
 

 
 

 
March 3, 2025 

 
Re: SB 860 Budget & Taxation Committee Hearing 
 
Dear Chair Guzzone, Vice-Chair Rosapepe, and Members of the Committee: 
 
The American Gaming Association (AGA) is submitting the attached policy memo for your 
consideration and to emphasize support for Senate Bill 860, making clear that unlicensed and 
unregulated so-called online “sweepstakes” casinos and sportsbooks are definitively illegal. As 
highlighted in the enclosed memo, these operators offer online casino games (e.g., slots, roulette, 
blackjack, etc.) and sports betting products to Maryland residents using an alleged “sweepstakes” 
model through any Internet-connected device without being licensed, tested, regulated, or paying 
any gaming taxes.  
 
The AGA is the national trade group representing the legal U.S. gaming industry, which supports 
1.8 million jobs across the country. Our membership consists of commercial and tribal casino 
operators, U.S.-licensed gaming suppliers and vendors, licensed sportsbook operators, testing labs, 
and other key stakeholders. The gaming industry is one of the most highly regulated in the country 
at every level of government, and our members constantly work to provide consumers with a safe 
gaming environment and to give back to their communities. This stands in sharp contrast to what is 
offered by the “sweepstakes” gambling market.  
 
Illegal and unregulated gambling is a long-standing problem across the country, not just in 
Maryland. The proliferation of unlicensed and unregulated “sweepstakes” gambling is another 
extension of this, and gaming regulators and state Attorneys General across the country are 
beginning to take notice, including in Maryland. Last year, the Maryland Lottery & Gaming 
Control Agency (MLGCA) sent cease-and-desist letters to multiple “sweepstakes” gambling 
operators, making clear that they were offering illegal gambling. We commend the MLGCA for 
their leadership and hope that other states will follow Maryland’s example.  
 
We appreciate the Committee focusing on this important topic and strongly support the passage 
of Senate Bill 860, making it explicitly clear that the laws and regulations in Maryland will not 
be exploited.  

 
    Sincerely, 

 
      Tres York 
      Senior Director, Government Relations 
 



Regulatory Vigilance Critical to Ensure  
“Sweepstakes” Don’t Threaten Consumers 
and Undermine Gaming Regulation 

1 

INTRODUCTION 

Regulated gaming companies are constantly innovating to provide their customers with the best 
experience and differentiate themselves from competitors. This competition takes place within strict legal 
and regulatory frameworks, as determined by gaming regulators and other authorities, to ensure 
consumer protection and integrity are paramount as the industry innovates and grows. However, there 
are an increasing number of entities that have intentionally designed business models to circumvent or 
exploit ambiguity in state gambling laws and the regulatory frameworks within which the legal gaming 
industry operates. Some, like offshore sportsbooks and online casinos, blatantly disregard these laws and 
regulations entirely. Others misleadingly claim they are not gambling and that the rules, therefore, don’t 
apply to them. In the brick-and-mortar environment, unscrupulous operators have used “skill” as an 
artifice to flood jurisdictions with unregulated slot machines. In the online space, some unlicensed casinos 
and sportsbooks are thriving by employing a “sweepstakes-based” model to potentially skirt gaming laws 
and regulations. As a result, consumers are being deprived of protections and states are forgoing 
significant tax and revenue opportunities as this gambling replaces that conducted through regulated 
channels.   

THE SWEEPSTAKES MODEL 

So-called “sweepstakes casinos” offer traditional casino games such as slots, roulette, blackjack, poker, 
and others, which allow players to ostensibly play for free, or buy virtual currency (often called Gold Coins) 
to further their gameplay. In addition to the Gold Coins-type virtual currency that can be purchased to fund 
gameplay, a second type of virtual currency is available: free credits (often called Sweep Coins) that a 
player will receive as a bonus with the purchase of Gold Coins or through promotions, welcome bonuses, 
daily log-in rewards, and other activities. Sweep Coins are “free,” single-purpose virtual currency that 
players exchange for cash or prizes, requiring an investment of time, real money, or both to ‘cash out’. 
Sweepstakes casinos claim that because they don’t require real money for their gameplay, they are not 
offering gambling under the letter of the law. However, functionally, sweepstakes casinos look and play 
like an online casino while using a dual-currency system to avoid licensing and regulation. Sweepstakes 
Sportsbooks offer “free-to-play sportsbooks” where people can bet on each other’s wagers, or stake bets 
directly with each other. Many operate with two different types of free “tokens” that can be used to wager, 
and users can exchange them for real money when won through gameplay.  

The lack of regulatory oversight presents many risks for consumers as well as the integrity and economic 
benefits of the legal gaming market through investment and tax contributions. These sweepstakes-based 
operators have weak (if any) responsible gaming protocols and few, if any, self-exclusion processes. 
There is no independent product testing to ensure basic fairness to players, and although many claim 
players must be 18+, age verification procedures, if they exist, are often questionable. The opaque nature 
of these operations also presents a prime opportunity for illegal activity and enriching bad actors. 

While both sweepstakes casino and social casino games offer online casino-style games, it’s important to 
recognize the principal differences that impact the legal and regulatory frameworks under which these two 
models operate. Unlike sweepstakes casinos, which utilize a dual currency system to offer players the 
chance to exchange the in-game currency for real money and prize, social casino games are more casual 
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games that resemble gambling style games, but have a closed loop economy where rewards cannot be 
redeemed for real world currency, used to win prizes, or traded to other players in-games. Social casino 
games are typically played for entertainment in short time bursts while sweepstakes casinos are often 
marketed as a gaming experience where players can redeem winnings or earn cash prizes or gifts. 

MICHIGAN TAKES ACTION AGAINST SWEEPSTAKES CASINOS 

In November and December of 2023, the Michigan Gaming Control Board (GCB) sent cease-and-desist 
letters to two companies claiming to offer services under a sweepstake model –Cyprus-based 
Sweepstakes Limited (Stake.us) and San Francisco-based VGW Luckyland whose parent company, 
VGW Holdings, is headquartered in Australia. As a result, the companies have since stopped offering their 
products in Michigan.   

The GCB listed the violations of Michigan law as: 

♦ Promoting an unlicensed online lottery and/or raffle for customers that buy its products through its
internet website (Stake.us); and

♦ Conducting illegal gambling by offering an internet game in which a player wagers something of
monetary value for the opportunity to win something of monetary value (VGW).

Due to what the GCB called their “unregulated and unlicensed online gaming offerings,” the companies 
were found to be in violation of the following Michigan gaming laws:  

♦ Lawful Internet Gaming Act, which states that internet gaming may only be offered by a licensed
internet gaming operator, and the Lawful Sports Betting Act, which states that internet sports
betting may only be offered by a licensed sports betting operator or its licensed sports betting
platform provider. Only casinos that are currently licensed under the Michigan Gaming Control
and Revenue Act and federally authorized tribal casinos within Michigan can apply for an internet
gaming operator license or a sports betting operator license.

♦ Michigan Gaming Control and Revenue Act, which prohibits a party from conducting a gambling
operation without a license issued by the MGCB. A party who operates an unlicensed gambling
operation is guilty of a felony punishable by imprisonment for up to 10 years or a fine of up to
$100,000, or both.

♦ Michigan Penal Code, which broadly prohibits any form of unauthorized gambling involving
consideration, prize, and chance. For example, accepting money, or anything of value, with the
understanding that money, or anything of value, will be paid to any person based on the outcome
of an uncertain event is prohibited.

Scrutinizing Sweepstakes Casinos & Sportsbooks 

Gaming regulators and state attorneys general should investigate companies or platforms that offer 
casino games or a form of sports betting under the “sweepstakes” model to determine whether or not 
these operators are in compliance with their respective laws and regulations and take appropriate action if 
not. Where state laws and regulations are not clear, legislatures should consider enacting legislation to 
prevent unlicensed operators from exploiting loopholes in sweepstakes regulations to offer online real 
money gambling.   

https://www.michigan.gov/mgcb/news/2024/01/18/mgcb-sends-cease-and-desist-letters
https://www.michigan.gov/mgcb/news/2024/01/18/mgcb-sends-cease-and-desist-letters
https://gcc02.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.michigan.gov%2Fmgcb%2F-%2Fmedia%2FProject%2FWebsites%2Fmgcb%2FInternet-Gaming-and-Fantasy-Contests%2FActsandRules%2FLawful_Internet_Gaming_Act_PA_152_of_2019.pdf&data=05%7C02%7Ckeithl4%40michigan.gov%7Ca25b5593edc14ac5b88208dc186f7d4c%7Cd5fb7087377742ad966a892ef47225d1%7C0%7C0%7C638412114325475983%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C3000%7C%7C%7C&sdata=UNCPH65Wf17bthnu9KPv3bsypXp15i5e1DJgHmph9Bc%3D&reserved=0
https://gcc02.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.michigan.gov%2Fmgcb%2F-%2Fmedia%2FProject%2FWebsites%2Fmgcb%2FInternet-Gaming-and-Fantasy-Contests%2FActsandRules%2FLawful_Sports_Betting_Act_PA_149_of_2019.pdf&data=05%7C02%7Ckeithl4%40michigan.gov%7Ca25b5593edc14ac5b88208dc186f7d4c%7Cd5fb7087377742ad966a892ef47225d1%7C0%7C0%7C638412114325485783%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C3000%7C%7C%7C&sdata=mwOFwkBDUehA6IElcFnCSYsE7g%2B5nxVpKyq4%2FnFNrs0%3D&reserved=0
https://gcc02.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.michigan.gov%2Fmgcb%2F-%2Fmedia%2FProject%2FWebsites%2Fmgcb%2FDetroit-Casinos%2FActandRules%2FPA69.pdf&data=05%7C02%7Ckeithl4%40michigan.gov%7Ca25b5593edc14ac5b88208dc186f7d4c%7Cd5fb7087377742ad966a892ef47225d1%7C0%7C0%7C638412114325492996%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C3000%7C%7C%7C&sdata=497oJc1DbIAUhYoFv6lDSlgWMiEYI0NzEfSFhF%2FwWdo%3D&reserved=0
https://gcc02.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.legislature.mi.gov%2F(S(dlzvpueansxvyp3hrwgne1es))%2Fdocuments%2Fmcl%2Fpdf%2Fmcl-328-1931-XLIV.pdf&data=05%7C02%7Ckeithl4%40michigan.gov%7Ca25b5593edc14ac5b88208dc186f7d4c%7Cd5fb7087377742ad966a892ef47225d1%7C0%7C0%7C638412114325499642%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C3000%7C%7C%7C&sdata=SlAsG5kqqgTf29G6z1SlYgoeCoseW%2BsrlOXfWMIdets%3D&reserved=0
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