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VIDEO POKER HELPS POLS 
 
By Craig Jarvis, Staff Writer  
 
The trail of gambling profits that begins with video poker in stores and bars doesn't 
end with the companies that own the machines.  
 
Some of it also ends up in the hands of politicians -- and that has attracted the 
attention of federal investigators and a group that analyzes campaign contributions.  
 
The amusement machine industry has contributed heavily to political campaigns in 
North Carolina since video poker was outlawed in South Carolina in 1999: as much 
as $800,000 in the past two election cycles, according to the campaign finance 
watchdog group Democracy North Carolina.  
 
In some cases, the nature of the contributions makes it difficult to trace the money 
to video poker interests. The FBI and the U.S. Attorney's Office in Raleigh are also 
tracking how the money flows from large-scale operators to politicians.  
 
"We can't say where the investigation will take us, but we'll follow whatever credible 
leads there are," U.S. Attorney Frank Whitney said. "Does that mean it will lead to 
public corruption? I don't know; it might."  
 
Democracy North Carolina recently analyzed the 2002 election contributions and 
concluded that state Rep. Jim Black, co-speaker of the House, received more than 
$100,000 from interests it identifies as connected to video poker. That's about one-
tenth of Black's total contributions for that period.  
 
A bill that would outlaw poker machines has languished in the House for a year and a 
half, and critics blame Black for preventing the bill from coming to a vote.  
 
"We can't gamble with our democracy," Bob Hall of Democracy North Carolina said in 
an interview. "It's an example of a special interest moving very large amounts of 
money into a campaign in an effort to gain favors."  
 
Black said in an interview Thursday that the video poker bill would come to a vote 
when the legislature convenes in May. He attributed the delay in part to concerns 
that the version approved by the Senate included a little-noticed provision that would 
allow the Cherokee reservation, which contains the state's only legal casino, 
including video poker machines, to expand its gambling operations.  
 
Black says the watchdog group has inaccurately tied some traditional donors to video 
poker, and he says it's unfair to suggest he has been influenced by the contributions. 
He notes that top elected officials receive substantial donations from most trade and 
professional groups, but that does not mean the groups receive special favors.  
 
Black says he has been told there are 5,000 to 10,000 jobs associated with gaming 
machines. At a time when legislators are trying to bring jobs to the state, he said, it 
doesn't make sense to eliminate an entire industry.  
 



 
"All of those people are not violating the law," Black said. "There are members of the 
House who have mom-and-pop operations in their communities. This is what keeps 
the lights on in their business. It seems harsh to totally ban the whole thing."  
 
Whitney said it's not the mom-and-pop stores that federal agents are interested in.  
 
"Video poker machines are technically legal in North Carolina," Whitney said, "but 
that technical legality of allowing possession of a machine for a modest non-cash 
prize is used as a cover for large-scale gambling."  
 
North Carolina banned new video poker machines in 2001. No more than three 
machines are allowed in a location, prizes are limited to replays and $10 gift 
certificates, and owners must register their machines. At last count, about 10,500 
machines were registered with owners reporting $100 million in receipts each year.  
 
But cash payouts to trusted customers at stores and bars have led to federal 
indictments and seizures of hundreds of machines in the past two years.  
 
Former state Transportation Secretary Garland Garrett Jr. was indicted and pleaded 
guilty to running an illegal gambling business and in June was sent to prison.  
 
The federal indictment accused him, his father and his son of making nearly $2 
million in illegal profits from the family's Cape Fear Music Co., a video game supplier 
in the Wilmington area, where some of the video-poker fund-raising originates.  
 
Some contributors to Black's 2002 campaign were the spouses, employees or friends 
of people in the video poker business. Several contacted by The News & Observer 
refused or were reluctant to talk about why they contributed to Black.  
 
"Just because," said real estate agent Holly Abbuhl of her $1,500 contribution. "The 
same reason everybody makes contributions."  
 
Her husband, Steve Hebert, owns a pool hall and bowling alley in Wilmington with 
two video poker machines registered there. Hebert gave Black $1,500.  
 
Hebert's video poker machines are owned by Southland Amusement, which has 
registered 87 video poker machines in 66 locations in New Hanover County.  
 
Southland's president, Robert E. Huckabee III, has given more than $30,000 to state 
politicians in the past few years. In 2002, he contributed $4,000 to Black, the 
maximum amount permitted by law. One of Huckabee's employees, Joseph F. Allen, 
donated $1,000.  
 
Huckabee's sister, Pamela H. James of Wilmington, was inconsistent when asked 
about her $1,000 contribution to Black.  
 
"That's a different Pam James," she said Monday.  
 
When asked why Black's contribution disclosure form listed her home phone number 
and her interior decorating business, she asked the reporter to call back.  
 
Then, on Tuesday, James said she did make the contribution but wouldn't discuss it.  



 
Huckabee could not be reached for comment.  
 
It's hard to find anyone from the N.C. Amusement Machine Association, which 
formed a political action committee in time to give $54,500 to state and local 
politicians and parties in the last election cycle, to talk about its political agenda.  
 
Les Bennett of Pilot Mountain, president of the association and a $500 contributor to 
Black, declined to comment.  
 
The association hired new lobbyists this year: Ann Duncan and former Secretary of 
State Rufus Edmisten.  
 
Duncan, a former state legislator, said she didn't know why so much money went to 
Black, but she said the association's members have a real interest in politics.  
 
"They would like to not be put out of business," Duncan said, "because they are 
small businessmen and women."  
 
She said the group favors registration fees to pay for the expense to county sheriffs 
of keeping track of the machines and wants to rid the industry of unscrupulous 
operators.  
 
"Like in any business, you have the good guys and the bad guys," Duncan said. "The 
people I've worked with are all real legitimate people. They do a lot of good for their 
community." 
 


