


FOUR KEY CLAIMS 

 Gambling in Australia is a major societal problem

 Its multi-dimensional nature: political, cultural and 
economic 

 Evolved over 70 years of deregulation

 State and federal governments key players

 Continual aided the expansion 

 Turned a blind eye to the consequences

 The industry has captured government 



AUSTRALIA’S GAMBLING LOSSES PER HEAD 2024   
Lancet Public Health Commission Report



ERA OF DEREGULATION BEGINS

NSW mid 1950s

John Cahill

Licensed large number not-for-profit clubs

Exclusive rights to poker machines

“One-armed bandits” 

Government taxes  

Rise of Big Gambling 

Clubs become powerful lobby group 



PREMIER JOHN 
CAIN

 “poker machines exploit 
the working class”

 Kept out of Victoria

 John Tonkin (WA) 

 Joh Bjelke Petersen (QLD) 

 Deregulation/lax 
enforcement



CONCEPTUAL APPROACHES: JOHN 
MAYNARD KEYNES 

 Gambling expenditure should be:

 Frivolous

 Reality of gambling

 Difficult area of policy 

 BUT

 Harm minimization 

 Harm maximization 

 Policy choices by government 





MULTIFACETED SOCIAL PROBLEM 

 Industry: only 1 per cent of population = problem gamblers 

 More realistic - compare within the population of gamblers

 American research = 20 per cent 

 Australian Institute Family Studies = 47% population gamble regularly

 Half already/in process of experiencing harm

 Australian researchers = one-third of regular pokies players = addicted 

 Each problem gambler will have adverse effects on 6 other people: 

 Divorce, financial stress, bankruptcy, child neglect/abuse, family breakdown suicide, 
crime 

Grooming of children

Widespread onset of teenage gambling

Takeover of sport/TV advertising 

Normalisation of gambling 



GAMBLING AND 
SUICIDE

 Annual estimated deaths = 400

 Financial Counsellors of Australia

 ‘a national gambling suicide 
epidemic’

 2022 survey

 Counsellors dealing with 
gambling harm

 Nearly half of their clients had 
talked about or attempted suicide 



GAMBLING AND CRIME 

 Built into the casino/hotel gambling business model

 Hugely expensive venues

 Asian high rollers

 Criminal gangs

 Multi billion dollar money laundering industry 

 Existed under the knowing eye of governments/regulators

 Licenses renewed

 Turnbull Govt special visas for Chinese high rollers 

 Multiple official inquiries into Crown and Star 

 Business model of casinos 



EXPLAINING HOW WE GOT HERE

 World ranking losses

 Escalating social problems

 High level criminality 

 1. Political power

 Lobbying power of the gambling industry

 Association with governments = Big Gambling 

 2. Predatory business model 



POWER UNLEASHED: 2011

 Gillard’s minority 
government

 Deal with Andrew 
Wilkie

 600,000 poker machine 
players

 Maximum $1 bets

 Mandatory pre-
commitment for 
poker machines

 Deal fell apart



FURTHER POWER UNLEASHED 

REBECCA WHITE TASMANIAN 2018 DOMINIC PERROTTET 2023 



MORE POWERFUL THAN THE MINING 
INDUSTRY?  

 Clubs industry

 800,000 members

 Casino operators 

 Employ 30,000 people

 Hotel industry

 ‘Pokie barons’

 Coles and Woolworths

 Alcohol industry

 Banks and super funds

 Aristocrat Leisure

 Hotel industry pokie expansion 

 NRL and AFL

 Clubs stacked with pokies   

 Online gambling

 Formal deals between big gambling companies; football codes and free-to-air TV and streaming services 

 STATE GOVERNMENTS – RELIANT ON GAMBLING REVENUE 



PREDATORY BUSINESS MODEL
Underpinning key sections of the gambling industry

 The most intensive/addictive poker machines in the world

 The mass release of poker machines into the community

 Football clubs

 Hotels

 Surf life saving clubs

 Concentrated in LSE areas 

 Exploitation by casinos of problem gamblers

 Saturated gambling advertising

 Normalisation as harmless entertainment 

 The take over of sport

 The use of inducements by online gambling companies

 Recruit and retain problem gamblers 

 Greyhound racing industry

 Gateway to other forms of gambling  



INSIDIOUS PSYCHOLOGICAL EXPLOITATION OF POKER MACHINE DESIGN: 
DSM RECOGNISED GAMBLING ADDICTION IN 1980



HOTELS TRANSFORMED BY POKER MACHINES

 Turned into virtual 24 hour casinos

 Attracted a new gambling clientele 

 Almost all located in working class 
suburbs

 Fairfield (Sydney)

 Dandenong (Melbourne)

 Glenorchy (Hobart) 

 Massive transfer of wealth from less 
well off to the rich 



LATE NIGHT GAMBLING 

 Hotels with pokies

 Gaming room 
commonly stay open 
till 4am

 Loses are higher 

 All in LSE areas 

 Highest max bet = 
$1000



RISE AND RISE OF CASINOS:  CROWN SOUTHBANK 

 Licence given to two of Premier Jeff 
Kennett’s closest mates

 Lloyd Williams and Ron Walker

 Tender process flawed

 Crown allowed to change tender 3x

 What emerged was a mega casino

 Cost of billions

 Too big to fail

 Requires a predatory business model   



CROWN’S PREDATORY BUSINESS CULTURE
Prof. Linda Hancock’s 2010 study 

 Crown’s poker machines ‘fixed’ to 
deliver one-third more revenue.

 Targeted older gamblers, especially 
women 

 Deliver ‘the greatest losses for the 
least promotional cost’.

 Staff lacked training 

 Wilfully ignored problem gamblers 



CROWN AND STAR: 
ASK NO QUESTIONS
 Profits first culture:

 Known drug dealers 

 People who stole millions 
from their employers

 Ordinary problem 
gamblers

 Self-excluded gambling 
addicts 



WHAT IS REGULATING THIS CULTURE?
 STAR AND CROWN CASINOS

 A VOLUNTARY CODE OF CONDUCT 

 IGNORED

 NOT ENFORCED

 WHERE IS;

 GOVERNMENT POLICY?

 Limited 

 GAMBLING REGULATORS?

 Captured 

 ASIC?

 Too timid 



ONLINE GAMBLING REVOLUTION 

 Arrival 2007 of first smart phones

 Casino in your pocket

 Tool for sports betting

 Massive uptake in unregulated betting 



TAKEOVER OF SPORTS
MATTHEW TRIPP (SPORTSBET) 

 2014 paid $6 million – 12 times 
the TAB’s price – for the 
exclusive right for his 
company to advertise on the 
AFL’s platforms  and in the 
media. 

 Give the AFL a cut from each 
bet

 Tripp told the media in 2022.

 ‘the engine beneath the might 
of the AFL’, 

 ‘It’s a massive reliance now … 
If you rip gambling revenue 
out, they’re going to say: 
“Well, what the hell do we do 
now?”

 ‘Gamblification of sport’ 





AFL TV RIGHTS DEALS

 ARMS RACE

 $4.5 BILLION

 TIES TV STATIONS TO 
TSUMANI OF GAMBLING 
ADS



TARGETING YOUNG MEN 



WOMEN AND ONLINE GAMBLING 

 Saturation of young 
male market 

 Marketers 
increasingly turning 
to young women

 Gendered 
advertising and 
products 





CHILDREN AND GAMBLING ADVERTISING 

 Children/youth 
exposed to

 1 million gambling 
ads per year

 Most shown around 
TV sport

 Online 





Sam Docherty

 One of several players to have come forward in recent 
years

 Gambling known to be rife among NRL players 

 Young men groomed as children

 Elite athletes: gambling education programs 

 Prospect of a major AFL/NRL betting scandal 



ALBANESE AND GAMBLING REFORM

 No significant federal attempt at gambling reform since 2011

 2022 Murphy inquiry

 Devised a bold blue-print

 Bi-partisan 

 In principle support from Peter Dutton

 Strong public opinion 

 No commitment from Albanese Govt. 



LATE 2024 ALBANESE WALKED AWAY 

 1. Labor’s political ties

To the hotel industry

To the clubs’ industry 

To the poker machine industry 

 2. Cultural affiliation 
Older cultural attitudes towards gambling 

 Conditioned to the horses, dogs and poker machines

Having a ‘flutter’ 

Choose to be uninformed 

 3. Transactional politics 
Rivers of donations 

Power of the industry too great

Unwillingness to spend political capital 



WHERE AUSTRALIA HAS ENDED UP

 An industry 
Too big to fail
Too big to adequately regulate
Timid governments 

 Calls for reform won’t go away
Big issue with independents 
 Industry is continually scandal-prone




