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The proponents of Glasgow City Council’s moves to treat gambling harms as a public health 
issue have called on the UK government to change the Gambling Act to hand over more 
powers to local authorities to protect people “let down by current UK-wide gambling policies”. 
 
Glasgow has followed the lead of other county councils, including Kent and Devon, in 
pledging new measures to tackle gambling harms and will be holding a summit early in the 
new year to develop a “framework for action”. 
 
Such thinking is in line with advice from the Gambling Commission back in February last 
year which suggested gambling harms should be “treated as a public health issue” and 
stated how this agenda “could be advanced at a local level”. 
 
Councillor Annette Christie from the Scottish National Party (SNP) said that the evidence 
from local area profiles by both Glasgow City Council and the Social and Public Health 
Sciences Unit of the University of Glasgow show clustering of “environmental bads”, 
including gambling outlets, alcohol and fast-food outlets in deprived areas of the city. 
 
“These locations are specifically targeted by bookmakers and other retailers to allow them to 
market to a specific demographic, those they consider prime candidates for their products, 
but this kind of unfair and unequal consumer marketing to those who can least afford it 
makes it very difficult for individuals to escape from harmful messaging,” said Christie. 
 
According to a Glasgow City Council press release, the summit will look to discuss the 
“linkages and interdependencies” of how gambling affects families and the wider society. 
This was after a council committee meeting which heard from Michelle Gillies, public 
consultant for the Scottish Public Health Network, and Laura MacDonald, a researcher for 
the Institute of Health and Wellbeing at the University of Glasgow. 
 
Christie said the proposed Gambling Summit would “set discussions firmly as a public health 
matter, whereupon gambling harms can no longer be ignored”. 
 
“The whole sector must come together to reduce problem gambling and the harm it causes 
and our aim is to put Glasgow at the forefront in tackling this issue,” she added.  
“I would hope to make our city a key player in the development of any future education and 
treatment programmes in Scotland and internationally.” 
 
Dan Waugh, a partner at UK gambling industry consultancy Regulus Partners, noted that 
Glasgow was not alone in developing plans for addressing gambling harm, “seemingly” in 
response to the clear prompts from the Gambling Commission, the Local Government 
Association and Public Health England. 



 
“We should expect more of this,” he added. “This is positive and is likely to lead to better 
localised treatment and support services for gambling.” 
 
But he added that although giving local authorities a greater say in how gambling is 
conducted “had merit”, it would be more of an issue if decisions were being taken to “satisfy 
vocal (moralistic) minorities”. 
 
“That these moves are taking place against a highly politicised, highly ideological and 
thoroughly dishonest public policy debate ought to be a matter of concern,” he added.  
“Efforts should be made to ensure that approaches are based upon rigorous and truly 
independent assessments of gambling and gambling-related harm.” 
 
David Clifton, a legal consultant with Clifton Davies, said the moves on the part of Glasgow 
were an effort to “get in on the act” just as the government of Northern Ireland has instituted 
a public consultation on problem gambling. 
 
He added that any moves to devolve gambling regulation in Scotland might mirror the efforts 
the Scottish government had made with regard to alcohol. In the Licensing (Scotland) Act 
2005, the SNP-led government added a provision for “protecting and improving public 
health” as a licensing objective on top of the other licensing objectives applicable in England 
and Wales. 
 
Christie pointed out that SNP policy was to take further control of gambling issues as part of 
its current devolved settlement. “As has been witnessed, the Scotland Bill did not go far 
enough in giving the Scottish government the ability to tackle the problems associated with 
fixed-odds betting terminals.” 
 
However, Andrew Cotton, director of betting and gaming at the solicitors Ince, said any such 
moves would necessarily mean diverging from the national regulator and would be sure to 
draw complaints from the industry. “If you are an operator, you want a level playing-field.” 
 
“For devolution to be effective, it requires a coherent national framework and strong 
regulatory-political leadership,” Waugh added. “It is questionable whether we have either at 
present.” 
 
The other issue is one of timing. Although the maximum stake issue for fixed-odds betting 
terminals has finally been put to bed, the effect in terms of shop closures has yet to make 
itself felt in many communities. 
 
As Cotton pointed out, with the new £2 maximum stake on B2 machines barely six-months 
old, the issue of betting shop clustering as a part of the identified "environmental bads" might 
soon be "solved", albeit simply via the closure of many outlets. 
  
 


