
The shape of 
things to come

T
he UK General Election is behind us and, 

despite all four major political parties 

choosing to highlight future gambling policy 

in their respective manifestos, the truth is 

that relatively few voting decisions will have 

been swayed one way or another on that front alone. 

The media headlines in relation to each of those policy 

proposals particularly focused on controversial features 

within the online gambling sector, as too they had done in 

the period since FOBTs departed from betting shops to all 

intents and purposes in April 2019. 

Some UK land-based casino operators might have 

considered they had nothing to fear from the calls by 

parliamentarians of all hues to ban credit card use 
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for online gambling or bring loot boxes within the 

definition of gambling. Indeed, such operators might 

possibly have (a) actively welcomed the Labour Party’s 

proposal to introduce lower staking limits online and 

(b) had considerably less concern than the online sector 

about the potential for greater restrictions on gambling 

advertising.

However, cross-party support for some of the other 

manifesto proposals will be of considerable relevance to 

the land-based casino sector. In line with the Conservative 

Party’s electoral promises before the 12th December 

election, it is clear from the background briefing notes 

to the Queen’s Speech that a review of the Gambling Act 

2005 will commence within the present Parliamentary 

session.

As and when this occurs, the swinging of the regulatory 

pendulum points to introduction of considerably greater 

restrictions than were imposed by the supposedly 

liberalising reforms last time around. To put this into 

perspective, such a review will not of course take place 

overnight and, when it does, its initial prime focus is likely 

to be in relation to the online sector. That is evidenced 

by what was a rare agreement between the two main 

political parties that a need exists for “a new Gambling 

Act fit for the digital age” (according to the Labour Party) 

because the existing legislation is “an analogue law in a 

digital age” (according to the Conservative Party). 

Nevertheless, collateral fallout from such a review will 

no doubt mean that the land-based casino sector will not 

be immune from the fast-gathering political consensus 

that a mandatory levy – of at least 1% GGY, in place of 

GambleAware’s suggested minimum donation of 0.1% 

GGY – should replace the current voluntary donation 

system for problem gambling research, education and 

treatment. The sector will already be taking account 

of the fact that, with effect from January 2020,  RET 

donations may only be made to bodies approved for 

such a purpose by the Gambling Commission, raising yet 

greater concern that research projects commissioned in 

future may continue to focus more on gambling related 

harm attributable to gambling sectors other than the 

land-based casino sector.

One also cannot help but wonder if a review of the 

2005 Act (whether or not incorporating a full public 

health inquiry into gambling related harm, an idea 

that has gathered a fair degree of cross-party support) 

will lead to introduction of an additional public health 

licensing objective and what length of time it might 

take the new government to move gambling policy 

formulation and oversight from the Department for 

Digital, Culture, Media & Sport to the Department of 

Health and Social Care. If that happens, all sectors of the 

industry could well find themselves in a very different 

licensing and regulatory landscape than that which they 

currently inhabit. 

So, with significant changes on the horizon, what will 

(or should) be the reaction of the industry now we all 

know the complexion of the new UK government and 

the fact that Nicky Morgan will continue in her role as 

Secretary of State for Digital, Culture, Media & Sport, 

albeit from the House of Lords once she has been made 

a peer?

It is certainly to be hoped that intemperate language 

on both sides of the argument will be avoided. I have in 

mind a spat that erupted on publication of November’s 

Gambling Related Harm All-Party Parliamentary Group’s 

Interim Report arising from its Online Gambling Harm 

Inquiry. For its part, the APPG said: “We were …. appalled 

at the cowardly behaviour of Kenny Alexander, the Chief 

Executive of GVC holdings, who pulled out of appearing 

before the group, and failed to send a representative, 

shortly after receiving an email from a problem gambler 

which challenged the actions of GVC, copying in the 

GRH APPG. An industry which causes harm must be 

answerable for its actions”. In response, Alexander 

disputed that was the reason for his non-attendance and 

described as “ridiculous” the APPG’s recommendation 

of a £2 staking limit on online casino games. Given the 

lead in corporate social responsibility terms that GVC has 

taken since the launch in January 2019 of its responsible 

gambling campaign, it is a great shame that this spat ever 

started.

That does not mean that the APPG’s report can, or 

should, escape any criticism at all. It surprised many that 

the APPG (membership of which contains three high-

profile Conservatives in former party leader Iain Duncan-

Smith, the new Father of the House Sir Peter Bottomley 

and outspoken critic of the gambling industry, Lord 

Chadlington) not only thought it appropriate to publish a 

report that appears misinformed in some critical respects, 

but also chose to do so before meeting with either the 

newly appointed Gambling Minister or any representative 

from the Gambling Commission – something that the 

APPG sought to excuse by saying that this was “due to the 

political context”.  Indeed, the Commission itself admitted 

it was “disappointed” that the report was “released 

before we have been given the chance to give evidence 

to the APPG”.
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However, things have quickly moved on in that the 

APPG’s principal recommendations were echoed by 

proposals within the various political parties’ manifestos 

and, if implemented, some of them will have direct 

bearing on the land-based industry, as I have mentioned 

above. For example, the APPG called for new legislation 

that will not only “focus on prevention of harm and 

retrospective concerns but also assess the kind of 

industry we would like to have in the future”, meaning 

a considerably more regulated industry overseen by a 

Gambling Commission with even greater enforcement 

powers than it has currently and a statutory “duty of 

care [imposed] on operators to not exploit those with 

addictions”. 

In addition, one can reasonably assume from views 

expressed by cross-party MPs within the APPG that 

parliamentarians may not wish to restrict to the online 

sector alone such proposed additional measures as:

• compulsory “improved affordability checks”,

•  a requirement that “gambling operators act far more 

sympathetically and return money in cases where 

money was clearly gambled when it should not have 

been, for example when a person has been shown 

to have been vulnerable through an acquired brain 

injury”,

•  “far greater assessments …. by operators to assess 

a person’s suitability” for VIP status (in relation to 

which the APPG suggests the Gambling Commission 

should adopt even “more vigilance because fines to 

companies for offering inducements inappropriately 

have very little impact”; this, notwithstanding that in 

a “CEO Breakfast Briefing” speech at the beginning 

of October, the Commission’s Chief Executive called 

for operators to collaborate in development of a 

code of conduct relating to the treatment of VIPs and 

associated inducements to gamble, which it is now 

expected will be published in Spring 2020), and 

•  an investigation into the extent to which “incentives 

given by gambling operators …. contribute to harmful 

gambling”, that would be facilitated by a new licensing 

condition requiring access to operators’ data “to 

ensure high quality, independent research …. to assess 

the scale of harm being caused by the industry”.

Come what may, what must be hoped is that all 

sectors of the UK gambling industry will approach 

this opportunity for change not only on the front foot 

and in a constructive manner (rather than merely 

attempt to dismiss out of hand proposals such as those 

I have outlined above, instead arguing defensively for 

maintenance of the status quo) but also in a more united 

manner than has been the case in the past, including 

notably in the period prior to enactment of the Gambling 

Act 2005. The consolidation within the industry that 

has occurred in the intervening period since then must 

surely have considerable bearing in this respect, with 

battle lines between different sectors not so evident 

as they were previously, as is evidenced by the recent 

establishment of the Betting and Gaming Council under 

the chairmanship of Brigid Simmonds, someone with 

considerable and successful experience of dealing with 

parliamentarians during her previous long tenure as CEO 

of the British Beer and Pub Association. 

What should surely be key in assessing “the kind of 

industry we would like to have in the future” is a strong 

evidence base, something that is arguably lacking in 

both the APPG’s interim report recommendations and 

some of the gambling proposals within the General 

Election manifestos. It will be essential that not only the 

land-based casino sector but also the gambling industry 

as a whole works together in gathering evidence to 

underline the messages that (a) a corner has truly been 

turned such that safer gambling principles are now so 

deeply entrenched within good operators’ businesses 

that more restrictive regulation is no longer required and 

(b) a very considerable majority of UK gamblers enjoy 

the experience of gambling, regard it as a social leisure 

activity, can be trusted to gamble responsibly, are not 

vulnerable to harm or exploitation by gambling and do 

not need to be further protected. 

It has been a subject of recent debate who is best 

placed to step forward as a spokesperson, commanding 

the respect of the whole UK gambling industry, who 

can forcibly and effectively convey those messages to 

the powers that be with a view to shaping the things 

to come. Whoever that person may be, their time to 

emerge from the shadows must surely be now.  
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