moving forward in 2017
with a blank slate when it comes to
the new Administration. President-
elect Trump’s appointments will
impact the future of Indian gaming
as much as any technological and
regulatory developments in 2017.

Indian gaming is coming off of its
fifth straight year in revenue growth.

While the 2016 revenue numbers will not be available until mid-
year, there was strong returns posted in California, Oklahoma,
and the eastern region. This is not unexpected as the U.S.
unemployment rate has fallen to 4.9%. With more citizens
back to work, there is more disposable income for entertainment
choices. Indian gaming continues to show that it is one of the
top entertainment destinations across the country. 

The increasing revenue numbers highlights the fact that for
many tribes, Indian gaming is the primary economic engine in
Indian Country. We can expect our employment numbers, with
over 300,000 direct jobs, over 650,000 indirect American jobs
nationwide, to continue to increase as well, proving that Indian
gaming is one of this Country’s prime job creators.

Indian Country hopes the new President and new 115th
Congress will work together to push hard for jobs and economic
recovery legislation in 2017. Issues such as legalized sports 
gambling and daily fantasy sports need to be clarified by the 115th
Congress and President-elect Trump’s administration. Sports gam-
bling is a new frontier in gaming. Tribes expect their concerns
and interests to be respected and treated fairly as this country 
considers such a major social change as legalized sports betting.
To that end, NIGA will continue to work hard with our friends
in Congress to ensure that any economic legislation respects tribal
sovereignty and is for the betterment of our industry. 

We understand that the next generation of gaming regulators
face new obstacles, whether it’s wagering from mobile devices, social

media, or other platforms and portals –NIGA will be there to help
Indian gaming stay on top of the latest developments. 

2017 is sure to bring political and economic change, for the 
better we hope. However, it is evident that in the near term, tribal
gaming is strong and is providing much needed revenue for tribal
governmental services such as housing, education, healthcare and
social services. We have a lot of work ahead of us, whether it is in
maintaining the strength of our existing operations or working with
tribes that are still seeking to find economic sustainability. 

Joseph Valandra, Managing
Member/CEO
Great Luck

The tensions between online and
traditional gaming are growing. The
causes of these tensions are a result of
the continued dramatic revenue
growth of online gaming worldwide. 

Traditional gaming has variously
waged a war against online gaming for
years while trying to build a corral
around it. As you no doubt recall,
online is most often cast as illegal,
unscrupulous and dangerous so as to
motivate the passage of laws. The
effort is to make it safer and also force

it into the business model paradigm of traditional gaming.
Regardless of these considerable efforts, the market for online 
gaming has continued to resist.

Over the past few years, traditional gaming has adjusted its 
strategy slightly so that it may take cautious positions in online
gaming while remaining above the negative images. The strat-
egy seems to be driven by the view that by taking these positions
online, gaming can be made to be legal and safe because of this
association. Most regulatory agencies in traditional jurisdictions
have gone along with this strategy with measured success. 

My prediction is that differences between traditional and
online gaming will grow not merge. We will see sovereign 
governments all over the world make online gaming legal and safe.
Proclaiming an outsider illegal by traditional jurisdictions will 
have smaller and smaller effect because the argument that one
sovereign knows more or better than another is not a winning
argument in the long run. I know this prediction seems to fly
in the face of common knowledge. My view grows from a 
position that has been both inside and outside the industry.
Importantly, when the market demands a product and votes are
measured in billions of dollars it cannot long be denied. 

These differences will manifest themselves with traditional
gaming unable to form a comity among its members. We will
also see new power centers for online gaming asserting their
growing economic and regulatory power. The result will be a
robust shakeout with a move toward a new paradigm for all 
of legal gaming. ®

Ernest L. Stevens, Jr.
Joseph Valandra


