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SENATE THIRD READING 

SB 637 (Ochoa Bogh) 

As Amended  August 25, 2022 

Majority vote 

SUMMARY 

Extends the gambling moratorium related to the expansion of card room gaming and the issuance 

of new gambling licenses from January 1, 2023, to January 1, 2024. 

Major Provisions 
Prohibits, until January 1, 2024, the governing body and the electors of a county, city, or city and 

county from authorizing or expanding any legal gaming beyond that permitted on January 1, 

1996, as defined. Additionally, the California Gambling Control Commission (CGCC) is 

prohibited, until January 1, 2024, from issuing a gambling license for a gambling establishment 

that was not licensed to operate on December 31, 1999, except as specified. 

COMMENTS 

Background: 

Card clubs are one of California's oldest forms of legal gambling. Currently, 86 cardrooms in 32 

counties are licensed to operate more than 1,700 tables in California. A small percentage are 

large in scale, the remainder are smaller operations (one to two tables) scattered throughout the 

State.   

Due to California gaming regulations, players do not play against the house but rather against 

each other. As a result, each cardroom charges a player's fee. This is how a cardroom generates 

revenue rather than the traditional Las Vegas casino style, in which the house doesn't charge a 

fee and relies instead on actually banking the game.  

The CGCC and the Bureau are responsible for the development of policy, regulatory oversight, 

and enforcement of the state's gaming laws at California card clubs. Local governments also 

regulate California card clubs. At the local level, gaming interests must secure a gaming 

ordinance. The Bureau and CGCC must then approve the ordinance. Local ordinances must be 

approved by the host jurisdiction. A newly proposed cardroom or an expansion of gambling, as 

defined, is subject to a vote and/or referendum by the voters in that jurisdiction. 

It has been reported that card club operations, directly and indirectly support more than 23,000 

jobs in California.  The cardroom industry generates more than $2 billion in annual economic 

activity and contributes hundreds of millions of dollars to local communities and the state in tax 

revenue. Cardroom tax revenues help communities fund important local services such as park 

maintenance, police and fire services, and local road repairs. Additionally, some California card 

clubs generate over half of the total tax revenue for the municipal general funds in their home 

cities.   

Regulation and enforcement.  Before 1998, California's gambling industry was essentially 

unregulated. In 1984, the Legislature enacted the Gaming Registration Act that required the 
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Attorney General's office to provide uniform, minimum regulation of California card rooms. 

However, the scope of the Attorney General's authority was extremely limited and funding was 

inadequate. Recognizing the need for broader oversight of California's gambling industry, the 

Legislature enacted the Act in 1997. The Act created a comprehensive scheme for statewide 

regulation of legal gambling under a bifurcated system of administration involving the Bureau 

and the five-member CGCC by the Governor.   

The Act provides the CGCC with jurisdiction over the operation of gambling establishments in 

California. The Act requires every owner, lessee, or employee of a gambling establishment to 

obtain and maintain a valid state gambling license and assigns CGCC the responsibility of 

assuring that gambling licenses are not issued to, or held by, unqualified or disqualified persons, 

or by persons whose operations are conducted in a manner that is harmful to the public health, 

safety, or welfare. The Act directs CGCC to issue licenses only to those persons of good 

character, honesty and integrity, whose prior activities, criminal record, if any; reputation, habits, 

and associations do not pose a threat to the public interest of this state.   

The Department of Justice (DOJ), through the Bureau, monitors the conduct of gaming 

operations to ensure compliance with state gambling laws and conducts extensive background 

investigations of applicants seeking a state gambling license. The Bureau also conducts 

background checks for all key employees and state gambling licensees and vendor applications. 

The Bureau also inspects premises where gambling is conducted, examines gambling equipment, 

audits papers, books, and records of the gambling establishment, investigates suspected 

violations of gambling laws, and is ultimately responsible for enforcing compliance with all state 

laws pertaining to gambling. The Bureau is also responsible for the approval of games that 

cardrooms are allowed to offer. 

Moratorium. There are currently two statutory moratoriums that restrict the growth of card clubs 

in California. One moratorium prohibits the state from issuing licenses for new gambling 

establishments. The other limits licensed gaming establishments from expanding the number of 

tables and hours they operate. Most local jurisdictions have modified their gambling ordinances 

to realize the maximum amount of growth authorized by law. Both of these moratoriums are set 

to expire on January 1, 2023. 

The moratorium restricting the expansion of existing gambling establishments and licensing of 

new establishments began in 1995. A five‐year moratorium was put in place by the enactment of 

SB 100 (Maddy), Chapter 387, Statutes of 1995. Since this initial moratorium, legislation 

continuing both moratoriums has been continually enacted. Most recently, AB 1168 (Gipson), 

Chapter 744, Statutes of 2018, extended the moratorium by three years, from January 1, 2020, to 

January 1, 2023. 

Since the enactment of the moratorium in 1995, the Legislature has also passed several laws 

allowing gambling establishments to expand the number of tables in a licensed establishment. 

The last expansion of tables was enacted in AB 1039 (Hall), Chapter 745, Statutes of 2013, 

which allowed a city, county, or city and county to amend its local ordinance to increase the 

number of tables by two, above the number of tables authorized by local ordinance in effect on 

January 1, 2013. Most local jurisdictions have modified their local ordinances to realize the 

maximum amount of growth authorized by law.  

Game/gaming activity approval at cardrooms. All controlled games (such as pai-gow, poker, 

etc.) and gaming activities (jackpots, bonuses, tournaments, etc.) must be approved by the 
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Bureau and are subject to local ordinance requirements, regardless of whether the Bureau has 

approved the game and gaming activity rules for play.  

The Act, Business & Professions Code section 19800 et seq., charges the Bureau with the 

responsibility to review and approve the rules of any game/gaming activity in a cardroom prior 

to them being offered for play. It is Bureau policy that all requests to review a game and/or 

gaming activity require an application, a $1050 fee, which consists of a non-refundable $500 

application fee and $550 background investigation deposit for the review and approval, and the 

fee collection schedule for each wagering limit. The Bureau will only begin the review/approval 

process upon receipt of a complete application and the appropriate application fees.  Any 

amendments to a game or gaming activity must be approved prior to being offered for play in the 

gambling establishment. Therefore, games that are currently being played in California's 

cardrooms have been through a specified approval process by the Bureau. 

Related Legislation.  AB 965 (Levine of 2022). Would extend a current prohibition, from 

January 1, 2023 to January 1, 2024 that precludes the CGCC from issuing a gambling license for 

a gambling establishment that was not licensed to operate on December 31, 1999, except as 

specified. (Senate Rules Committee) 

SB 576 (Archuleta of 2021). The bill would extend the gambling moratorium related to the 

expansion of gaming and the issuance of new gambling licenses from January 1, 2023, to 

January 1, 2028. Additionally, this bill authorizes a city, county, or city and county, to amend its 

ordinance to increase the number of gambling tables that may be operated in a gambling 

establishment by up to two tables each calendar year, up to a maximum of 10 additional tables, 

as specified. (Not heard in Assembly Governmental Organization Committee) 

According to the Author 
According to the author, "SB 637 would continue the moratorium on card club expansion for one 

year until January 1, 2024. For the last 27 years, the legislature has continually enacted moratoria 

on expansion of card club gaming. The moratorium expires at the end of this year and the 

legislature must act now to preserve the stability of gaming in California. The overwhelming 

majority of card clubs and tribes and many local governments support this extension. If the 

licensing moratorium were to expire, it would be quickly followed by expanded gaming 

activities in adjacent areas and would negatively impact local government fiscal health across the 

state." 

The author further states, "If the legislature does not act now, we will allow the chaotic and 

destabilizing expansion of gaming throughout the state of California. The wise thing to do now is 

preserve the stability of the gaming industry and continuing the moratorium for one year. There 

is too much at risk and too little time to do otherwise." 

Arguments in Support 
The California Cardroom Alliance writes, "SB 637 would grant a one-year extension to the 

existing and long-standing moratorium on the expansion of gambling within California. This bill 

would enact a simple continuation that has been in place for 27 years. Unless there is legislative 

action this year to statutorily extend the moratorium, it will expire on January 1, 2023. This will 

lead to unrestricted gambling expansion throughout California and destabilize local government 

revenues and the essential services they provide. We have been working on this issue for the past 

two years beginning with our support of SB 576 (Archuleta), which provided for an extension of 

the moratorium and a modest table expansion. At this time, however, we understand that the 
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limited time remaining for legislative action is not conducive to negotiating a legislative 

compromise that would be satisfactory to the legislative leaders and stakeholders who have 

weighed in on these issues to-date. However, maintenance of the moratorium in the intervening 

year is critical and would allow all parties to benefit from additional time to carefully consider 

and discuss this matter." 

Supporters further state that California's cardrooms provide local revenues that pay for important 

programs and services, including public safety, parks, water delivery systems, transportation, 

senior programs, after-school programs, and the like. Supporters state that the cities have 

millions of dollars in long-term debt service that is financed in large part by cardroom revenues.  

If the moratorium were to expire, it would be quickly followed by expanded gaming activities in 

adjacent areas and would negatively impact the fiscal health of our community and many others 

across the state. 

Several tribal governments write in support, "The expiration of the moratorium would have a 

detrimental impact on communities by opening up the complete and total expansion of cardroom 

gaming across the state without having a discussion about the impact that could have on 

Californians and their quality of life. Simply letting the moratorium expire or adding unlimited 

tables without having the necessary public policy debate doesn't seem in the best interest of 

California or its consumers. Our longstanding opposition to expansion of the number of tables is 

due to the state's unwillingness to stop cardrooms from playing house-banked card games in 

violation of existing California law. It is important for the Legislature to understand that the 

cardrooms' actions and failure by the state to enforce the law have a negative impact on our tribal 

gaming establishments. These actions severely compromise the exclusivity granted by voters in 

California's Constitution and the compacts we negotiated with the state." 

Arguments in Opposition 
The Communities for California Cardrooms writes, "SB 637 does not meaningfully resolve the 

current issue, and just pushes this debate into next session. Plus, it prohibits a reasonable growth 

of tables for cardrooms upon approval by their local governments. This issue has been at the 

forefront of stakeholder negotiations for the past five years. Legislating it at the very last minute 

of session with no real resolution is disconcerting. The concept of allowing local governments 

the ability to authorize their licensed cardrooms to expand the number of tables they operate is 

supported by historic action and necessary." 

Several cardrooms further write in opposition, "We need to address the current needs of our local 

communities, and the economic livelihood the gaming industry provides. We can only 

accomplish this if the legislature allows local governments the opportunity to vote for modest 

growth in a market which is deserving. Our industry produces 32,000 living wage jobs, held 

mostly by minorities and underserved communities. The tax revenue generated helps fund many 

cities' budgets; and its practices have been approved by the last six California Attorneys General 

and comply with all laws and regulations. We request the Legislature not consider any extension 

of the current moratorium unless it specifically allows each local municipality a reasonable 

expansion of tables for each year of any moratorium." 

Opponents further state that for more than 25 years, cities with licensed cardrooms within their 

jurisdiction have been barred from amending their city ordinances to allow for reasonable growth 

of gaming tables in their existing licensed card rooms. Without reasonable gaming table growth, 

cities are unable to generate additional general fund revenue from their licensed card rooms to 
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keep up with the rising cost of doing business. The revenue cities receive from licensed 

cardrooms goes to the city's general fund and is used to fund vital services such as paramedic, 

police and fire services, social services, senior and youth services, park maintenance, recreation 

services, and road repair. 

FISCAL COMMENTS 

Unknown. 

VOTES 

SENATE FLOOR:  Vote Not Relevant 

YES:    

NO:    

ABS, ABST OR NV:    
 

ASM HEALTH:  Vote Not Relevant 

YES:    

NO:    

ABS, ABST OR NV:    
 

ASM APPROPRIATIONS:  Vote Not Relevant 

YES:    

NO:    
 

ASSEMBLY FLOOR:  Vote Not Relevant 

YES:    

NO:    

ABS, ABST OR NV:    
 

ASM GOVERNMENTAL ORGANIZATION:  20-0-2 
YES:  Santiago, Bigelow, Aguiar-Curry, Berman, Bryan, Cooper, Megan Dahle, Davies, 

Eduardo Garcia, Gipson, Jones-Sawyer, Lackey, Low, Mathis, Quirk-Silva, Ramos, 

Robert Rivas, Blanca Rubio, Salas, Smith 

ABS, ABST OR NV:  Cooley, Daly 

 

UPDATED 

VERSION: August 25, 2022 

CONSULTANT:  Eric Johnson / G.O. / (916) 319-2531   FN: 0004513 




