The Gambling Bill: Harmful and unwanted 

A briefing by The Christian Institute

Introduction

The Bill is the most radical deregulation ever of the UK gambling industry. It will allow a massive proliferation of casinos and betting shops, transforming the UK gambling industry beyond recognition. Layers of sensible protections, which for years have checked the worst excesses of gambling, will be swept away. This represents a seismic break with previous public policy that demand for gambling should not be encouraged.
 Such policy has ensured Britain has one of the lowest rates of problem gambling in the developed world.
 The evidence overwhelmingly shows removing restrictions on gambling will inevitably increase problem gambling. Furthermore, public opinion is opposed to the proposals. The driving force is the gambling industry itself. 

Key proposals:  

· Casinos allowed anywhere in the UK without having to prove unmet demand (Clause 68): 
Currently casinos are restricted to 53 ‘permitted areas’ within the UK and are required to prove unmet demand in order to gain a licence. With no demand test and pressure of well-funded litigation, councils will be bounced into allowing casinos.

· Casinos allowed to offer immediate access to gamblers (Clause 83): Currently there is a statutory 24hr period between membership and play, providing a forced ‘cooling off’ period. 
· New Las Vegas style ‘regional’ casinos allowed unlimited prize machines (Clause 163)
: Regional casinos will be allowed 1,250 unlimited stake and prize machines. Currently casinos are limited to 10 jackpot machines with a top prize of £2000. Unlimited prize machines are extremely addictive;
 this proposal alone could cause 400,000 more problem gamblers by 2010.
 

· Betting shops allowed licences without having to prove unmet demand (Clause 68)

· Instead of banning casino machines (viewed as the ‘crack cocaine of gambling’
) the Government is to formally legalise them in betting shops and casinos (Clause 164)

· Removing the demand test could see betting shops opening primarily just to offer these highly profitable casino machines (Fixed Odd Betting Terminals).  

Government arguments

· “The Bill is vital to prevent gambling addiction”
This is risible. It is the very legislation that the Bill repeals that has ensured low levels of problem gambling. This was acknowledged by the Gaming Board for Great Britain: “To a large degree, the extent, and potential adverse consequences, of problem gambling have been controlled in this country by the restrictive regime applied to gambling generally and to gaming in particular.” 
 

· “Developments in technology mean the law is outdated”
But technological developments can be addressed without repealing the vast majority of existing gambling legislation, as proposed in the Bill.

· “New measures to protect children and the vulnerable”
Ninety per cent of the Bill tries to deal with the problems that will be caused or exacerbated by the other ten per cent of the Bill. Like a trace of arsenic in a cup of tea, this ten per cent turns the whole Bill into a lethal brew. It must surely be better to simply keep the existing protections in place. Emphasising protection of the ‘vulnerable’ also ignores that gambling is potentially addictive to anyone, not just so called ‘vulnerable’ persons. The Royal College of Psychiatrists asserts: “…vulnerability to pathological gambling is inherent in the very activity of gambling.”
 

· “Investment and creation of jobs will help the economy”
The Bill’s Regulatory Impact Assessment states: “A significant increase in the social costs associated with the gambling industry, including problem gambling, could negate many or all of the direct economic benefits of the Bill.”

Arguments against the Bill

· It will increase the number of problem gamblers: The Joint Committee on the draft Bill found: “Almost all the evidence we have received points to the fact that this legislation would increase the number of people in the United Kingdom with a gambling problem.”
 

· No public demand: Only two per cent of the public want controls on casinos to be eased according to opinion polls for the Department of Culture, Media and Sport.
 A poll by NOP found 93% of the public think there are already sufficient opportunities to gamble.

· Gambling exploits the poor: Gambling disproportionately affects those with the least disposable incomes. There are over three times as many problem gamblers in households with an income of less than £15,600 compared to households with an income of £32,000 and over.

· Bribing councils?: Local authorities are being offered millions of pounds to approve new casinos.
 As such deals are legal, removing the demand test will effectively allow casinos to ‘buy’ planning permission. This undermines Government assurances that Local Authorities will protect the interests of residents.
· Australia counting social cost of deregulation:  Australia recently liberalised its gambling laws. It now has more problem gamblers per head than anywhere in the world
 and is locked in a desperate battle to re-regulate, and combat the social and financial cost of problem gambling. Australia shows how hard it is to turn the clock back and re-regulate an industry generating huge tax revenues. 

Conclusion

The scale of the Bill is breathtaking. It will turn Britain into one of the gambling capitals of the world in a vast and almost irreversible change. Yet there is simply no public demand for such change. The Bill will cause misery to thousands of families - leaving society to pick up the pieces. Down the ages, from Tertullian to Wilberforce, Christians have campaigned against the suffering and addiction caused by gambling. Mainstream Christian belief has always viewed gambling as incompatible with the Bible’s teaching. Gambling appeals directly to greed which is idolatry
 and directly depends on profiting from other people’s financial loss.
 

The Government states the gambling industry is entitled to a regulatory framework that ensures continued growth. It also states it will continue to put the interests of children and vulnerable players ‘first, second and third’.
 These two aims are mutually exclusive. The Government has to decide whether it wants to protect society or develop the gambling industry. It cannot do both.
 If society is to be protected, the Bill in its entirety must be opposed. Any amendments or assurances will do little to significantly alter a Bill whose entire raison d’être is the development, growth and promotion of the gambling industry.
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