25.
The Methodist Church and the Gambling Act

Introduction

1.
The Gambling Act 2005 passed into law shortly before the General Election after receiving agreement from all parties.  Although the Act will result in an increase in gambling opportunities, the scale of deregulation has been significantly reduced from the original proposals and the protections offered have been strengthened.   This followed several years of work by the Methodist Church together with The Salvation Army. Thousands of Methodists joined in through signing petitions and writing to peers and MPs.  This report outlines the impact of this work on the Gambling Act.

Outcomes of the Bill

2.
The following changes, which the Methodist Church and The Salvation Army called for, were made to the original proposals:

a. Instead of the unlimited number of super-casinos (or “regional” casinos) originally proposed, there will now only be a single super-casino for the first trial period of three years, and the Government will have to get the agreement of Parliament to increase the number.

b. Instead of an unlimited number of new small and large casinos, there will be only eight of each for the trial period.

c. Instead of an unlimited number of million pound slot machines (or “Category A” machines) a super casino will be allowed 1,250 slot machines in total, of which Category A machines will be a part.

d. The proposal to permit gambling on Christmas Day was overturned.

e. The Government made a new commitment to carry out a prevalence study of gambling and problem gamblers before the Act is implemented, and regularly thereafter, so that the impact of the legislation can be monitored.

f. Planning law has been tightened so that premises in the same planning category as casinos, such as health clubs, cannot be converted into casinos without gaining full permission.

g. Local authorities had their powers increased to veto any new casinos in their area.

h. Existing casinos will have a small increase in their entitlement to slot-machines, but will not be allowed to convert into new small, large or regional casinos with their entitlements to machines and prizes.

3.
In addition the Gambling Act introduced new protections:

a. The new Gambling Commission will oversee almost all forms of gambling, making for more consistent and powerful enforcement.

b. All gambling operators will be required to observe statutory codes of social responsibility or risk losing their licences.

c. Fruit-machines will be removed from unlicensed venues.

d. On-line gambling will be regulated.

4.
The Churches did not succeed in their aim to persuade Parliament to use the Gambling Bill to prohibit children from gambling.  Britain is the only western country which allows children to gamble, and research suggests that as many as one child in twenty has a problem with gambling.  Despite enormous public pressure and support from MPs and peers of all parties, none of the leadership of the main political parties would support such a measure.  However the campaign raised awareness of the problem of childhood gambling amongst the public and in Parliament, and meant that industry efforts to weaken the Bill were resisted.  The new Gambling Commission will now be aware of the issue.

The Role of The Methodist Church

5.
The Government first proposed changes to gambling law in 2001, and the Methodist Church, together with The Salvation Army, has taken the lead in expressing the concerns of all the Churches to Government, the industry and the media.  

a. The Church gave written and oral evidence to the pre-legislative Joint Committee on the Draft Gambling Bill and the Culture, Media and Sport Select Committee.

b. Regular joint Methodist/Salvation Army briefings were produced for MPs and peers, and meetings held with front- and back-benchers.  The work and concerns of the Churches were mentioned repeatedly by members of all parties in parliamentary debates.

c. The Church helped to co-ordinate and attended several meetings between faith groups and ministers of the Department of Culture, Media and Sport, and was represented on a Departmental Social Impact Liaison Group during the drafting of the Bill.

d. The Churches’ stance received full media coverage in newspapers, on television, local and national radio, websites and the religious media, strengthened by the activities of local Methodists and Salvationists in gaining local coverage of their concerns.   

e. A petition was organised by the Methodist Church, The Salvation Army and NCH to call on the Government to use the Gambling Bill to prohibit children from gambling.  Over 50,000 people signed the petition in just over a week, and hundreds of others wrote letters to peers and MPs.

f. A Gambling Bill News page was set up on the Methodist website and a Gambling Bill email and postal newsgroup was circulated with latest information throughout the process.

g. The Methodist Church is now represented as an independent trustee of the new Responsibility in Gambling Trust, as part of the Trust’s efforts to become independent of the gambling industry.  The Trust is funded by the industry to pay for the treatment of problem gamblers and research and education about problem gambling.

Conclusion

6.
The Gambling Act will undoubtedly increase opportunities to gamble.  The first three-year trial period will see seventeen new casinos, one of which will be a super-casino.  All casinos will be able to extend their opening hours and will not require people to become members in advance.  On-line gambling sites will be established in Britain although, unlike most overseas ones, these will be fully regulated.  

7.
However the Gambling Act is a very different piece of legislation than was originally proposed.  The Churches were clear in their message that they were not opposed to gambling per se, but were concerned about the harmful impact on people of increased access to harder and more addictive forms of gambling.  This meant that politicians and the media had to engage with the Churches’ concerns that the positive protections in the Bill were in danger of being undermined by a massive uncontrolled expansion in harder forms of gambling and an increase in problem gambling.  The joint work of the Churches has been effective and resulted in significant change.

8.
The Gambling Commission will now have the role of measuring the impact of the legislation and ensuring that no further deregulation occurs without understanding the full social and economic impact of the Act, but the Churches may wish to continue to monitor developments in this area.

9.
The Salvation Army has been a full partner in the Methodist Church’s work throughout this process, with officers of the two Churches working wholly collaboratively on statements, briefings, media presence and meetings.  This has been a very positive experience, and has demonstrated the effectiveness of such forms of ecumenical working.  

***RESOLUTION

25/1.
The Conference receives the Report.
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