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05/05/05 Ming Pao Daily Bay Area News

District Attorney Office Set up Problem Gambling Referral Service

To make it compulsory for first-time gambling offenders to receive therapy
<Ming Pao Special Report>

Investigation revealed that more than 70% of Asian residents in San Francisco identified
gambling as a serious social problem. The Department of Law Enforcement is highly concerned
about crimes caused by problem gambling, such as family violence, elderly abuse and money
swindling. San Francisco DA, Kamala Harris, announced the establishment of a problem
gambling referral service making it compulsory for first-time offenders to participate in a 10-
week bilingual counseling and convalescence program to help professional and pathological
gamblers to quit.

10-week Bilingual Counseling Course

This Problem Gambling Referral Service is collaboration between DA Office and NICOS
Chinese Health Coalition. In yesterday’s press conference, Kamala Harris said that gambling
which had become a common social problem in the Asian community required urgent attention.
“Gamblers not only disrupt their own lives, they also bring serious disturbance to their families.”
She hoped the new project could help first-time offenders to quit gambling addiction.

With immediate effect, anyone who has committed minor offences due to gambling addiction
will be arraigned in the community court. They will be required to participate in a 10-week
bilingual counseling and convalescence program in place of other forms of punishment such as a
fine, jail terms or social service. This program is provided by 3 subsidiary organizations of
NICOS Chinese Health Coalition: San Francisco Richmond Area Multi-services Center, St.
Mary’s Teahouse Ministry and Cameron House.

NICOS Chinese Health Coalition is a member of the San Francisco DA Office’s API Steering
Committee. Its executive director, Kent Woo, said that problem-gambling had been listed as an
important issue for discussion this year by the API Steering Committee in view of the increasing
seriousness of the problem in the Chinese community. It was hoped that the installation of this
program using therapy to replace punishment could help the needy quit gambling addiction.
“Apart from implementing this new program, we also visited all the casinos to promote our
problem gambling hotline.” He said that at the moment only one casino in the Bay Area willing
to display the Chinese poster with the hotline number: 1-888-968-7888.

One third of family violence is due to gambling

Cameron House social worker, Sister Shum, pointed out that gambling was actually an unseen
crime. From the Chinese cases which she had dealt with, nearly one third of the family violence
were caused by gambling. “Unfortunately, in the Chinese society, gambling is not viewed
differently from other family activities. Gamblers and their family members seldom actively seek
help, until the gamblers become heavily in debts.”

San Francisco Richmond Area Multi-Services Center assisted about 100 Chinese gamblers and
their relatives every year. Dr Eddie Chiu, clinical psychologist in charge of the problem



gambling program at the center, pointed out that majority of the Chinese immigrants anticipated
a bright future in America. They mistook gambling as one of the “make fast money” tools, until
they became addicted without knowing it.

Those who are excessively addicted to gambling can become “pathological gambler”. It belongs
to a psychiatric illness.

Pathological gamblers experience 3 stages of development

The first stage of pathological gambling is the “Winning stage”. Gamblers initially gamble
occasionally for entertainment. But, it is always because of winning which prompts them to
gamble more often and with bigger stake. By then, they become over-optimistic and over-
confident about winning and they want to win big money.

The second stage is “Losing stage”. Gamblers progress from occasional winning to frequent
losing. By now, they become obsessed with gambling. They expect to “get back what they have
lost”. They try every means to borrow and procrastinate payment or unable to pay back. They
become less concerned about their family and lie to them. Family relationship is strained and
even their work is affected.

The third stage is “Depression stage”. Advancing to this stage, they borrow heavily (via both
legal and illegal routes). Their credits are ruined. They become more isolated from their family
and friends because they spend most of their time gambling. They may engage in illegal
activities because they need large amount of money for betting.

Based on his experience, only one third of those who sought help succeeded in quitting. Among
those who sought help, male to female ratio is 3:1. Most are between 30 and 50 years of age.
Some are Chinese immigrants who have migrated here for over ten years. The amount of money
they spent in gambling is also higher than other racial groups, easily exceeding $10,000 to
several hundred thousands.

Kamala Harris emphasized that any repeated offenders or any involvement in more serious
crimes will be punished according to the laws. Based on the laws, anyone participating in illegal
gambling, including horse-racing, dog-racing, football-betting, car-racing, etc., is against the San
Francisco criminal legislature no. 3, section 260-341. Apart from a criminal record, the
maximum punishment is a fine of $100 to $500 or 6 months of jail sentence or both.

<Translated by Josephine Wong, NICOS Chinese Health Coalition>



