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$1BN
NORTH AMERICA
New Jersey’s sports books
took more than $1bn in
bets in 2018, according to
the latest figures from the
regulator - giving a
handsome boost to the
state’s open and
competitive betting
framework. Stats released

by the state Division of
Gaming Enforcement
show that takings for

December were down
slightly (3.5 percent) on
November but at $319.2m
helped to push the total
handle for 2018 to $1.25bn
- and that’s only since
PASPA was repealed in the
summer. Operators
achieved a comfortable
eight percent of all bets in
revenues, or $94m. Sports
betting now makes up 8.1
percent of New Jersey’s
total GGY; which itself is
up 25.1 percent, year-on-
year.

1,900
UK
The latest word from high
street giants William Hill
and GVC-owned
Ladbrokes is that they
plan to close 900 and
1,000 betting shops
respectively over the next
two years - as the new £2
FOBT stake will make
many outlets unprofitable.
William Hill, which has
already shifted its
attention to growth in the

US (CEO Philip Bowcock
has predicted it could
soon be the British
bookmaker’s largest
market) has conceded that
up to 4,500 British jobs
will be lost. Consequently,
the impact on racecourses

“has already started to
take effect,” said Arena
Racing’s Martin Cruddace.
“As a result of this, Arc
simply cannot continue to
support our current levels
of executive contribution
to prize-money.”
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Another cohort of US
states introduced
new betting bills

towards to the end of Jan-
uary, apparently unde-
terred by the utterances
of the Department of Jus-
tice.

Massachusetts, Hawaii,
Arizona, Virginia and New
Hampshire all have legis-
lation on their books that
would regulate sports bet-
ting in one fashion or
another. 

Sports betting would be
the first form of gambling
to ever be legalised in
Hawaii. House Bill 1107
intends to allow the state
to also become its sole
bookmaker, on the basis
that “tens of thousands”
of Hawaiians are already
doing so with offshore
sites. “Moreover, tens of
millions of dollars in rev-
enues generated from
online gambling are being
realized by offshore oper-
ators serving Hawaii resi-
dents, but no benefits are
provided to the State,” the
bill reads.

Meanwhile Arizona is
looking at a new bill to

enable its 16 gaming
tribes to offer sports bet-
ting at their 24 casinos,
and elsewhere within their
lands.

New Hampshire is con-
sidering a relatively open
model for betting, that
would authorize the
state’s Lottery Commis-
sion “to conduct sports
betting directly or through
an authorized agent via
the use of mobile internet
devices and through
physical sports book retail
establishments.”

In Massachusetts five
bills are now on the table
(see North America, page
14). The current favourite,
submitted by the governor
himself, makes references
to operators’ ability to
transfer betting informa-
tion across state lines -
seemingly in disregard for
the DoJ’s opinion days
earlier that such activity
be outlawed. Either Baker
wrote his before the DoJ’s
was published, or he
knows his case law, and is
confident the latter opin-
ion will be quashed in the
circuit courts.

US betting
bills press on,
despite DoJ
opinion
US LEGISLATION

The responsibility to
reduce problem gambling
is often asymmetrically
laid at the feet of gambling
operators. But increas-

ingly banks are taking it upon them-
selves to block their own customers’
payments to gambling services - if
they have requested help with prob-
lematic behaviour.

A string of so-called “challenger
banks” - such as Monzo and Starling
- began to offer their customers the
ability block their own payments
last year. These were later joined by
Barclays and more recently San-
tander, Halifax, Lloyds and Bank of
Scotland. 

Given the various complications
firms face in tackling the issue, most
recently felt by GamStop - the indus-
try-owned scheme understandably
struggling to achieve its goal of allow-
ing bettors to self-exclude across the
entire UK market (see UK, page 10) -
these initiatives come as a welcome
pillar of support.

For David McLeish, partner at
Wiggin, it is possibly even a little over-
due. “The government has really
focussed on gambling operators, per-
haps without thinking outside the
box on this,” he said.

The UK industry has taken “great
strides in terms of responsible gam-
bling”, and “this isn’t recognised
enough”, he added. “But the fact that
others in the supply/financial chain
can take steps to support these initia-
tives should be welcomed.”

Analysts at Regulus Partners held
a similar view, writing that bank
account blocking “complements a
growing array of services and tools
developed by gambling operators the
traditional supply chain and special-
ist safer gambling companies.”

Although: “developing these tools
is one thing; persuading people to
use them is quite another; and nor-
mative framing seems like a more
promising route than the public
health lobby’s scare tactics. The next
task is surely to work out how all

UK PAYMENTS

With high street banks
taking on some of the

responsibility for
blocking problematic

payments, and the
government looking

into a ban on betting
with credit cards, we
ask whether this gives

succor to a sector
struggling with self-

exclusion, or signals
another small step

towards controlling
how consumers spend

their cash.

Marked cards 

Blocked by the bank
Helping hand or
troubling precedent
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E2.1BN
EUROPE
Italy’s tax and spend
policies will finally be put
to the test this year, as
the coalition government
seeks to extract E7.7bn
from banking and
insurance sectors over
the next three years - and
E2.1bn from gambling.
Early indicators are not
positive. The
independent National
Council of Accountants

warns that the figures
don’t add up: most of the

costs will be passed on
to consumers,
discouraging economic
activity and faithful
reporting - and will
ultimately end up in less
taxes for the state.
Meanwhile both the
central bank and law
enforcement have
warned that taxing the
gambling sector too
much too soon, risks
reviving mafia gambling
dens, and offshore
operators.

11%
WORLD 
Online gaming’s share of
the global gambling
market is still only 10-11
percent, according to
GBGC’s Global Gambling
Report 2018.
“A few factors have
influenced this market
share. First, online
gambling’s rise
coincided with the
growth of Macau as a
land-based casino

market,” the consultancy
explained. “Second,
various gambling sectors
in the USA e.g. lotteries
have not been able to
offer online activities for
much of those two
decades.”
GBGC went on to
comment that although
developments in the US
in recent quarters had
given hope to a
significant expansion of
online play, “the new
opinion on the Wire Act

by the Department of
Justice in 2019 throws
some doubt on that.”

In a sign that the even world largest
betting and gaming companies are
not done consolidating, the Sunday

Times reports of merger talks between
Paddy Power Betfair and Stars Group -
for what would have created an £8.4bn
company.

According to the newspaper, talks of
the mega merger were conducted “late
last year” and are now understood to
be over. With their respective global
brands including PokerStars, FanDuel
and SkyBet (and many of them already
market leaders across various territo-
ries) the new entity “would almost cer-
tainly run into competition issues,”
said The Times, “which could have
halted the move.”

The discussions come just weeks
after various major regulatory changes
were announced in both the UK and
Australia, commonly seen as a starting
whistle for a fresh wave of consolida-

tion, as firms continue to seek synergies
to absorb these extra costs.

Firms that have so far been left out
of the bigger deals in recent years -
such as William Hill and 888 - were
widely expected to be involved in
mergers this year.

Yet Paddy Power and Stars have been
two of the most active, showing that
there is still appetite for such “mergers
of equals” - even among the world’s
largest firms.

Paddy Power recently concluded its
acquisition of FanDuel - an American
daily fantasy sports with millions of
active users. Its market cap currently
sits at £4.8bn. While the latter com-
pleted a number of transactions in 2018,
including CrownBet and William Hill in
Australia - and most recently the media-
backed SkyBet which operates across
the UK, Germany and Italy. Stars Group
is currently valued at $6.4bn.

Paddy Power
and Stars in
talks for £8.4bn
mega-merger
IRELAND ACQUISITION

these tools and controls interlink.”
And therein lies the potential problem

for the industry. At the moment, these ini-
tiatives are voluntary, adopted by banks at
the behest of their customers, and in
response to their own regulatory pres-
sures. But if such a scheme were to become

mandatory, and tied across gambling and
banking sectors, it begs the question of
who gets to decide which payments get
blocked, and which don’t. Today it’s con-
sumers - but in the current febrile feelings-
first policy environment, that itself could
be subject to change.

“My view is that such tools are a great
help to those that wish to curtail or stop
their gambling addiction,” says Warwick
Bartlett, CEO of the Isle of Man based con-
sultancy firm, GBGC. “But we have to be
careful not to cross the line and prevent
those that do not have a gambling problem
from gaining access to their chosen gam-
bling website - for 99.3 percent of people
gambling is a normal pastime.”

“The banks are under constant pres-
sure these days to avoid the horrendous
fines that have been levied upon them.
What is a concern to me is the way gov-
ernments are using the banking system to
regulate behaviour as opposed to legisla-
tion that would be unpopular and a vote
loser.”

The latest push from both government
and the Gambling Commission is for the
mandatory blocking on the use of credit
cards to place bets or wagers online; a modest
proposal perhaps, but if a recent survey - that
shows up to one in five bets are placed this
way - is anything to go by, it could have a sig-
nificant impact on revenues. 

McLeish tempers, it’s “generally felt
that social responsibility initiatives have
reduced the prevalence of this.” But for
the government to start telling people
what they can and can’t spend borrowed
money on, would already represent the
crossing of a major rubicon in terms of
consumer freedom. 

“Regulation is a good thing,” Bartlett
reminds. “But too much regulation is
harmful and governments the world over
are now having an overbearing influence
on people’s day to day lives.”

In the meantime, David Clifton, director
of licensing consultancy firm, Clifton
Davies, warns that no one should be taking
this added assistance from banks as an
easing of their own regulatory commit-
ments to monitor problematic behaviour.

“I don’t see this development leading to
any alleviation of compliance obligations
on the part of gambling operators,” he
explains. “They will remain bound to pro-
mote the licensing objective of protecting
the vulnerable and to comply with all of the
LCCP obligations associated with that. 

“In my view, only a foolhardy operator
would approach this on the basis that it
could provide some cost-saving from a
compliance perspective.”
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Fine lines...
“Such tools are a great
help to those that wish to
curtail or stop their
gambling addiction. But
we have to be careful not
to cross the line and
prevent those that do not
have a gambling problem
from gaining access to
their chosen gambling
website - for 99.3 percent
of people gambling is a
normal pastime.”


