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Evangelical Alliance submission to the Gambling Act 2005: Triennial Review of Gaming Machine Stake and Prize Limits

Introductory remarks
The Evangelical Alliance is the largest and oldest body representing the UK’s two million evangelical Christians. For more than 165 years, we have been bringing Christians together and helping them listen to, and be heard by, the government, media and society. 

We’re here to connect people for a shared mission, whether it’s celebrating the Bible, making a difference in our communities or lobbying the government for a better society. 

From Skye to Southampton, from Coleraine to Cardiff, we work across 79 denominations, more than 3,500 churches, 750 organisations and thousands of individual members. And we're not just uniting Christians within the UK – we are a founding member of the World Evangelical Alliance, a global network of more than 600 million evangelical Christians. For more information, go to www.eauk.org.

Our approach to gambling policy

We are committed to seeing a framework for gambling policy that does its utmost to protect those at risk from the harmful effects gambling can cause. We work with partners from other faith and community groups and those with first hand experience of problem gambling to advocate for a regulatory regime that put those who are vulnerable in prime position. We consider this, as expressed in the overall licensing principles of the Gambling Commission, to be of greater importance than the economic success of the gambling industry. We therefore do not consider gambling to be a recreational leisure activity like any other. It is an activity that can cause grave harm and therefore requires careful regulation. This regulation should not be altered to allow more opportunities to gamble, or opportunities to gamble more, without clear evidence this will not cause further harm.

The Evangelical Alliance is not against gambling, while we respect those of our faith and others who oppose all forms of gambling we believe the choice whether or not to gamble should be exactly that, a choice. We have worked with the government, the Gambling Commission and previously the Gaming Board since prior to the Budd Report to ensure that the choice to gamble is done within an environment that protects the player and can be done responsibly. While individual responsibility is important there is also a vital role for the government and industry in ensuring the products offered do not create problems or exacerbate existing challenges. 

The evidence from the British Gambling Prevalence Surveys has shown a significant increase in the number of people with gambling problems. This is cause for concern, and cause for more active regulation. The increase in the problem gambling rate from 0.6 per cent to 0.9 per cent is sufficient to support more active regulation and not a loosening of the reins on the part of the government. There has also been considerable instability in the commissioning and publication of research into problem gambling and this has not furnished policy makers with the evidence we consider necessary to loosen regulations. The evidence that does exist points to a preponderance of gaming machines in areas with higher poverty and unemployment, this should be enough to caution against increasing prizes and stakes while more detail research is under way.

Changes to stakes and prizes

The current and former government have both made ad hoc changes to the prizes and stakes of specific categories of machine and therefore we welcome the reintroduction of a triennial system of review to ensure all categories are dealt with in concert with each other. We do not consider that each opportunity for review should be an assumed opportunity to increase stakes and prizes, but hope that at each review reduction is considered in equal measure to ensure the licensing principles are sufficiently adhered to. It is therefore with disappointment that this consultation largely ignores that possibility. 

Changes were made in 2009 to Category C machines to double stakes and prizes and changes were also made to some Category D machines as outlined in the consultation document. Further changes were made in 2011 to Category B3 machine doubling the stake from £1 to £2. These changes were seemingly enacted purely for the purpose of the economic benefit of the industries affected. The changes were not grounded in a precautionary approach to regulation, and as the consultation on the 2011 changes noted the 2009 changes to Category C machines did not deliver the economic returns predicted by the industry. This should provide warning against making changes which could increase problem gambling based upon economic predictions which are speculative and past evidence suggests are unreliable. 

Our responses throughout this consultation are grounded on the perspective that the economic well being of the gambling industry is insufficient to merit changes that could cause further harm to those already struggling with gambling problems. We acknowledge that the gambling industry provides vital employment for many people, but if this employment is contributing to the harm of others, their employment is not grounds in and of itself for continuation of a harmful policy. We are concerned that some sectors of the gambling industry, in particular betting shops, are increasingly reliant on machines which generate considerable profit, minimal employment and are shown to be among the most dangerous forms of gambling. 

Question 1: How often should government schedule these reviews? Please explain the reasons for any timeframes put for consultation.

A regular triennial review process allows for all stake and prize levels to be considered together. In order to take note of any changes to problem gambling rates we consider it advisable for them to take place after the publication of each prevalence study which also works on broadly a triennial basis. 

Question 2  No comment

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.

We do not consider it appropriate for the government to offer a quid pro quo of greater freedom in exchange for information vital to assessing the impact of gaming machines. The information should be provided and only if after rigorous research it is considered beyond doubt that a flexible approach would lead to no greater risk of problem gambling should any further flexibility be allowed. 

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

There are merits in accepting package 1, not changing the stakes and prizes is a simply way of adhering to the precautionary principle and ensuring the risk of gambling related harm is not increased. That said, we do not support this package because we believer that while there may be scope for rationalising some prize levels there needs also be scope for reduction in certain prize levels. 

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

While an inflationary approach has certain common sense arguments in its favour it also creates problems, in particular with having to round the prize and stake levels to suit the coinage machines would accept. 

The government's rejection of this package on the basis it would not provide sufficient economic benefit to manufacturers, operators or suppliers suggests a continual upward trend of prize and stake limits simply to meet the industry's desire for economic success regardless of the impact such changes might have. It is not the government's responsibility to encourage growth in the gaming market industry, it is their responsibility alongside the Gambling Commission to ensure that gambling takes place in a safe, legal and responsible manner. 

We therefore reject package 2 because it proposes to increase prizes and stakes in a manner that bears no relation to the challenges that increases might pose to safe, legal and responsible gambling activity. We also consider inflationary increases to be unworkable in practice due to the awkward increments it would produce. 

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 government is certainly correct to reject the proposals to increase the prize levels for Category B3 machines. These machines were reviewed and changes implemented in 2011 and no evidence was put forward by the industry to support their assertion of economic benefit. 

We also agree with the government that the proposed changes to Category D machines would endanger the licensing principles and provide no evidence of public protection in their plans. We disagree that some changes should be made to ensure commercial viability in this area. Great Britain is the only country with a developed regulatory regime for gambling that permits under 18s to gamble. We believe this fundamentally runs contrary to the desire to protect young people from gambling related harm and would be quite content to see this part of the industry become economically non-viable. The government should not go out of their way to provide opportunities for young people to gamble.  

The government are also travelling along a line we would agree with in their rationale with regards Category B1 machines. We also agree that casinos should be the place where the highest stake machines operate because they are a more controlled environment. However, we consider this an argument to reduce or remove higher stake and prize machines from premises out side of casinos and therefore restore some order to the regulatory pyramid. 

We are concerned that for most machine categories the proposals and intended economic consequences were simply assertions and not backed by evidence. We therefore believe the burden should be on the industry to produce evidence both of economic benefits and assurance changes will not increase gambling related harm. In the absence of either of these tranches of evidence the government should reject requests for prize and stake increases. 

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

We believe that the rest of the regulatory regime for gaming machines should flow down from the maximum prize and stakes currently allowed for B1 machines, rather than the ad hoc increases of the past few years creating an upward pressure to increase stakes and prizes. Therefore we do not support an increase to £5 for the stake of B1 machines.

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?

There appears to be a fundamental flaw in the gaming machine industry which requires continual increases in prizes and stakes to ensure commercial viability. If people are choosing not to gamble their money this should be seen as responsible behaviour and not a cue to allow changes that could endanger others and only benefit the balance sheet of the industry. We do not consider that any increase will provide a satisfactory benefit to the industry, and therefore as soon as one change is implemented a further will be lobbied for. The prize and stake levels should be set at an appropriate level and the commercial viability of gambling activity should be determined as a consequence of these decisions and not the other way around. 

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

No. We see benefit for different levels dependent on the harm mitigation measures in place but not as part of a trade off. 

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?

If the government wants to trial harm mitigation measures we would suggest doing so at the lowest possible level. There is no reason to increase the stakes to the levels suggested. 

Question 11: Are there any other options that should be considered?

We consider the government has given insufficient consideration to maintaining the casino gaming regulatory framework as it is. The position should be to maintain the current system until research shows that change will not cause harm. Changes certainly should not be made on the basis of assertions of economic benefit which if correct will come at the cost of those playing the games, and some of those will be people with gambling problems. Prizes and stakes cannot be increased without a high likelihood of some impact on those with gambling problems. 

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 s any consensus in international research as to the most effective forms of machine-based interventions?

No comment.

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?

The size of the stake and the permutations for staking allowed in B2 gaming machines is highly likely to give rise to gambling behaviour that is of particular risk.

We do not think it is appropriate to apportion the responsibility so heavily on people 'who cannot manage their gambling behaviour effectively'. We consider it vital that responsibility is also taken by those who provide the gaming machines to offer gambling activities which can be enjoyed responsibly. Considering player protection measures is important but so to is an understanding of the particular harm that certain gambling activities can give rise to. 

b) If so, in what way?

The stakes and prizes, as well as the way in which multiple lines can be staked on a B2 machine can encourage players to try and chase their loses. The use of near wins where some of the stake is recovered but not all, as well as the speed of play contribute to a gaming environment conducive with compulsive behaviour. 

Secondary analysis of the 2010 British Gambling Prevalence Survey showed that 23 per cent of revenue from B2 machines came from problem gamblers. This should be evidence enough to suggest the problem is more about the machine than the player.  

c) Who stakes where, what are the proportions, what is the average stake?

We have no knowledge or evidence to contribute of staking behaviour.

d) What characteristics or behaviours might distinguish between high spending players and those who are really at risk?

Spending high amounts is one of the identifying factors for problem gamblers, and therefore high spending players are already at some degree of risk, even if their behaviour does not become compulsive. This is therefore a false dichotomy to draw. The financial benevolence of B2 machine to the gambling industry, and in particular betting shops, is therefore often at the expense of people who are at risk of gambling related harm. This is why the economic success of the gambling industry should not be the principle objective of the government's review into stake and prize limits as if this is achieved it is likely some increase in the risk of harm will be created.  

The propensity to play, and to continue to play, B2 machines is indicative of someone who may have a gambling problem. Therefore any measures that reduce their availability or addictiveness would be welcome to mitigate the harm caused. 

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?

The stake level of B2 machines is an anomaly in the regulatory framework and with increasing evidence pointing towards their contribution to gambling problems there is no reason to allow this anomaly to persist. We are aware of the financial dependence the betting industry has on these machines, but this dependency is not sufficient to justify the far more costly dependency on gambling the machines create in some player's lives. We are aware this might have a financial impact on the betting industry but we consider reducing problem gambling should be the overriding concern of this government. 

We would advocate bringing B2 machines in line with other category B machines with a £2 stake. 

f) What impact would this have in terms of risks to problem gambling?

A decrease in the stake level would make these machines less attractive to players that have gambling problems and is therefore likely to lead to a decrease in problem gambling. Such a move should be the priority of this government.

g) What impact (positive and negative) would there be in terms of high street betting shops?

We believe a highly positive impact of this policy shift would be the decreasing dependence of betting shops on B2 machines. This would hopefully change the business model for betting shops so new shops would not be opened close to existing premises to maximise the machine allocation. This would provide a wider mix of premises of the high street and less opportunities for local communities to be negatively impacted by problem gambling. 

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?

We would also advocate a decrease in the speed of play for B2 machines as this would reduce the incentive to chase losses. We would also like to see local authorities given greater powers to refuse planning and licensing permission to new betting shops. This could be done through the creation of a sui generis Use Class Order, or through local authorities allowed to apply a cumulative impact policy in a similar manner to alcohol licenses. 

A tighter limit on the number of B2 machines per shop would also reduce the availability for play and should therefore also have a positive impact. 

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

Speed of play, along with stake and prize level is considered one of the factors that can make gaming machines more addictive and therefore a contributor to gambling related harm. 

c) Are there any other options that should be considered?

We consider that in the light of evidence from the 2010 BGPS which shows 23 per cent of all money staked on B2 machines comes from people with gambling problems, and secondary analysis of the 2007 Survey showing only B2 machines as individually significant when analysing the gambling behaviour of problem gamblers, the government should at least consider whether the continued availability of these machines in any form or premises is consistent with the licensing objectives. 

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? 

Yes, the stake and prize levels for B3 machines have only recently been reviewed and the stake doubled. It would therefore be highly irresponsible for further changes to be made before the impact has been fully assessed. We hope careful consideration of the impact of this prior change as well as any made under this review will be recorded to determine whether changes to prizes and stakes deliver the financial benefit hoped for. The evidence from the changes in 2009 to Category C machines suggests the track record for industry predictions is not good. 

Question 16: Are there any other options that should be considered?

We consider that whenever prizes and stakes are considered a reduction should be just as likely as an increase if a reduction can increase player protection and minimise gambling related harm. 

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? 
The government’s proposals in relation to both category B3A and B4 machines are based on the assumption that because these machines are situated in members and commercial clubs they pose a lower risk. We consider this to be poor reasoning because clubs are not safe environments for gambling, they are not as controlled as the proposals suggest, and children and young people frequently accompany adults and may observe gambling activity. Increases to the stakes and prizes for these machines should be kept to a minimum, and should certainly go no higher than inflation linked increase.

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?
We do not consider that doubling the stake for B3A machines is consistent with the licensing objectives. As mentioned above these machines are placed in environments children have access to, and an increased stake level is likely to lead to greater player losses – inevitable if the industry want a financial benefit – which is highly likely to be a sign of increased problem gambling. Increasing stakes in a way that brings financial benefit to clubs is likely to pose some risk to increased gambling related harm. This is why we consider the most sensible course of action to be the maintenance of the status quo.

Question 19: Are there any other options that should be considered?
Smaller increases should be considered. The leap from £1 to £2 because that is the next value coinage available is a huge increase and one that is hard to justify. A smaller increase closer to inflation would allow for a range of staking behaviour while not making such a big change without considering the impact a small change may have. 

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?
No, as above we believe any increases for Category B4 machines should be limited inflation. The reasons for the increase given indicate a desire to stimulate demand and not be detrimental to other parts of the industry. We firmly do not consider that the government should be involved in stimulating demand for gambling products, as this runs a definite risk of increasing the likelihood of gambling related harm. 

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?
We do not consider that the benefits, sufficient or otherwise, for members’ and commercial clubs and other relevant sectors is pertinent to a discussion of whether changes could jeopardise the licensing objectives of the Gambling Act. 

Question 22: Are there any other options that should be considered?
We believe that in these categories as in others insufficient consideration has been given to the potential benefit for a harm minimisation agenda of decreasing stakes and prizes. Such options should form a central part of all government reviews of stakes and prizes. 

Question 23: Do you agree with the government’s proposal to increase the maximum prize to £100 for category C machines?
We consider this to be a deeply inappropriate proposition. The prizes and stakes were doubled for category C machines in 2009 following claims from the industry it would lead to an increase in manufacturing and operator revenue. The doubling of prizes and stakes should not be further increased after such a small space of time. The failure of the earlier changes to provide sufficient benefit should caution the government against considering increases in prizes and states to be the solution to economic problems the industry repeatedly appear to assume they will be. 

Question 24: Do you consider that this increase will provide sufficient benefit to industry sectors, whist also remaining consistent with the licensing objectives of the Gambling Act? 
It appears that the changes in 2009 provided insufficient benefit so there is no reason to consider the proposed changes will prove sufficient. We therefore consider it is not worth risking any increase in gambling related harm to pursue a policy that has a dubious track record of achieving what it is claimed to do. 

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?

The Evangelical Alliance believes that gambling is an activity which should be solely undertook by adults. The continued availability of gambling machines targeted to and accessibly by people under the 18 is therefore fundamentally incongruent with the licensing objective to protect children and vulnerable people from exploitation through gambling. We do not see any reason why any gaming machines should be available to people under 18. 

Therefore we reject the government’s proposals to increase the stakes and prizes for category D machines in the strongest possible terms. If access to such machines is restricted to over 18s we believe there may be a case for altering prizes and stakes. 

Furthermore, prize limits were drastically increased in 2009 and if these changes have proved to be insufficient it is perhaps indicative of a lack of consumer demand which the government should not go out of their way to stimulate this demand. While we realise Family Entertainment Centres contribute to local economies and provide jobs, we feel the economic benefit this creates is in conflict with protecting young people from gambling related harm. 

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?
The Gambling Review Body stated in 2001 that “if we were creating the regulations for the first time, we would certainly recommend that no gaming machines should be played by under 18s”. While we recognise the UK does have such machines and they are a part of many local economies, we encourage the government to recognise that such an eventuality is far from ideal. We therefore encourage the government to take steps that does not perpetuate this sub-ideal situation. We believe in seeking to raise the stake for reel based machines the government are taking steps they do not need to take to maintain a scenario which they should not be seeking to defend. 

Reel based games are of particular concern because they look and feel and play like other higher stake and prize fruit machines. This is because they are fruit machines. The stakes and prizes for these machines if permitted to remain should remain as low as possible. Other interventions should also be taken to differentiate them from high stake machines. 

Our opposition to these machines is based on concerns that young people will become used to gambling at an early age in a way that could cause gambling problems, or in and of itself constitute a gambling problem. In other fields analysing addiction such as alcohol, tobacco and drugs early use is linked to continued misuse and abuse in later life. 

The particular vulnerability of adolescents to developing compulsive gambling habits is fairly well established in gambling studies and government policy should therefore reflect this and take steps to prevent this occurring. Increasing stakes and prizes of category D machines would run counter to this aim. 

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?
For similar reasons as above we don’t think the government should seek to prop up forms of gambling that prove unpopular and can also encourage young people to develop gambling habits which could cause considerable harm.

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?
As for other sectors, but specifically evident here, while we acknowledge and appreciate the financial challenges facing sectors of the industry producing or using category D machines we do not think the further promotion of gambling activities targeted at under 18s is an appropriate way to address this challenge. 

Question 29: Are there any other options that should be considered?
We think the government should encourage further research into child gambling and seriously consider ways that it can be discouraged. This should include the possibility of preventing under 18s from accessing and using any gambling products. 

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)
We consider a thorough analysis of cost and benefit would not rely on figures provided by the industry to support their case and would also include the costs of problem gambling that might be increased through changes, including public health, crime and anti-social behaviour consequences. Further costs which are harder to quantify such as family breakdown should also be noted. 

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)
We agree that following any changes serious monitoring should occur to assess whether the changes achieve the anticipated effects or create unexpected consequences. We are disappointed the government hasn’t sought to assess the impact of changes to stakes and prizes made in 2009 and 2011 to form the basis of this current review. 

The profitability of the industry should not be of principle concern in evaluating the impact of these measures. If any of them lead to any evidence of an increase in gambling related harm it should lead the government to take action to minimise this impact. It should also inform a different policy approach in the future. 

Question 32: What other evidence would stakeholders be able to provide to help monitoring and evaluation? 
In future reviews the government should seek to receive input from a wide range of stakeholders beyond those who are already engaged in the process. It should make the most of evidence published from the most independent sources and be suitably sceptical of industry backed research that supports their goals and proposals. It should seek to listen to the voices of those who have direct personal experience of gambling related harm, and use their experiences as the basis of what a precautionary regulatory system would look like. 

We also hope the government will receive data and information from the gambling industry which will be instructive of habits of play and potential opportunities for harm minimisation interventions. We do not believe this data should be part of a trade off which gives the industry higher stakes and prizes or a more relaxed regulatory regime. The data should be provided as part of their on going commitment to the gambling regime established under the act which is legal, safe, and protects the most vulnerable. 

Question 33: Are there other sectors in addition to bingo that currently provide gaming under prize gaming rules?
No comment.
Question 34: Were the Government to change the stake and prize limits (including aggregate limits), would this encourage more operators to offer prize gaming?
There should be no increase to the limits of prizes and stakes to any gambling activity which takes place in an environment accessible to under 18s. The opportunity to observe adults gambling can create expectations of normal activity which could contribute to gambling related harm either at an adolescent stage or later in life. 

We also do not think that considering changes were made in 2010 it is appropriate to make further changes without a clear understanding of the impact of those changes. If these changes have not produced the economic benefits expected there is little to support the claims further increases will have the desired effect. 

Question 35: What type of products would the industry look to offer as a result of the proposals?
No comment. 

Concluding remarks
The nature and tone of this consultation suggests that an increase in prizes and stakes is a necessary or appropriate response to the economic needs of the gambling industry.  

The case for player protection remains as strong as ever and this argument should not be relegated because of the economic needs of the industry.  We find it of grave concern that the association between gaming machines and problem gambling is largely ignored as the evidence base for this link is current and growing; it should not be dismissed and must be revisited and considered in depth.

Finally this consultation while considering a range of options fails to consider the benefits of a reduction in prizes and stakes in improving harm minimisation in the gaming machine sector. We believe that a thorough review should consider all options and the emphasis on financial benefit for the gambling industry is too narrow.  
We look forward to a continued engagement with the department, and the Gambling Commission, on the development of gambling policy and ensuring adequate player protection.  Please do not hesitate to contact for clarification or further discussion.

Daniel Webster

Parliamentary Officer
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