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HOUSE JUDICIARY COMMITTEE 

  

TESTIMONY FOR HB 1254  

Sports Betting with set aside funding for  

Gambling Addiction Prevention and Treatment 

January 28, 2019 

   

  

Chairman Koppelman and Committee Members.  My name is Lisa Vig, and I am the 

Director of the Gamblers Choice and Free Through Recovery programs for Lutheran Social 

Services of North Dakota. I am here to support HB1254 with the addition of set aside funding for 

the Compulsive Gambling Treatment and Prevention Fund. 

Legal gambling options continue to increase in North Dakota. This recreational activity 

can be safely enjoyed by most people who participate, particularly if effective public messaging 

about responsible gambling is widely available, and if treatment is available to those who 

develop compulsive gambling behaviors (ranging from problem gambling to gambling 

addiction). 

When the Lottery was established in 2002, the Attorney General recommended, and the 

State Legislature agreed that, to counter-balance the concern that people would be harmed by the 

expansion of legalized gambling, it was important for North Dakota to adopt a “responsible 

gambling” approach. This approach is rooted in the knowledge that legalized gambling is 

entertainment for the vast majority of people but turns into a life-altering addiction for some 

(approximately 2-3% of people struggle with problem gambling, according to prevalence data in 

DSM-V).  

A “Responsible Gambling” philosophy is about two things: addiction prevention and 

addiction treatment.   
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Addiction prevention requires a consistent, thoughtful, evidence-informed approach to 

how we talk to people about responsible recreational gambling behaviors. This type of 

messaging requires consistency if it is going to be effective. Consistency requires funding. With 

today’s funding levels, the size and scope of the public awareness campaign in North Dakota is 

extremely limited. However, the messaging that has been developed is solid; it’s the distribution 

and reach of that messaging that could increase with additional resources, including greater 

outreach to youth across the state as this is an area of growing risk and concern. 

Without investment in sound public health-oriented messaging around problem gambling, 

people who engage in gambling of one type or another may be less likely to recognize signs of 

distress in their own behavior, or in the behavior of others they know. And process addiction is a 

behavioral addiction. It is when an otherwise harmless activity (ex. shopping, gaming, gambling, 

internet use) becomes harmful because the “rewards” from the behavior have activated a mal-

adjusted brain chemistry that mutates the “normal” sense of pleasure one receives from an 

activity to something that triggers addictive physical responses.  

Recognizing signs of trouble is essential to a person being able to maintain a healthy 

relationship with gambling as an activity. 

As a state, we also want to ensure that addiction treatment is available for those who need 

it. Given the fact that gambling addiction is an equal opportunity disease (i.e., there is no 

particular type of gambling that is more likely than another to result in addiction), it makes sense 

that all forms of legal gambling should share in the responsibility to ensure that recovery is 

possible for problem and compulsive gamblers. 
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To offset the risk gambling poses to individuals and families, a portion of the net 

proceeds of state Lottery revenues have always been set aside to support public awareness 

campaigns around problem gambling, and treatment options for people whose lives are 

negatively affected by gambling addiction. The lottery currently allocates $100,000 per quarter 

to this fund for treatment and awareness; this represents approximately the first 1.2-1.5% of 

annual net proceeds from the ND Lottery.  

These funds are collected by the Attorney General’s office, directed to the Department of 

Human Services Behavioral Health Division for oversight, and put to work across the state by a 

private entity with expertise in treating the process addiction of problem gambling. The program 

I oversee at Lutheran Social Services has been providing this service across the state since 1997. 

As of 2018, it is only the Lottery that has a statutory set-aside for addiction treatment and 

public awareness. Both casinos and the Racing Commission voluntarily contribute some funds to 

support public awareness and treatment. To date, charitable gambling has not contributed to the 

effort to mitigate the negative impact that gambling can have on individuals and families.  

The requirement for set-aside funds to support treatment and public awareness could be 

implemented across all forms of legalized gambling and channeled through the existing state 

mechanism for ensuring access to this specialized form of addiction treatment. 

A consistently applied Responsible Gambling philosophy would suggest that, 

whenever the legislature considers new forms of legalized gambling in North Dakota, the 

authorizing legislation should include a provision for prevention and treatment set-aside 

funds.  
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 We recommend that the language utilized in SB2221, the historic horse racing bill from 

the 2017 legislative session, be recognized in HB1443.  The ND Century Code (NDCC 53-06.1-

12) would be amended to establish an ongoing set-aside of funds to support treatment and 

prevention.  

“Of the amount wagered, One-fourth of one percent to be deposited in the compulsive 

gambling prevention and treatment fund under 50-06-22.”  

 

Research indicates that problem gambling behaviors do not discriminate between types of 

gambling. Gambling is gambling is gambling. A person is as likely to develop a gambling 

addiction from casino-based gambling as they are from online sports betting as they are from 

electronic pull tabs in their local bar and grill. 

The method of gambling is not the determinant of the addiction. It is the act of 

gambling itself that is the cause of the addiction. 

We know that the number of people who will find themselves on the compulsive 

gambling continuum (from early-stage problem gambling to late-stage addiction), will increase 

as the availability of gambling options increase. (see attached graphical representation of 

gambling progression) 

It follows that, as we increase gambling options in North Dakota, we must at the 

same time increase the availability of prevention and treatment services. 

 The good news is that we know treatment works.   

Mike is a 58-year old single man who has worked at his current job in Fargo for 30 years.   

Mike was defaulting on bank loans and had recently obtained a high interest (24%) rate loan to 

try and make ends meet.  Mike went to the casino every time he got a promotional coupon in the 
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mail, spending all of his available money.  He had been overdrawn in his checking account and 

late on nearly all of his monthly expenses for over a year when he started attending group.  Mike 

has not gambled since April 1, 2018.  He completed outpatient programming and attends GA 

every Saturday morning.  Because of his demonstrated financial stability, he was able to move 

the high interest loan back to his regular bank.  He is current on all monthly expenses and should 

have his gambling debt completely paid off in two years. 

Brandon is a 38-year old man from Grand Forks.  His wife is active duty in the Air Force.  

During her most recent deployment, Brandon’s online sports betting became out of control. He 

was suicidal, unable to function at work and with parenting responsibilities at home.  His 

employer allowed a leave of absence so that he could begin treatment.  He’s been gamble free 

since October, is gainfully employed and pursuing a Master’s degree.  Brandon is expected to 

graduate from the treatment program in February. 

Richard came to Gamblers Choice in January 2017 after having been convicted of 

embezzlement from his place of employment.  He worked in downtown Fargo in the hospitality 

industry and spent considerable time playing blackjack at the local bars with friends and co-

workers.  He is making restitution on the money stolen, has been gamble free since December 

2017, and recently completed the Peer Specialist Training Program offered by the Free Through 

Recovery Program.  Richard is anxious to mentor and inspire others to seek recovery. 

Kevin is currently serving a sentence in prison for embezzlement.  Kevin played pull tabs 

daily at several bars in the Bismarck/Mandan area completely unbeknownst to his friends or 

family.  He successfully completed treatment but will need to serve the remainder of his prison 

term.  He is currently writing a book and wants to share his experiences; addiction and recovery, 

in the hopes that others will seek help. 
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Gambling is a popular recreational activity in North Dakota. It can be enjoyed 

responsibly, especially if well-designed public messaging on responsible gambling behaviors is 

part of our culture.  

We also know that while it will not turn into an addiction for most people, gambling 

addiction is devastating for the individuals and families who are affected by this disease. But 

recovery is possible with appropriate treatment.  

As legalized gambling options continue to increase in our state, it is more important than 

ever to ensure that we have a consistent and serious commitment to mitigating the potentially 

negative impacts of this particular form of recreation.  

Creating designated set-asides for problem gambling prevention and gambling addiction 

treatment will help ensure that the positives generated by the expansion of this activity will not 

be outweighed by the negative impact on the people who are responsible for generating the 

revenue – those who gamble. 

 Thank you for the opportunity to speak to you today, and for considering ways to  

enhance the State’s commitment to a Responsible Gambling philosophy. I would be happy to 

answer any questions you have for me. 

Lisa Vig, Director, Gambler’s Choice 

Lutheran Social Services of North Dakota 

ND Lobbyist #233 

Email: lisav@lssnd.org  

Phone: 701-271-3279 

 


