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T
alk to any top Buffalo banker, 
developer or major educa-
tional or arts agency head and 
they’ll tell you that the pro-
posed Seneca casino in down-
town Buffalo is a dog: It will 

cost the city more than the city will ever 
get from its share of the slot drop, it will 
cause huge social problems, it will stress 
the city’s already overextended agencies 
and the jobs it provides will come at the 
cost of half again as many better pay-
ing jobs elsewhere in the community. It 
will drive many Buffalo businesses into 
oblivion and, rather than being a spur 
to development, as Seneca Gaming Cor-
poration chair Barry Snyder and former 
Buffalo mayor Anthony Masiello insist, it 
will stifl e development. 

But if you listen for any of those investors 
and executives to say anything about this 
approaching disaster, all you hear are the 
sounds of silence. Ask why and they’ll tell 
you, “The Senecas have money invested 
with us,” or “We don’t like to get involved 
publicly in anything,” or “We get a large 
part of our funding from the state and 
we can’t risk offending Albany.”

All that changed Tuesday, when Tom 
Golisano, the billionaire CEO of Pay-
chex and owner of the Buffalo Sabres, 
called a press conference to say he had 
decided that the proposed casino would 
be toxic for Buffalo and he was about to 
start working to stop it. “I’d like to see 

this train stop here in Buffalo and this 
casino not built,” he said. “I don’t think 
it’s going to do this community any good 
and in the long term it’s going to do it 
harm.”

Golisano loathes the way New York State 
has gotten involved in the creation of 
gambling addicts with its pie-in-the-sky 
ads for the lottery and its licensing of 
gambling operations, some of which are 
prohibited by the state’s constitution. He 
calls the slot machines that are the heart 
of the Niagara Falls and planned Buffalo 
Creek casinos “video crack.” 

Golisano has three things in short supply 
in Buffalo: a huge amount of money with 
which he can do anything he likes, a real 
passion for the community and guts. In 
addition, he’s not beholden to anybody 
for anything, so he can’t be manipulated 
by old fi nancial or political debts. 

Will other civic power brokers and lead-
ers follow Golisano’s lead and start say-
ing publicly what they’ve been saying 
privately? Too soon to tell. But it’s clear 
that the monolithic government support 
for the casino is cracking. 

Only a few hours after Golisano’s Tues-
day press conference Buffalo Mayor By-
ron Brown, who thus far had refused to 
do anything about the casino other than 
parrot his predecessor’s platitudes and 
mantras, issued a press release saying he 
had fi nally been moved to ask some ba-
sic questions about the whole enterprise 
(see sidebar). 

The following day, County Executive 
Joel Giambra called a press conference 
in which he announced that Erie County 
was joining the Citizens for a Better Buf-
falo state and federal lawsuits seeking to 
force the casino developers to perform 
the required environmental impact stud-
ies. “I am concerned about the economic 
impact on our poorest citizens,” Giambra 
said. “I am concerned about the message 
to our young people. Tom Golisano has 
warned that upstate New York is turning 

into a region of gamblers. We need to be 
a region of entrepreneurs. The promise 
of easy money is a false promise.”

The Buffalo News covered Golisano’s 
press conference in a page-one, be-
low-the-fold article by Matthew Spina 
Wednesday. The fi rst part summarized 
Golisano’s key points; the second part 
contradicted them with a long, unexam-
ined statement by a gambling “expert” 
who said that “Money spent on entertain-
ment for gambling is no different than 
money spent for entertainment at mov-
ies or sporting events.” That is, in this 
case, clearly untrue, since the casino in 
question would be not only tax exempt 
but exempt from state environmental or 
worker protection laws. It is diffi cult to 
tell if the News published this nonsense 
because they think they must always 
present both sides of anything, however 
stupid or inappropriate the remarks of 
the person selected for the other side, or 
if they’re shilling for the Senecas. In any 
case, the bottom part of Spina’s article 
seemed designed to undercut Golisano’s 
position. 

In an exclusive interview with Artvoice 
Tuesday afternoon, Golisano discussed 
his reasons for his stand against with 
the casino. Here is a transcript of that 
conversation. Sabres managing partner 
Larry Quinn was with us for the conver-
sation and joined in near the end.
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“This train 
should 

stop here.”
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Somebody had to stand up and say,

Bruce Jackson: Tom, you’ve just come out 
in opposition to the Buffalo Creek casino. 
What prompted you to do this?

Tom Golisano: There’s lot of reasons, 
Bruce. First of all I’ve been following 
this story of the State of New York en-
couraging gambling, the history of the 
New York State Lottery, and realizing 
that the average New York Stater, every 
man, woman and child, is spending al-
most $300 a year on the New York State 
Lottery. I fi nd that absolutely amazing. 
Obviously it’s another form of taxation. 
I personally have never bought a lottery 
ticket, but it amazes me that so much 
money is being spent on this thing. 

When these casinos started evolving, fi rst 
Turning Stone and then Niagara Falls, I 
became very interested in the sovereign 
nation idea, and why a certain part of 
our population can have a monopoly on 
gambling that is closed out to everybody 
else. Of course, that’s by state constitu-
tional law. But the governor has decided 
to get around that law with these casino 
pacts. 

And then I began to realize what a fi nan-
cial drain they are on our community. 
When I looked at the fi nancial state-
ments that were available at the Seneca 
Gaming Corporation for both Salaman-
ca and Niagara Falls, I was absolutely 
amazed at the amount of money that 
they are pulling out of our communities 
and that people are spending at these 
casinos. 

BJ: You’ve said that it was the Senecas’ 10-
K that it made all this real to you.

TG: The 10-K, fi rst of all, is a fi nancial 
report that must be fi led with the Securi-
ties and Exchange Commission by either 
public corporations or corporations that 
go on the public market for borrowing, 
which the casino has. They borrowed 
$500 million to pay off their initial fund-
ing debt and also to help fi nance the 
construction of the hotel.

A 10-K is available to anybody if you go 
to the Securities and Exchange Com-
mission website and look under Seneca 
Gaming Corporation, which is the name 

of this organization. It’s available to any-
body. 

In there is fi nancial information—there’s 
overall information about the organiza-
tion, its offi cers, its offi cers’ compensa-
tion, its board of directors, its method of 
doing business, historical information, 
when it was founded and all that type of 
thing. It’s a very comprehensive, approx-
imately 140-page report. What I did was 
to take the time to go through it page 
by page and line by line and pick out in-
formation I thought would be interest-
ing to the general public and certainly 
interesting to myself. Such as how much 
money they took in, how much money 
they made, how they distributed some 
of those profi ts, how much their offi cers 
get paid, et cetera. It’s very enlightening. 
It’s available to everybody like a public 
corporation, just like it’s available for 
Paychex.

BJ: I looked at it but I’m not a business-
man. I’m sure a lot of things lit up for you 
that didn’t for me. The one that lit up for 
me was about the focus of what their Buf-
falo operation would be. 

TG: There’s no question that it was men-
tioned at least three times in the 10-K. 
They expect the marketplace for this 
casino in downtown Buffalo to be Buf-
falo and its suburbs. It didn’t say any-
thing about any other communities or 
any other parts of the state or states. It’s 
defi nitely a downtown casino, defi nitely 
aimed at the downtown population with-
in 20 miles from the center city.

BJ: One thing I didn’t understand while 
reading was about the lease payments.

TG: You almost have to have a little bit of 
a trained eye to fi nd that. When you look 
at their account of expenses, they have 
an area called “general and administra-
tive expenses.” It was a very large num-
ber. I believe it was around $117 million. 
I became very suspicious of that number, 
thinking that sometimes in closely held 
organizations you can distribute profi ts 
to owners through an expense vehicle. 

If you want an indicator of the 
impact and signifi cance of Tom 
Golisano’s Tuesday afternoon 
press conference in which he 
announced his strong opposition 
to a casino in downtown Buffalo, 
you need look no further than 
the press release issued that 
evening by the offi ce of Buffalo 
Mayor Byron Brown. Brown has, 
for the past two years, done ev-
erything a human being in public 
life could do to keep from taking 
a position on the casino issue. 
He has adopted the posture of 
someone just going along with 
an engine put in place by his 
predecessor, Anthony Masiello. 
He has, so far as anyone knows, 
done no investigation of his own about whether a downtown casino would be 
good or bad for Buffalo. He’s just gone along and made no waves.

All that ended Tuesday afternoon when the 800-pound gorilla, Tom Golisano, 
the billionaire owner of the Buffalo Sabres, hence someone with a clear and 
legitimate interest in the fi nancial and social health of the city, called a press 
conference in which he said that as far as he was concerned the Senecas’ down-
town casino was a disaster: The Senecas might make a lot of money with it, but 
Buffalo and environs could only be crippled by it.

A few hours after Tom Golisano said that a Buffalo casino was absurd in all re-
gards, Buffalo Mayor Byron Brown said he had some questions about the utility 
of a Buffalo casino. The heretofore waffl ing Byron Brown issued a “Public State-
ment,” all of it in quotation marks. People, even politicians, do not usually put 
out their own comments in quotation marks. It is as if Brown sees himself as an 
actor uttering someone else’s lines, which may indeed be the case.

Here is Brown’s statement in its entirety, with the quotation marks preserved:

“My Administration had been under the impression that the proposed Buf-
falo Creek Casino would bring in signifi cant tourist dollars to the City of 
Buffalo.

“This served as the primary economic justifi cation for a casino in Buffalo—
that more tourist dollars will come to and stay here than will leave the host 
community.

“The Form 10-K that was fi led by the Seneca Erie Gaming Corporation on 
December 29, 2005 with the Securities and Exchange Commission states 
that ‘…the Seneca Buffalo Casino is expected to cater primarily to the local 
market in Buffalo and its suburbs.’

“This is a very troubling development and raises the strong possibility that 
the Buffalo Creek Casino will have negative impacts on our local economy.

“This development speaks strongly against the City providing any support 
for the infrastructure improvements requested by the Seneca Nation around 
the Buffalo Creek Casino site.”

Tom Golisano found the 10-K months ago. So did Artvoice and so did Citizens for 
Better Buffalo, the organization that mounted the anti-casino lawsuits in state 
and federal court. It is available to anyone who visits the Seneca Gaming Corpo-
ration website (http://www.senecagamingcorporation.com/secFilings.html).

It’s good that because of Tom Golisano’s public stand, Buffalo Mayor Byron 
Brown is now asking some of the questions he should have been asking before 
he went along with the casino project. Buffalonians should perhaps ask what he 
is going to do when he doesn’t have Tom Golisano’s research to tell him what he 
should have been looking at all along. And where has the city’s large legal and 
planning team been sleeping during all of this?

—bruce jackson
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Demolition has begun already on the property the Seneca Nation
 has acquired for the proposed Buffalo Creek Casino.


