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Gambling Act 2005: Triennial Review of Gaming Machine Stake and Prize Limits

The Response of the Baptist Union of Great Britain, the Methodist Church, and the United Reformed Church. 
Background

Our three denominations represent around half a million Christians in the United Kingdom. Historically, many Christians have had concerns around the dangers of gambling. Some of these relate to its potential to promote anti-social attitudes, such as greed, the profit of the few at the expense of the many, and an overreliance on luck. Yet our denominations’ involvement in gambling issues chiefly relates to the devastating impact of gambling addiction on problem gamblers, their families and communities. 
Our denominations do not have a blanket ‘anti-gambling’ stance. We have engaged with the industry and the Government over many years to ensure that gambling is well regulated. We welcome licensing objective  (c) of the Gambling Act 2005: “protecting children and other vulnerable persons from being harmed or exploited by gambling.” Yet in the liberalisation of gambling that has followed the Gambling Act 2005 we have observed many worrying signs that the Act is failing to protect the vulnerable.

In view of the danger of serious financial and psychological harm caused by gambling addiction, gambling cannot be seen as just another ‘leisure activity’. The decision to gamble is a personal one, but that individuals choosing to gamble should do so responsibly. Yet there is an even greater responsibility on the industry and the regulator to ensure that those who choose to gamble may do so in a safe environment.

Negative results of the Gambling Act 2005
· The increase in problem gambling. - There are now around 400,000 problem gamblers in the United Kingdom – problem gambling rose from 0.6% to 0.9% between 2007 and 2010
· The clustering of hard gaming machines in poorer areas – campaigners have drawn attention to the number of Category B2 machines now on our high streets. These machines bring a casino environment to local communities. At a time of recession, high unemployment and government spending cuts, it is utterly inappropriate for the gambling industry to target these highly addictive and profitable machines at some of the UK’s poorest neighbourhoods 

· The lack of protection for children –The UK is unusual in allowing young people to gamble, yet stakes and prizes for the machines they are allowed to use have increased, and there has not been sufficient research into youth problem gambling and participation has not been conducted.
· The normalisation of gambling – the liberalisation of gambling advertising, and the spread of online advertising and gaming are part of a process whereby the gambling industry is aggressively changing the popular perception of gambling, making it attractive and omnipresent in a similar way to the marketing of smoking by the tobacco
 industry. This makes it all the more important that the stakes, prizes and distribution of gaming machines does not contribute to the further increase of problem gambling 
· The neglect of the precautionary principle - the way the Act was formulated embodied the belief that it was possible to liberalise gambling substantially without this leading to a rise in problem gambling. According to the ‘precautionary principle’, changes in policy leading to liberalisation should not be made without strong assurances that they will not result in increased harm.
· The neglect of the evidence base – the changes between British Gambling Prevalence Surveys of 2007 and 2010 showed clearly that gambling participation has gone up – and so had problem gambling. Yet no policy changes have been made on the basis of this evidence
Changes in stakes and prizes

The failure to adhere to the precautionary principle is very obvious in the changes that have been made to gaming machine stakes and prizes since 2007. As this consultation document says: 
· In 2009 the stake and prize limits for category C gaming machines were increased from 50p/£35 to £1/£70 in order to provide some assistance to the arcade and pub sectors. At the same time the stake and prize limits for crane grab machines and coin pusher machines were increased to £1/£50 and 10p/£15 respectively in order to boost revenues in seaside arcades. 

· In July 2011 the government increased the maximum stake limit for category B3 gaming machines from £1 to £2 in order to provide assistance to AGCs and bingo premises and provide a boost to gaming machine manufacturers and suppliers.

These changes did not occur under a regular process of review, nor did they make the slightest reference to the precautionary principle. Their sole rationale was to increase revenue to gambling operators.
The erosion of Category boundaries – the classification of gaming machines into Category B, C and D reflected an ascending scale of risk based on stake, prize, but it also originally related to the accessibility of machines. Changes in stakes and prizes are tending to redefine the Categories in merely economic terms. Likewise the presence of Category B2 machines in betting shops allows hard gambling on the high street, while stake increases for B3 machines have made bingo halls more like harder gaming environments.
Failure to incorporate accessibility criteria – the geographical distribution and the accessibility of gaming machines is a key factor in harm prevention. If the number and availability of particular kinds of machines have the potential to increase problem gambling rates in vulnerable communities, the regulatory framework must recognise this.
Principles to be used in deciding changes in stakes and prizes

Our churches note paragraph 2.13 of the consultation document:
“The government’s objectives for the first post-Gambling Act review are to: 

· Consider the relativities between different categories of gaming machine and ensure competition across the gambling industry remains balanced within the context of a regulated market;

· To establish a baseline against which proposals for future reviews can be assessed;

· Encourage the growth and development of the gaming machine market in order to support economic recovery and create jobs;

· To do so only to the extent consistent with player protection and gambling-related harm minimisation;”.
We welcome the final objective. Nevertheless, the packages offered for comment in the consultation are framed in largely economic terms. As such it is necessary to offer some principles to serve as criteria before deciding on any changes in stakes and prizes 

· The intention of increasing revenues to the gambling industry is not a sufficient justification of increases in stakes and prizes
· It should not be assumed that current stakes and prizes are appropriate or too low; in some cases, they may already be too high

· Further changes in stakes and prizes should not be made without detailed understanding of the links between different kinds of gaming machines and problem gambling

· Detailed research into the connections with the different kinds of gaming machines with problem gambling should precede any increases in stakes and/or prizes

· Finally, all changes should be assessed against problem gambling prevalence in the UK and the ongoing ‘normalisation’ of gambling through advertising and social media.
Criteria for evaluating the packages suggested by this consultation
Our churches do not accept that any increases in stakes and prizes are sufficiently justified. Research has not established that 2007 levels were appropriate, or that the increases in 2009 and 2011 were safe. Beyond that, increases of stakes and prizes beyond inflation are particularly hard to justify, especially for harder gaming machines. In practice, they would only be acceptable if detailed research had shown there was no danger of them leading to an increase in problem gambling. 
Process:
Question 1: How often should government schedule these reviews? Please explain the reasons for any timeframes put forward for consideration.

Reviews of stakes and prizes should take place shortly after each British Gambling Prevalence Survey (BGPS), which would be every three years on the current pattern. This underlines the importance of maintaining the BGPS and ensuring that data from successive surveys is comparable. Yet although comparison between the 2007 and 2010 BGPS surveys showed a rise in problem gambling, increases in stakes and prizes on economic grounds followed in 2011. Ideally, the last review of stakes and prizes should have taken place in 2011 and no increases made until reliable research about the effects of Category B3 machines was available.

Question 2: The government would like to hear about any types of consumer protection measures that have been trialled internationally, which have been found to be most effective and whether there is any consensus in international research as to the most effective forms of machine-based interventions. The government would also like to hear views about any potential issues around data protection and how these might be addressed.
Question 3: The government would like to hear from gambling businesses, including operators, manufacturers and suppliers as to whether they would be prepared to in the future develop tracking technology in order to better utilise customer information for player protection purposes in exchange for potentially greater freedoms around stake and prize limits.

Package 1:

Question 4: Do you agree that the government is right to reject Package 1? If not, why not?

The Government is right to reject Package 1 – but the reason offered is questionable. The aim of gambling regulation cannot simply be to make experimental increases in stakes and prizes in the hope of increasing revenues, because:
· It has not been established that current stakes and prizes are appropriate. With problem gambling on the rise and machine gaming implicated in problem gambling, it may be that reductions are necessary

· If general public interest in gaming machines is falling, this suggests that the challenge is for operators to make their products more appealing while remaining safe

Doing nothing is not an option, but not because the gambling industry is not making sufficient profits. The reason action must be taken is that problem gambling has risen and that it is the more dangerous and socially undesirable machines that have increased in profitability. The problem is specific, not generic, and specific reductions rather than general increases are required.

Package 2:

Question 5: Do you agree that the government is right to reject Package 2? If not, why not?

Our churches do not agree with the rationale behind Package 2. Just as Package 1 would only be justified on the assumption that no change was needed (which is not true because of problem gambling levels) Package 2 relies on the belief that stakes and prizes should always track inflation.
Yet research did not verify that the original 2007 stakes were safe and appropriate across all gaming machine categories. At the very least, B2 stakes and prizes should be reduced and some of the other increases since 2007 should be rethought. 

Furthermore, in the absence of evidence that general increases lead to increased profits, there seem to be no grounds for general increases tied to inflation, in terms of economic growth or safety.

Package 3:

Question 6:  Do you agree with the government’s assessment of the proposals put forward by the industry (Package 3)? If not, please provide evidence to support your view.

The main concern around the industry proposals described in Package 3 is that they represent different sectors of the industry arguing, partly on grounds of competition with each other, for particular increases. Making policy on this principle is likely to lead to a ‘race to the bottom’.

The Government’s proposals in Package 4 are framed as selective responses to the industry’s requests. Beyond our answers to the questions below, we would like to make some specific points:
· The presence of Category B2 machines in betting shops is an anomaly. To argue that these machines are essential the economic viability of betting shops actually shows that the regulatory framework is not working. The traditional function of the betting shop is declining due to a lack of customer demand, but bookmakers are using their current ability to offer B2 machines to transform the high street into a casino environment.
· Gambling Commission statistics show that, from March 2010 – March 2012, jobs in the bookmaking sector fell from 57,319 to 54,449; betting shop numbers rose from 8,822 to 9,128, and B2/B3 machines in betting shops rose from 34,795 to 35,662
. These figures are part of a longer trend. Industry reliance on FOBTs will not lead to increased jobs: the figures show the reverse is the case.
· The current difference in stakes between B3 and B3A machines is not entirely logical – but this does not mean the latter stake should necessarily be increased to £2.

· The Government’s doubts about liberalisation of Category D machines are welcome – we support caution in any changes that target children

Package 4: Category B1

Question 7: Do you agree with the government’s proposal for adjusting the maximum stake limit to £5 on category B1 gaming machines?  If not, why not?

No. There seems no rationale for such an increase of the scale in the stake.
Question 8: Do you consider that this increase will provide sufficient benefit to the casino and manufacturing and supply sectors, whilst also remaining consistent with the licensing objectives of the Gambling Act?

Question 9: Do you agree with the government’s proposal for adjusting the maximum prize limit on B1 gaming machines?

No. In conjunction with the suggested stake increase  to £5, this would be highly irresponsible: high stake and prize gaming machines are particularly dangerous and no such changes should be made until the gambling industry have demonstrated the ability to increase measures that reduce the risk of problem gambling, on the basis of evidence.
Question 10: If so, which limit would provide the most practical benefit to casino and machine manufacturers without negatively impacting on the licensing objectives of the Gambling Act?
Question 11: Are there any other options that should be considered?

The default option should be to do nothing.

The casino sector has argued that the level of regulation under which they operate implies that stakes and prizes should be correspondingly higher than other sectors of the gambling industry. Gaming machines are a more solitary form of gambling than table play. And while casino staff are expected to observe players for signs of problem gambling, this is less likely to be possible with gaming machines, where the potential of repetitive, compulsive play and chasing losses are as present as with other electronic forms of gambling, through physical machines or online.
Question 12: The government would also like to hear from the casino industry and other interested parties about what types of consumer protection measures have been trialled internationally, which have been found to be most effective and whether there is any consensus in international research as to the most effective forms of machine-based interventions.
Consumer protection measures at the point of play can only be one part of consumer protection in the broader sense. Spatial factors like the clustering of betting shops, or locations where to open a casino would be socially irresponsible due to socio-economic factors should also be taken into account. It is important that research into protection measures not be pursued to the exclusion of other relevant factors.

Package 4: Category B2 
Question 13: The government is calling for evidence on the following points: 

a) Does the overall stake and prize limit for B2 machines, in particular the very wide range of staking behaviour that a £100 stake allows, give rise to or encourage a particular risk of harm to people who cannot manage their gambling behaviour effectively?  

Yes.
The industry itself has asserted that Category B2 machines are highly profitable. Secondary analysis of the 2010 BGPS showed that 23% of revenue from B2 machines came from problem gamblers
. This is deeply worrying as the level of problem gambling among those who gamble is 0.9%.
In short – the profitably of B2 machines disproportionately relies on problem gamblers.
b) If so, in what way?  

It is the combination of the stake with the speed of play and ability to ‘repeat bet’ that is particularly dangerous. As well as reductions in the stakes and prizes of Category B2 machines, strong consideration should be given to reducing the speed of play, in particular because of the tendency to lose large sums through ‘chasing losses’.
In addition, other features of B2 machines, such as the speed and frequency of flashing lights and images on the screen, are relevant to addiction, as is their tendency to enforce negative psychological states which lead to further problem gambling.

c) Who stakes where, what are the proportions, what is the average stake?  
d) What characteristics or behaviours might distinguish between high spending players and those who are really at risk? 

This distinction is relevant to the screens used in surveys to assess problem gambling, but is hard to apply to B2 machines. A B2 gaming machine cannot distinguish between someone who can afford to spend a large amount of money in a machine and someone who cannot. Nor can it distinguish between those whose spend represents problem gambling, and others.

An algorithm based on assessing the amount of money bet in a given time would not be sufficient – betting shops are currently allowed up to 4 B2 machines and many high streets contain numerous betting shops, to there is little scope for automatic protection.

It would be truer to say that propensity to play, and keep playing, B2 machines and others like them is itself a marker for someone who is at risk of problem gambling.

e) If there is evidence to support a reduction in the stake and/or prize limits for B2 machines, what would an appropriate level to achieve the most proportionate balance between risk of harm and responsible enjoyment of this form of gambling? 

There is no reason why Category B2 machines should have a stake higher than the maximum for other Category B machines, i.e. £2. In addition, the speed of play should be reduced and the prize decreased.
f) What impact would this have in terms of risks to problem gambling? 

 All the indications are that it would play a significant part in reducing the harm suffered by individual problem gamblers and the harm caused by problem gambling to the wider community.
g) What impact (positive and negative) would there be in terms of high street betting shops?

B2 machines are becoming a significant problem, and the stronger the measures used to combat them, the greater the potential gains. However even a sensible reduction in stakes and prizes could be expected to have beneficial consequences:

· It would reduce the harm caused to gamblers, especially problem gamblers. 
· Because the socio-economic profile of gamblers is weighted to vulnerable groups, such as the poor and those in ill health, it would prevent an economic and social impact on communities that can ill afford it
· It would limit the anti-social effects associated with betting shops, particularly clustered, such as crime, intimidation and negative impact on the diversity of social benefit of premises on the high street

Question 14: a) Are there other harm mitigation measures that might offer a better targeted and more effective response to evidence of harm than reductions in stake and/or prize for B2 machines? 

The preferred option would be to ban Category B2 machines in betting shops altogether. Otherwise, it would be best to severely limit the number of machines per shop.

b) If so, what is the evidence for this and how would it be implemented? 

It should be implemented by placing betting shops in their own use class, rather than in the A2 class. At the same time, local authorities should be given much greater powers to limit the number of machines on the high street.
c) Are there any other options that should be considered?

A total ban on B2 and similar machines should be considered, in view of their strong link with problem gambling.
Package 4: Category B3

Question 15: Do you agree with the government’s proposal to retain the current maximum stake and prize limits on category B3 gaming machines? If not, why not?

It should certainly not be increased and it is questionable whether the current level should be retained.
Question 16: Are there any other options that should be considered?
Returning the stake for B3 machines to £1 should be considered.
Package 4: Category B3A

Question 17: Do you agree with the government’s proposal for adjusting the maximum stake limit to £2 on category B3A gaming machines?  If not, why not?

There seems to be little rationale for this proposal. No evidence that it has helped profits has been provided and the more important question of relation to problem gambling has not been considered. 
Question 18: Do you consider that this increase will provide sufficient benefit to members’ and commercial clubs, whilst also remaining consistent with the licensing objectives of the Gambling Act?
Question 19: Are there any other options that should be considered?

Package 4: Category B4

Question 20: Do you agree with the government’s proposal for adjusting the maximum stake to £2 and maximum prize to £400 for category B4 machines? If not, why not?

These proposals go beyond even increases in line with inflation. Evidence suggests that demand for them is declining: increases of this level pose the risk of building a business model based disproportionately on revenues from problem gamblers.
Question 21: Do you consider that this increase will provide sufficient benefit to members’ and commercial clubs and other relevant sectors, whilst also remaining consistent with the licensing objectives of the Gambling Act?
Question 22: Are there any other options that should be considered?

Package 4: Category C

Question 23: Do you agree with the government’s proposal to increase the maximum prize to £100 for category C machines?

No. This is a particularly risky proposal. Category C machines are widely available on high streets. An increase of this scale would risk blurring the boundaries between casual and social gaming, and harder gaming environments. Any such proposals should be preceded by detailed study of the distribution of these machines and demographic information about their users. In particular, there is a strong danger of children accessing these machines.
Question 24: Do you consider that this increase will provide sufficient benefit to industry sectors, whilst also remaining consistent with the licensing objectives of the Gambling Act?
Package 4: Category D

Question 25: Do you agree with the government’s proposal to increase the maximum stake to £2 and the maximum prize to £60 for category D crane grab machines? If not, why not?

This is an unwise proposal. In view of the risk to children who may legally use Category D machines, it is contrary to objective (c) of the Gambling Act 2005 and the objective stated in 2.13 of this consultation document: “To do so only to the extent consistent with player protection and gambling-related harm minimisation;”

Question 26: Do you agree with the government’s proposal to increase the maximum stake to 20p and the maximum prize to £6 for category D complex (reel based) machines? If not, why not?
We strongly object to this proposal; reel-based slot machines are akin to harder machines which young people cannot legally play. High stakes are inappropriate for gaming machines accessible to young people.
Question 27: Do you agree with the government’s proposal to increase the maximum stake to 20p and the maximum prize to £20 (of which no more than £10 may be a money prize) for category D coin pusher machines? If not, why not? 
As above, a £20 prize changes a coin pusher machine from casual entertainment into an incentive to gamble for profit.
Question 28: Do you consider that the increases will provide sufficient benefit to the arcade sector, whilst also remaining consistent with the licensing objectives of the Gambling Act?

Question 29: Are there any other options that should be considered?

The preferred option would be to make no changes. Young people are at greater risk of developing a chronic gambling problem than other age groups. Following the precautionary principle, no change should be made.

Costs and benefits:
Question 30: Do you agree with the methodology used in the impact assessment to assess the costs and benefits of the proposed measures? If not, why not? (Please provide evidence to support your answer)  
Question 31: Do you agree with the government’s approach to monitoring and evaluating the impact of changes to inform future reviews? If not, why not? (Please provide evidence to support your answer) 

Question 32: What other evidence would stakeholders be able to provide to help monitoring and evaluation?
It is important to understand the role of evidence. Our churches have been committed to evidence-based policy making regarding gambling. Where evidence is available and relevant and should be used. This evidence should give at least as strong a role to the social and health impacts of problem gambling as to industry profitability. 

In this respect it is important that funding for the BGPS be maintained and that timely and relevant research facilitated by the RBSG and the RGT should be available. However, the way that evidence is being used needs to be rethought. Since the Gambling Act 2005, the operating presumption seems to have been that liberalisation of gambling is in itself a good and should proceed unless strong, universally acceptable evidence suggests the contrary. Yet even the clear evidence of a rise in problem gambling and the dangerous role of B2 machines did not lead to a policy response. This is not evidence-based policy making, but the exact opposite of the precautionary principle.

Thus it is not clear what the Government criteria for action based on evidence are, because no actual response to new evidence has been made since the Gambling Act 2005.

Another point is that not all the relevant evidence is quantitative, or needs to be. Our ecumenical colleagues and members in local communities have deep concerns about the way that the clustering of betting shops and the normalisation of gambling is affecting society. These concerns are shared by many of other faiths or no faith who observe the negative social effect of insufficiently regulated gambling. 
The Government should conduct studies of the relationship between gambling shops, money lenders, pawn brokers and other businesses which feed on poor and vulnerable communities to their detriment. It should also consult the public more broadly on what role the public wishes gambling to have in society.
Prize gaming:
Question 33: Are there other sectors in addition to bingo that currently provide gaming under prize gaming rules? 
Question 34: Were the Government to change the stake and prize limits (including aggregate limits), would this encourage more operators to offer prize gaming? 
Question 35: What type of products would the industry look to offer as a result of the proposals?
James North
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� http://www.gamblingcommission.gov.uk/PDF/Industry%20stats%20April%202009%20-%20March%202012%20-%20December%202012v18.pdf


� http://www.gamblingwatchuk.org/research-new/95-people-with-gambling-problems-are-making-a-massive-contribution-to-gambling-profits
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