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The Pennsylvania Gaming Control Board today awarded the fourth Category 4 (“mini-casino”) license bid to 
Greenwood Gaming and Entertainment, Inc. (Parx) for a location in Cumberland County.  Yesterday, the Board 
first announced Las Vegas Sands Corporation as the winner, only to rescind the award a few hours later when 
it was discovered that the bid location in Mercer County intruded upon the previous winner’s 15-mile buffer 
zone.   
 
The Board can be forgiven for the confusion.  It might not quite be three-dimensional chess, but the auction 
process that has been implemented in Pennsylvania is a long way from checkers.  Poker perhaps?   
 
Consider the following: 
 

• Ten licenses are being auctioned one at a time. 

• Only Category 1 or 2 casino licensees are eligible to bid in the first round of ten auctions. 

• Once you win, you are ineligible to bid again in the first round. 

• The highest bid for any given auction is the winner of that license. 

• For any given auction, bidders are conceivably targeting completely different regions. 

• No Category 4 can be built within 25 miles of an existing Pennsylvania casino, except by the owner of 

that casino. 

• Bidders identify a location that will serve as the center of a zone with a 15-mile radius, and the casino 

can be developed anywhere within that zone.  

• Except in any municipality that has opted out. 

• And subsequent bids cannot infringe on other 15-mile zones.   

• Precise development sites do not have to be identified for six months, when applications are due. 

• Only winning bids are announced.  Losing locations and amounts are not revealed.   

And these are only the basic parameters.  They don’t include several other wrinkles such as an expanded 

buffer zone given to Mount Airy, what happens if casino operators do not snatch up all ten licenses, and the 

fact that Penn National is suing the state to stop the entire process.    

 

For operators, the strategic implications are complex.  Do you play defense and protect your local market, like 

Penn National when it snatched up York?  Or expand your territory like Cordish and Mount Airy and bid on the 

opposite side of the state? 

 

How do you value the market potential of a location without knowing what the competitive landscape will 

ultimately look like?  You won’t even know where previous winning bids will be developed.  

 

Take Penn National’s opening auction win near York, for example.  Penn was motivated to bid high—

$50,100,000—by a desire to protect its flagship property and dominate the Harrisburg-York-Lancaster market.  

The center of its zone is in the Borough of Yoe, meaning that the mini-casino could be developed anywhere 

from the Maryland border to the north side of York.   

 

If you have an idea to build elsewhere along the Maryland border, how will you value the opportunity, not 

knowing where Penn will go? 

 

http://theinnovationgroup.com/about/thomas-zitt/


You can’t even be certain that the 25-mile buffer zones will be safe.  For example, Penn National could have 

sat back in the first auction and let someone else spend a lot of money for the York license, only to place its 

own mini-casino just north of York.  That possibility may have instilled caution in the other bidders.   

 

Except for the bid amounts, caution has been in evidence.  The first two auctions attracted only four bids (out 

of 11 initially eligible), the third only three, and the fourth two.  The pool of eligible bidders declines by one in 

each auction.   

 

Greenwood’s location (South Newton Township) results in a buffer zone running along I-81 from 

Chambersburg to just west of Harrisburg.  

 

The next auction will take place March 7. 


