Changing Skyline | City's losses outstrip its slot wins
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With visions of dollar signs dancing in their heads, legislators celebrated America's independence last weekend by passing a dangerously flawed gaming bill that threatens to enslave Philadelphia's downtown. The future of Center City and the Delaware River waterfront has been hitched to the state's cash-generating slot parlors, yet Philadelphia has no legal control over the design of those venues.

Call it gambling without representation.

The legalization of slot machines in Pennsylvania was sold to the public as a form of tax relief, although tax redistribution strikes me as a better term. Harrisburg will use part of the money deposited in the parlors' one-armed bandits to reduce the Philadelphia wage tax. If current revenue projections hold, someone earning $40,000 a year would eventually save $160 annually in city taxes. As a further incentive, Philadelphia has been promised $636 million to expand the Convention Center.

But the city will have to pay dearly for this infusion of revenue. The slots bill, which was rushed through the legislature without the usual opportunities for public comment, strips Philadelphia of planning and zoning powers over its future casinos. Instead, a seven-member, state-run gambling control board will decide the big design issues, from the location of the casinos down to the location of their garage driveways.

The city's lack of control is no small thing. With Saturday's vote, Philadelphia became the biggest city in America to permit casinos. Unlike the gaming halls in Detroit, Milwaukee and New Orleans, ours will be wedged into a dense and still-thriving downtown. At least one slots parlor - and possibly two - appear headed for Market Street, in the high-profile stretch between City Hall and Independence Mall.

That's barely two blocks from the residential neighborhoods of Washington Square and Chinatown. Yet slots parlors the size of those planned in Philadelphia, with 5,000 machines, can draw 40,000 gamblers in a 24-hour day.

Casinos and good design go together about as well as oil and water. Because gambling operators want to keep patrons at their machines as long as possible, they aim to block out anything that hints of the outside world, such as clocks and windows. Virtually every downtown casino built in America in the last decade is a solid-walled box, surrounded by a vast supply of parking spaces.

What urban good will a big box do for an eclectic urban environment like East Market Street? For that matter, what good will a big box do for the Delaware River waterfront, where another slots parlor is expected?

The slots bill does allow Philadelphia a 90-day "comment period" to respond to a casino's development application. But there is no guarantee the city's comments will be heeded. If the gambling board feels the city's concerns interfere with the main objective of raising money for the state treasury, my bet is that the board will side with the money.

Let me quote Gary Tuma, spokesman for Sen. Vince Fumo (D., Phila.), who largely wrote the slots bill: The casino applicants will be judged on "their potential for producing revenue." Gambling was not conceived as a way of improving the urban environment.

The state was given total zoning control over the casinos, one member of the pro-gaming faction suggested, to "stick it to Philadelphia." The politically savvy will know to replace "Philadelphia" in that quote with "Mayor Street."

Whatever your opinion of the mayor, there are 1,492,230 other city residents who will suffer from that decision. In fact, residents across the state will be hurt. None of Pennsylvania's 14 planned slots parlors and racinos will be subject to municipal zoning controls. At best, local input will be advisory.

In a perfect world, Philadelphia's slots parlors would be planned as one component in a major revitalization of dowdy East Market Street. The area has been sadly neglected even though it is a key connector between the Convention Center and the tourist district around Independence Mall. It's vital that the casino be attractive for gamblers and non-gamblers alike.

There are signs that some developers understand the issue. Not long ago, a high-powered development group proposed building a shopping mall at 12th and Market Streets with a casino located discreetly on the fourth floor. The billion-dollar plan would also include a hotel tower, a luxury apartment house, and a 2,000-car garage. Though the project is enormous and would require the demolition of several historic structures, it appears enlightened compared with the possible alternatives.

In interviews, several city officials insisted they weren't worried about the lack of local zoning control over the casinos. They said they were optimistic that the gambling control board would require an "attractive" design. But what does "attractive" mean?

The city's record on recent civic projects is nothing to boast about. Even Philadelphia's marquee project, the Kimmel Center for the Performing Arts, is a dumb, dull box on the outside despite its interior virtues. The Independence Visitor Center also has too many blank walls. Let's not forget that Gov. Rendell, when he was mayor, thought it was a good idea to build a windowless entertainment complex on the Penn's Landing waterfront. And those projects were subjected to city review.

If the city has any hope of getting a well-designed, street-friendly casino, it needs to articulate what that means - now. One option is to behave as if Philadelphia had total control over its own destiny. It could hire a consultant to plan a mixed-use development that includes a casino. Such a plan would give the city ammunition it needs to oppose a bad casino design.

Otherwise, those one-armed bandits won't just be reaching for our wallets; they will also have a hand at Philadelphia's civic throat.

