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The Rules About Raffles





Every year the legal office receives several questions from units that want to know if the raffle they are planning is legal.  Hopefully, this newsletter will clear up some of the issues.





The biggest problem with raffles is that they fall within the definition of gambling, and gambling is generally prohibited on Federal property and between Federal employees.  There are three fundamental elements to gambling: (1) participants are required to pay money (2) to take a chance (3) to win a prize (cash or property).  If all three elements are present, then the “fundraising” event constitutes gambling, even if the money is being raised for a charitable purpose.  





The easiest thing to do is remove one of the elements above, then the fundraising event will not constitute gambling.  Taking away the first element is most logical.  For example, a unit could simply not require participants to pay for a game ticket.  Instead, a donation could be requested, but not required.  A specific donation amount may be recommended.  The key is that anyone requesting a game ticket without making a donation must be given a ticket.  





If you choose not to transform the fundraiser into a non-gambling event, then there are a number of hurdles to cross before you can legally hold a raffle.  First, you have to look at the location of the raffle.  If you are on or in GSA controlled property, all gambling activities are prohibited.  No exceptions.  





If you successfully cross that hurdle, you must ensure that you are in compliance with all state and local regulations regarding gambling.  Many states and localities prohibit gambling outright.  Others allow gambling if the proper permits and licenses have been obtained.  If you are able to comply with all state and local laws, you still have to meet the requirements of the MWR manual if the raffle will take place on Coast Guard property.  The installation commander may approve the activity only after consulting with legal and only if conducted in accordance with the MWR Manual (COMDTINST M1710.13A).





The next question is:  Who can participate?  OPM regulations generally prohibit all gambling by civilian employees on Federal property, unless the gambling is part of in-house fundraising activity that will benefit Coast Guard personnel or their families.  Non-appropriated fund employees (CGES and MWR) are forbidden to participate in any gambling activity while on federally owned, controlled, or leased property whether on or off duty.  Military members may participate in any gambling activity that is authorized under the MWR manual.  Bottom line:  only military members can participate in approved gambling activities on Coast Guard installations.  A raffle at a private location is permissible, if done in accordance with state and local law and the proceeds will be donated to a local charity (not the morale fund).





Lastly, don’t forget that the rules on gifts prohibit military and civilian employees from going out and soliciting gifts from prohibited sources, or gifts that are given to them because of their official position.  This means members cannot go out and ask for donations of gifts that would be used as raffle prizes.





For further information, check out the intranet website for G-LGL under the heading of “Ethics & Standards of Conduct” or contact the Ninth District Legal Office at (216) 902-6010.
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