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1
            INTRODUCTION

         

         Amid the grandeur of the Palace of Westminster, Lord Browne of Belmont rose to his feet and spoke the names of the dead.

         It was as if the former schoolteacher was taking a macabre roll call as he reeled off, for the benefit of his colleagues in the British parliament’s upper chamber, a list of young people who had taken their own lives after suffering from a gambling addiction. Browne lamented the failure of regulators, politicians and gambling companies to keep them safe.

         ‘We should be in no doubt about the devastating effects online gambling can have on people’s lives,’ the peer of the realm warned.1

         He did not know it yet, but Lord Browne could have added one more name to his tragic list.

         That late-November day in 2017 was unusually warm for the season. But a day earlier, more than five thousand miles away in the more tropical climate of Hanoi, Vietnam, twenty-four-year-old Jack Ritchie had become the latest victim of an illness that few British people knew much, if anything, about, and for which there was next to no help available.

         Jack was not the casualty of some freak accident, some caprice of fate that simply could not be helped. Rather, he and those who suffered in the same way were inevitable collateral damage, the wreckage left behind by a beast that had slipped its leash and run out of control. Their deaths were part and parcel of immeasurable change in the British gambling industry, a sector transformed by technological progress, lax regulation and corporate greed.

         2 In the space of a few short years, a business rooted in the time-honoured traditions of the turf-scented racetrack and the cinematic glitz of the casino table had metamorphosed into something much larger and more pervasive. It had become a relentless automaton programmed to separate punters from their money by any means, at any cost.

         Gambling companies inveigled their way into our lives, addressing us in both our living rooms and our public spaces, becoming household names in the process. They did so despite the fact that many of their products present unusually pernicious dangers, most of which have, until very recently, flown under the radar of public consciousness.

         As a society, it is in our interests to think about how we got here, who benefited and suffered from these changes, and where we might go next. We must give voice to the people who have been hurt, or even lost, along the way.

         That’s why I want to start with Jack.

         JACK’S STORY

         Photographs of Jack Ritchie depict a handsome, fresh-faced young man whose smile showed up as much in his eyes as in his broad grin. Pictures, of course, can mask the truth. But in the context of a life apparently filled with promise, Jack’s last hours seem to make little sense.

         On the day he died, Jack had been gambling online. He’d found himself overwhelmed once more by a persistent addiction that had dogged him, on and off, since before he was of age to gamble legally. ‘I’m past the point of controlling myself and I’m not coming back from this one,’ he wrote in a suicide note emailed to his parents back home in Sheffield, Yorkshire. Within hours Jack was gone, dead as a result of injuries sustained falling from a ninth-floor restaurant 3 called 6 Degrees, a trendy Hanoi spot where he had enjoyed seemingly carefree nights out with the friends he had made so far from home.

         Like many university-educated young Britons, Jack had been teaching English abroad while figuring out what he wanted to do next. For him, it was a chance to get on with a journey into adulthood that had, so far, been disrupted by a recurring problem.

         Jack had started gambling aged seventeen. During lunch breaks at school, Jack and a group of friends would visit a bookmaker’s shop in the Broomhill area of Sheffield. They would feed their dinner money into the fixed-odds betting terminals (FOBTs), digital roulette machines akin to the one-armed bandits of Las Vegas – high-tech souped-up versions of the fruit machines common in British pubs. To the boys, it seemed like harmless fun.

         In time, FOBTs (pronounced ‘fob-tees’) would become a byword for addiction, for the worst excesses of the gambling industry. But back then, few people outside the world of gambling had heard of them. They had attracted some public concern here and there, notably among some of my predecessors at the Guardian. One of the first journalists to write about them was Simon Bowers, an excellent and thoroughgoing investigator with a knack for prescience. As far back as 2005, Simon’s reporting2 raised red flags over whether FOBTs had led to dramatic changes in the behaviour of addicts, becoming a source of acute addiction as much as they were a symptom. Guardian colleague Randeep Ramesh followed him in later years, taking the FOBT subject and delving deep3 into it with his characteristic tenacity.

         But despite all their hard work, it was a long time before FOBTs would become mainstream headline news, at least to the extent that most ordinary people had heard of the machines. There was little reason for Jack, or those who knew him, to think that his life was in danger.

         4 As is the case with most young people, Jack’s parents did not and could not know everything about his life. In the years since his death, Charles and Liz Ritchie have pieced together the details of what happened to their son by speaking to his friends and meticulously tracing his bank details.

         Jack had enjoyed a big win almost as soon as he started gambling, an experience commonly cited among those who develop an addiction.

         ‘Pretty much the first time they went in, he was the one who won £1,000 in two successive spins,’ Liz told me. ‘He had to go back after school and collect the cash.’

         Winning that much money would be a momentous day in the life of any seventeen-year-old. But those visits to the bookmaker had started as something else, a social thing, a bit of harmless fun, filling the odd bit of spare time in a life that was far from empty. Jack was known as gregarious, confident and likeable. A brighter-than-average teenager but with many of the same interests as any other young person approaching adulthood. He liked football and supported his local team, Sheffield United FC. He listened to The Strokes, world music and drum and bass. He also played guitar and sang – not all that well – in a band. The left-wing political movement that coalesced around Labour leader Jeremy Corbyn appealed to his sense of social justice. He did well at school and was popular, a focal point of his social group.

         But while much of Jack’s life was developing as his parents might have hoped, that first big win set him on a different track. Those lunchtime visits to the bookie’s flipped a switch, activating something in his mind that he would never be able to shut down. As most of his friendship group lost interest in the FOBT visits and drifted away, Jack carried on. He would visit the bookie’s on his own, sometimes showing up late for social occasions as a result. Friends knew that he gambled and noticed his absence sometimes but didn’t 5 consider what he was doing to be all that risky. Some even thought he had a talent for it.

         Jack’s parents became aware that he was gambling beyond his means when he confessed to having lost £5,000 given to him by his grandmother. Liz and Charles are both highly qualified professionals who earned enough to absorb their son’s losses. They felt that, as long as he owned up to his teenage mistake and confronted it head-on, the family could put it behind them.

         Charles took his contrite son around the bookmakers of Sheffield, signing him up to ‘self-exclusion’ schemes, whereby gamblers who want to close off the route to temptation can voluntarily add their name to a list of people barred from shops.

         ‘At that stage you had to do it shop by shop, filling out a form, leaving a photograph of yourself, so members of staff would know you’re self-excluded,’ said Charles. ‘That was a really humiliating experience. They were silent, desperate places with people sitting at the machines, monotonously punching the buttons. We’d come out of them and Jack would say: “That’s not who I am.”’

         And it wasn’t. Nothing could have been further removed from how Jack was when he wasn’t gambling.

         ‘He was a happy, cheerful person,’ Liz recalled. ‘This perception that somebody completely changes [when they have a gambling addiction] just isn’t true. All of us bought into the idea it was somehow safe because it was only money.’

         Rather than indicating a life-changing mental health problem, it seemed that Jack had made the sort of slip-up that people his age are expected to, even supposed to, as part of growing up. And so things returned to normal, or seemed to. Jack went on to university, where he combined his twin interests of music and politics in a dissertation about the role of music in the fall of South African apartheid.

         Yet amid the stress of his studies and a new environment, Jack 6 had increasingly turned to betting again. By now, online sports betting was a rapidly growing part of the gambling ecosystem and the young student was hooked. As it became clear later, Jack had started gambling online soon after self-excluding from local bookies, finding a new way to replace the buzz he’d got from FOBTs.

         He gambled away his student loan within the first term at university and once more opened up to Liz and Charles when he came home for Christmas. They opted for pragmatic, logical steps, discussing the problem and its potential solutions with their son. They bought blocking software for his computer, a program that would simply lock him out of gambling websites. The software came with a twelve-month licence. It was only much later, trawling through his bank accounts after his death, that they discovered how Jack’s addiction had lain dormant only to reawaken at the first opportunity. Their son had been bet-free for a year but had started gambling again soon after the software licence had expired.

         ‘We were not aware of it because he wasn’t losing such large amounts that he was having to borrow from us,’ said Charles. ‘It was a level that the industry would probably say counts as responsible gambling.’

         It was after Jack left university and got a job, one he didn’t much like, that things got worse. He had disposable income now, his own rented flat, the ability to get a bank loan and a credit card. But these trappings of adulthood, alongside an active social life, couldn’t make up for the fact that he wasn’t happy in his work. He began using his new-found financial resources to gamble in larger amounts. During one episode in 2015, he lost £8,000 over a couple of weeks, including £5,000 in just a few days. This was the only time he ever lost such a substantial amount of money so quickly, and he would always revert to much smaller sums – but that would ultimately make little difference.

         On the weekend of Liz’s sixtieth birthday, she and Charles went 7 to London on a surprise trip that the family – Charles, their two daughters and Jack – had managed to keep a secret. But the celebrations stopped abruptly. The couple were in an art gallery when Jack phoned Liz from Sheffield and said he had lost a lot of money and felt suicidal. His gambling had actually been in profit over the previous two weeks but the loss of several hundred pounds in a day appeared to have triggered a sudden wave of despair. In the months that followed that call, a terrifying one for any parent, the Ritchies brought their son back into the family home and found him help via Gamblers Anonymous and an NHS programme called Improving Access to Psychological Therapies (IAPT). He had told GPs of his gambling before, but they had always lacked the expertise or the interest to refer him for proper treatment.

         Jack’s gambling was episodic. After every lapse he would snap out of it, focus on other things, stay away from temptation. His mood would improve and he’d start to feel that the problem wouldn’t return. But it always did.

         Unlike alcohol, tobacco or drugs, the effects of gambling addiction are rarely, if ever, written on the body for others to read. It does not cause physical changes or manifest intoxication. An inability to access it does not often result in withdrawal symptoms that are unpleasant, as with drugs, or potentially lethal, as with alcohol. The result is that the addiction can appear to come and go, disappearing for long periods before rearing its ugly head, often rapidly and without warning. In Jack’s case, the addiction was hard to detect. He would have occasional mood swings but he largely gambled within his resources, meaning there was rarely any need to open up, even when he lost. All the while, he would seem to be his usual self, jovial and optimistic, albeit somewhat lacking in direction – nothing unusual for a lad in his early twenties. The incident on Liz’s sixtieth birthday felt like a nadir, a turning point after which Jack resolved to seize new opportunities as a way of regaining control.

         8 The opportunity to go abroad seemed like a chance for a fresh start. On a volunteering mission to Kenya in early 2017, Jack joined a group of young would-be entrepreneurs as part of a programme set up by former prime minister David Cameron. It sounded like just the thing for him. ‘He asked me if I thought he should do it,’ said Liz. ‘I didn’t think he was unsafe. I thought he was doing something that would enable him to find direction.’

         Jack was safe, at least while he was in Kenya. Whether it was due to the difficulty of accessing gambling, or just that he was finding a sense of purpose, he didn’t return to betting while there, or immediately after.

         The relapse came during the next chapter of his life, one that had originally seemed like another positive step on the journey to fulfilment and maturity. After returning from Kenya, Jack had got in touch with friends in Vietnam, who had gone there to teach English. The idea of living abroad appealed to him and he prepared for the teaching role with a course in Spain, joining his friends in Vietnam in August 2017. His affable nature meant he would soon make even more friends and, exhausting as it could be, he enjoyed the teaching too.

         ‘There was a lot of prep to do and it was quite a disciplined process but he was really knuckling down and you could tell from the conversations that he was getting better at it, enjoying it more and really loving it,’ said Charles. ‘He was living in a house with quite a large number of people, not all from the UK, having a great time and going on trips at the weekend.’

         As far as his bank details show, Jack didn’t gamble in the three months before packing for Hanoi. Charles thinks Jack believed at that point that he had slain the demon, that he was finally free. Perhaps the unfathomable depth of despair into which he would soon sink came from the eventual realisation that this wasn’t true.

         On Sunday, 19 November, Jack emailed his mum and dad saying 9 he was feeling a bit down and was thinking about coming back to the UK for a while. They called him immediately via Skype and he admitted during the conversation that he’d been gambling again.

         ‘We spent a lot of the time cheering him up so that he didn’t feel so bad about himself,’ said Charles. ‘We said if he wanted to come back we’d pay for his flight, we could clear his losses [of just over £1,000] and would he like to think about it for a day?’

         ‘Are you alright?’ Liz asked.

         ‘Mum, I’ve got loads of friends here,’ came the response.

         It was true. For the most part things were going well in Vietnam, and Jack decided to stay. Again Liz and Charles bought him blocking software for his computer. He would never install it.

         Liz was due to speak to him the next day, Monday, but he put her off because he was watching the TV show Black Mirror with a friend. They spoke on Tuesday, on a poor connection that made proper communication difficult. Things seemed to be fine and his bank accounts later showed that he hadn’t gambled since that Sunday.

         On Wednesday, 22 November, at lunchtime in the UK, 7 p.m. in Vietnam, Charles and Liz received the emailed suicide note. Moments earlier Jack had posted a series of pictures of himself on Facebook, left his drink sitting on the table, climbed over the 6 Degrees balcony and fallen to his death.

         I don’t want to intrude into the immediate aftermath, the shock and the suffering experienced by Jack’s family and friends. I do, though, want to relate what Jack had been doing on that final day, a chain of events pieced together by his parents in the weeks that followed their darkest moment. Charles and Liz have no qualms about saying that gambling caused Jack’s death and I know they vehemently challenge any suggestion that the causation isn’t direct. However, it should also be said that the causes of suicide are sometimes extremely complex. There is help available for those who are struggling. Anyone reading this who feels that they might need it 10 should consider contacting the Samaritans. You can reach them on any phone by dialling 116 123, or you can email jo@samaritans.org. Nothing I am about to relate should be seen as an explanation of, or justification for, what happened. But it is important context, the inescapable backdrop of a tragedy.

         Liz and Charles have pored over what happened in those last hours, wondering if a slightly different confluence of events might have saved Jack’s life.

         ‘During that day, he’d started gambling in the morning,’ said Charles. ‘What had happened once again was that he’d gambled up to his overdraft limit. He’d won it all back and then lost it all again.’

         Even so, Jack prepared his lessons as usual. He packed up his lesson plan, his pens and pencils. His moped was broken so he asked a friend to give him a lift to the language school, but the friend was running an errand elsewhere. Instead, he took a xe ôm, one of the motorbike taxis that are a common sight on the streets of Vietnam.

         A road diversion took him past 6 Degrees, when usually he’d have gone a different way. At some point, as the moped weaved its way through the Hanoi traffic, he decided to get off and end his life.

         The Ritchies believe that the impulse to get off the bike and cut short his life may be illustrative of the sudden onset of a dangerous mental state that can arise in the immediate aftermath of a gambling addict’s loss of control. This mindset, they fear, was influenced by the language used around gambling addiction at that time, which said that ‘problem gamblers’, rather than addictive products, were at fault – the notion, inherent in the oft-used phrase ‘responsible gambling’, that the onus of responsibility lay primarily, even only, with the gambler.

         ‘It feels like Jack didn’t wake up that morning knowing and thinking he’d take his own life that night,’ said Charles.

         ‘The responsible-gambling model, which is straight out of the tobacco playbook, is a way of calling people who have been addicted 11 the “problem” in order to avoid linking the products to the health harm they cause,’ said Liz. ‘People can’t understand why these high-speed gambling games cause suicidal thoughts but they increase your impulsivity, increase your risk-taking and the responsible-gambling model says you’re a worthless person. You crash out because you’ve run out of money but you’re still totally physically capable of doing anything, unlike drugs or alcohol.’

         FROM GRIEF TO STRENGTH

         One of the many things that has amazed me about Liz and Charles is their remarkable strength in channelling profound grief into a laser-like determination to bring about change. They wanted to understand how and why Jack had become a victim of gambling addiction and use that knowledge to prevent the same hellish nightmare being visited upon others.

         We first met in early 2018, less than three months after Jack had died. They were visibly ravaged by grief, red-eyed and emotionally fragile. As they told me about Jack, I could not help but think of my own son, then just six months old, and the dangers he would have to navigate as he grew older.

         I was profoundly moved but also inspired. These two bereaved parents would not let their son’s death be logged as just another inexplicable mental health tragedy. It was not sheer bad luck, not something that simply couldn’t have been helped. It was, they felt, the gut-wrenching real-life impact of predatory practices by the gambling industry, aided by the British state’s abdication of its responsibility to protect citizens from harm.

         The Ritchies have been pulling up trees ever since. Through their campaign group Gambling With Lives, they offer badly needed support to parents who have lost children to gambling-related suicide. They have used their formidable powers of debate 12 and research – not to mention their genuine charm – to make their cause heard in the corridors of power. They have put the fear of God into Whitehall officials, often confronting political apparatchiks face to face with stern words when they feel their message is not being heard or understood. They have become an influential force in the campaign for reforms that would hit the gambling industry in the pocket, making their arguments articulately and with hard evidence. They also continue a legal bid, via Jack’s inquest, to hold the state to account for failing to regulate the gambling industry properly.

         ‘We never set out to be campaigners,’ said Liz. ‘We were just trying to understand what happened to him.’

         THE PREMISE: WHAT CONQUEST?

         Charles and Liz have made their feelings abundantly clear: gambling killed their son. They blame the industry for designing and marketing the products that lured him in and they blame the government for creating the conditions in which high-octane gambling products could flourish unchecked, to the extent that it became a normal activity for seventeen-year-old boys with only a few pounds of lunch money.

         But there’s an elephant in the room. The subtitle of this book – How Gambling Conquered Britain – establishes a premise. It suggests that something changed, that Britain found itself in thrall to gambling, where it once was not. This is a notion that sets eyes rolling in some corners of the industry. It will provoke snorts of derision among a small but vocal cohort of libertarian ideologues who see, in any chronicling of gambling-related misery, the dread fist of the nanny state, impatient to crush anything that looks like fun. At time of writing, the government is in the midst of a landmark gambling review that looks likely to result 13 in significant curbs on some of the practices that I will document in this book.

         Some of the lobbyists, bloggers and think-tank pundits who oppose such reforms will argue, as they have done many times, that gambling hasn’t conquered Britain at all but rather that British people have always loved to gamble, that participation has not increased and nor has addiction. The implication is that the only thing that has really changed is the appetite among alarmists and agitators to generate headlines, blowing minor dangers out of all proportion. Campaigners for reform have been denounced as ‘prohibitionists’4 – a word that has been carelessly, and sometimes cruelly, adopted and recycled ad nauseam by industry lobbyists, such as the Betting and Gaming Council (BGC), to describe honest and well-informed people advocating, in many cases, quite mild change.

         This position relies on precisely the kind of selective interpretation that opponents of regulatory reform discern in those calling for it. What we have seen in the UK, and what we may soon see in other parts of the world, is complex, characterised by shifting trends in an industry that is heterogeneous and ever-changing.

         We can certainly say that the gambling industry has, in recent years, been making more money than ever before. Irritatingly, we don’t have the luxury of consistent samples that have measured both spending and participation since before the 2005 Gambling Act, the piece of legislation that transformed British gambling regulation and which we’ll explore in greater depth. What we do know is that Britons’ losses on land-based gambling – such as high-street bookmakers, racecourses or casinos – have remained pretty consistent since 2008. But since the internet came into every home, online operators have grown rapidly, to the point where they pocket the majority of the industry’s winnings, more than £5 billion, every year.

         We know also that one type of gambling is not the same as another. 14 A good starting point is that there are two broad categories. One is betting, wagering on real-world events like sport, where a degree of knowledge can be brought to bear to improve one’s predictive ability in a world affected greatly by chance. The other is gaming, staking cash on games in which sensible styles of play may limit one’s losses but where the odds are ultimately certain, in favour of the house, of course. Yet within these two baskets sit a dizzying array of products, all on offer at the touch of a button.

         We lack robust evidence to tell us how much harm these different and evolving products are causing and whether the industry as a whole is doing more damage than it used to. Nor are we able to trace definitive causative links between gambling industry behaviour, government policy and gambling-related harm. But we do know that products that have been linked to higher rates of addiction – such as online slot machines and casino games, or virtual sports – are among the fastest-growing products in the business. Likewise rapid-fire ‘in-play’ sports betting, about which we have no reliable data to distinguish its addictiveness from that of a vanilla bet on the outcome of a match.

         It’s possible, I believe, to draw at least some conclusions from what we see in front of our eyes every day. We can document with some certainty how the UK has witnessed a shift in the prominence of gambling in the public consciousness, to the point that it is a staple in the media diet of British life, a ubiquitous presence in the advertising we see both inside the home and elsewhere. Unshackled by a political class in thrall to big business and high on the endless possibilities of new technology, the industry has forced its way into our minds to an unprecedented degree. The consequences are yet to be understood.

         Betting and gaming companies now rank alongside any other consumer-goods or leisure brand, in terms of their access to the public sphere. With many of them now listed on the stock market, 15 their directors are legally beholden primarily to shareholders, creating an incentive to leverage the industry’s new-found mainstream status to maximise investment returns. Deploying an armoury of weapons including souped-up advertising, psychological sleight of hand and outright bribes, those companies have gravitated towards whatever smells most like profit.

         The internet has triggered an epochal migration in the way that companies seek this profit, in the way they market to us, where they spend their money and how we are invited to spend ours. Where once devotees of casino games may have stood at the roulette or baccarat table, they now play the same games on a laptop or mobile phone. They may even dispense with such games altogether and simply resort to spin after spin on online slot machines. Once, the thrill of horse racing brought the romance of the turf into high-street betting shops. Now, the Sport of Kings has become subordinate to rapid-fire bets on trivial, chance outcomes, such as who will win the most corners or concede the most fouls in any random football match. The invention of so-called ‘virtual’ sports means some punters will stand in a bookie’s watching an animated horse gallop round a track towards an outcome determined not by trainers, owners and jockeys, but by a random number generator.

         This is a sector that was once soundtracked by the call of the croupier, or the drumbeat of hooves on turf, yet which now echoes with the jangling sound of online slot machine sound effects.

         Many of those who used to enjoy sporadic participation in relatively benign activities such as the National Lottery weekly draw or an annual bet on the Grand National are now invited to dip their toes into ever-deeper waters. Responding to marketing, special offers and psychological prods, many consumers drifted towards compulsive, high-octane products such as FOBTs and online slot machines. As these proved to be reliable revenue-raisers, the migration became a self-fulfilling prophecy.

         16 Innovation comes to all sectors, of course, and gambling addiction is not a new phenomenon. Yet the industry’s metamorphosis has undoubtedly caused harm to many people. Moreover, the legacy of these changes is something we are some distance from comprehending. In some respects the immediate effects are abundantly clear, evident in the ceaseless, pervasive presence of gambling adverts in our media and around football, the national game.

         We cannot grasp what changes are being wrought on the minds of young people. People turning eighteen in the early 2020s belong to the first generation to have grown up in a world where smartphones are part of life and in which gambling is essentially inescapable. They are the first generation to see gambling afforded the same status in our lives as products that do not put their consumers – not to mention their consumers’ friends and families – at risk of financial ruin or psychological breakdown. We are voyaging into the unknown.

         In trying to ascertain what dangers we face, and the ones that may lie ahead, I will explore how little we know and why we remain so ignorant, as well as how the measures we use to assess the scale of gambling addiction – and to treat those who suffer from it – are deeply inadequate, depriving us of the understanding we need to help those in difficulty.

         This failure, I will argue, is not entirely an accident but is instead the result of persistent and obvious structural issues that politicians and regulators have lacked the understanding or the incentive to address swiftly enough, if at all. The absence of knowledge has worked to the benefit of the industry, whose fallback position is to point to a vacuum of information about the harm it is really causing as a reason to err on the side of caution when it comes to regulatory reform.

         Towards the end of the book, we will learn who has benefited from all of this and how some of them have – over the course of a few short 17 years – amassed almost unimaginable fortunes, siphoning cash out of the pockets of millions of ordinary folk, including those stalked by addiction, family breakdown and suicide. We will also explore how much is set to change as a result of the government’s gambling review, which is likely to result in the industry’s wings being clipped.

         WHY I’M WRITING THIS BOOK

         This sort of talk makes me sound like I harbour a visceral dislike of gambling. I know there are some in the industry who believe that to be the case, that I’m a ‘bookie-basher’ bent on spoiling harmless fun, a typical Guardian metropolitan elitist sanctimoniously taking swipes at a legitimate industry out of sheer puritanism, snobbery or a mixture of the two.

         I’m certainly no moral puritan and I don’t have an inherent dislike of gambling. I have no problem accepting that it is a leisure pursuit that has its place in our culture. I’ll make a confession, though, which is that I don’t get it. What I mean by that is, while I’ve fallen victim to other addictive habits over the years, like smoking and alcohol overindulgence, gambling has never held much appeal. Perhaps the primary reason to gamble is the opportunity to win money, to outsmart the house. If it were possible to do that on a consistent basis, profitable gambling companies would not exist. The other attraction of gambling, the rush, the buzz, the dopamine hit that some people experience by putting their money on the line in a game of chance, simply doesn’t happen to me.

         As a cub reporter at the Daily Mail, long before I started covering the industry in earnest, I was invited to Royal Ascot by Ladbrokes. The Mail took a pretty relaxed approach to the acceptance of hospitality and I was curious to see what it would be like. My partner and I were entertained in the Royal Enclosure – top hat and tails for the men, hats or a ‘substantial fascinator’ for the women.

         18 In between the courses of a lavish meal in the hospitality suite, Ladbrokes asked all the men in the room to put £20 into a ‘Ladies’ Pot’. One of the bookmaker’s racing-form experts was roped in to stick the money down on some wiser-than-average bets, with any winnings to be distributed among said ‘ladies’. The expert knew his stuff. If I remember correctly, my partner walked away with more than £100. We enjoyed the pageantry and the spectacle, seeing the horses at full gallop. We even saw the Queen. The wagering part, though, left me cold.

         My more recent interest in the sector came about by chance. I was on a short-term contract at the Guardian when the paper advertised for a new energy correspondent, an attractive full-time position. I didn’t get the job. Business editor Julia Finch sat me down and, seeing the disappointment writ large on my face, said, with characteristic delicacy: ‘On a scale of one to ten, how pissed off are you?’

         The consolation prize Julia offered was the ‘sins’ patch – taking in the tobacco, gambling, alcohol and cannabis industries. Sins proved to be fertile ground, particularly when it came to gambling. No preconception, no simmering anti-bookie resentment, was required. With even a modicum of graft, the stories seemed to flood in almost of their own volition, in astonishing volumes, often jaw-dropping tales. I sat down with self-confessed con man Tony Parente, who told me how he had been treated like a king by Ladbrokes5 even as he poured the proceeds of an elaborate theft into their coffers, stealing ever more to fund his high-roller existence. At the other end of the spectrum, I spoke to destitute addicts desperately trying to stay away from gambling, even as their phone and email inboxes pinged every few minutes with bonus offers from gambling companies. I went undercover at an annual industry conference6 and witnessed the outdated casual misogyny of pole-dancing displays aimed at convincing sweaty middle-aged executive men to buy one company’s slot machines rather than another’s. You don’t see pole-dancing on most business-desk shifts.

         19 I have also got to know people within the industry, most of whom have been likeable, moral, good people. Some disagreed with me on certain fundamentals but many didn’t, feeling that the more rapacious parts of the sector were letting the side down for everyone else. Once, I was exchanging emails with a shopworker at a high-street bookmaker’s that was cutting staff. She faced the prospect of losing her job, depending on how successfully she could convince people to sign up for online accounts. I asked her if she felt any resentment towards people like me for writing negative stories about FOBTs? After all, bookies closed some of their shops after the machines were eventually restricted. She wrote back: ‘Why? It was all true.’

         I have leaned heavily on everyone, from psychology professors to gambling executives and old-school bookmakers, interviewed media moguls, football players and politicians, read academic tracts, trawled bookmakers’ shops and played online slot machines late at night during Covid-19 lockdowns.

         Most importantly, I have relied on the patience and goodwill of a group of people who will never again be able to see gambling as the harmless leisure activity that it genuinely can be for many people. They are the gambling addicts who have snuck out of their child’s birthday party to check the result of a Venezuelan under-twenty-threes football game, alienated their friends one by one until they had nobody left, or stolen from their employer and been sent to prison. They are also the children, siblings, friends and parents who have picked up the pieces of an addict’s life or – in the worst cases – watched those lives snuffed out.

         I listened to the grief of people like Liz and Charles Ritchie and resolved to work harder to hold the industry to account when its worst excesses needed to be exposed. I thank all of them and hope to do their kind collaborative efforts no disservice.
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            1. A BRIEF HISTORY OF GAMBLING

         

         
            It hath this ill property above all other Vices, that it renders a man incapable of prosecuting any serious action, and makes him always unsatisfied with his own condition; he is either lifted up to the top of mad joy with success, or plung’d to the bottom of despair by misfortune, always in extreams, always in a storm.

            charles cotton, the compleat gamester (1674)

         

         THE ORIGIN STORY

         Prostitution may be the world’s oldest profession but gambling matches its cousin in vice as one of the most enduring leisure pursuits. Archaeologists have brushed the dust off early forms of dice first thrown, perhaps while muttering some eldritch incantation, by civilisations that thrived as long ago as 6000 BC.1 Games that hinged on chance – or perhaps the favour of the gods – entertained the subjects of Chinese dynasties and the ancient Egyptians, featuring through Grecian civilisation and the rise and fall of the Roman Empire. References in religious texts and mythology, as well as in accounts left to us by historians, indicate not only that gambling existed, but that it occupied a significant place in the cultural firmament, working in tandem with ineluctable concepts such as luck, hope and destiny.

         In that sense at least, there is nothing new under the sun. Take, for instance, the habit of chasing losses – the tendency among losing gamblers to keep playing over and over again, in the hope of reversing their fortunes and winning everything back. Loss-chasing features in 22 the Mahabharata, the Hindu epic poem written in Sanskrit, whose oldest passages date back to around 400 BC. Yudhishthira, eldest of the Pandava brothers, fritters away his wealth at pachisi, a dice game similar to ludo. In trying to win everything back, he eventually loses his kingdom, his fellow brothers, his wife and himself. That’s one hell of a losing streak.

         Gambling is embedded in Western culture too, a leitmotif that crops up in the metaphor deployed at one of the pivotal moments of European history. When Julius Caesar crossed the Rubicon River with his armies in 49 BC – the point of no return on the path to civil war in Rome – the historian Suetonius tells us of his momentous words to mark the gambit. ‘Alea iacta est,’ the military strategist and soon-to-be dictator of the Roman Republic was said to have exclaimed: ‘The die is cast.’ His adoptive son and Rome’s first emperor, Augustus, referenced dice play in rather less momentous terms. In letters to his stepson Tiberius, he frequently related his fortune – or lack of it – in dice games played over lavish dinners. It’s easy to imagine him carelessly tossing dice, in between bites of that mouth-watering Roman delicacy, roast dormouse dipped in honey.

         Gamblers of the ancient world will likely have interpreted their success or failure not as luck but as the will of one or more gods. In his book Gambling, the former England cricket captain Mike Atherton points to those who drew lots in the Old Testament to divide the lands of Canaan, or, in the New Testament, to distribute the garments of Christ. ‘They were casting lots to divine the will of God: the casting of a lot was a direct appeal to God and the drawing of it was interpreted as His will,’ writes Atherton. ‘In that sense, the concept of pure chance could not exist at all.’2

         The echoes of ancient ritual live on in the way we gamble too. In multiple ancient societies that thrived before recorded history, gamblers played with astragali, the tali, or knucklebones, of dead cattle, whose irregular shape meant they landed one of four ways 23 when tossed into the air. This apparently crude but actually rather ingenious method of letting fate decide gives us the slang term for dice-throwing, ‘rolling the bones’. Thus, the practices of millennia-old civilisations reverberate through the ages and find new voice in the mouths of Las Vegas casino patrons, blowing on their hands and appealing to Lady Luck. The thrill and trepidation experienced by the modern-day gambler is no different from the adrenaline coursing through the veins of our ancestors.

         KINGS AND VAGABONDS

         Physical artefacts and written accounts tell us about the existence of gambling in some ancient civilisations and offer clues as to its cultural significance. Much less evidence survives to explain how successive rulers and governments dealt with a concern that occupies today’s leaders – how to regulate it. This book will unpick the modern approach to gambling regulation, particularly in the UK, by any measure one of the major global centres of the industry. But to understand how we got to where we are, I want to rewind more than eight hundred years.

         In England, perhaps the earliest recorded attempt to regulate gambling came during the twelfth-century reign of Richard the Lionheart, a king renowned as much for his militaristic displays of Christian fervour as for his fearlessness on the battlefield. Richard Coeur de Lion is probably best known in modern popular culture for playing deus ex machina at the end of the Robin Hood fable. In the film Robin Hood: Prince of Thieves, he appears – played by the late Sean Connery – to bless the eponymous hero and oversee his marriage to Maid Marian. Bryan Adams starts crooning, the credits roll, a damp-eyed audience goes home happy.

         But in real life, the warrior king also boasts an important cameo in the history of gambling regulation. During the Third Crusade, 24the religious war waged by Christian armies against Muslim forces led by the sultan Saladin, Richard and his ally of convenience, Philip II of France, occupied Sicily in 1190 ahead of a planned assault on Jerusalem. Perspiring under the sweltering Sicilian sun, with homesickness, boredom and the torpid climate taking their toll, the troops frequently resorted to gambling. The habit began to cause ructions among the soldiers, particularly when unlucky losers proved unable to honour their debts. Mindful of the need for his Crusaders to be in good spirits and on their mettle for the upcoming holy war, Richard issued a decree: no soldiers or sailors were allowed to play any game for money, unless in the presence of officers, who could presumably intercede before disputes boiled over. Those who broke the rules were liable to be whipped naked through the camp for three days.3 Sailors could expect one of the few punishments that was even worse: keelhauling. This especially grim sanction involves tying the unfortunate recipient to a rope looped underneath the ship. They are then dragged under the waves, below the hull, until they emerge, half-drowned, at the other side of the ship. Sometimes they would have to make more than one pass: rinse and repeat. Sean Connery’s avuncular smile doesn’t seem quite so benevolent now, does it? Knights and clergymen were afforded the privilege of gambling without risking either flogging or keelhauling, but they had to stop if they lost any more than twenty shillings in a day. Should they exceed these boundaries, they had to pay a further one hundred shillings, to be shared between the archbishops in the army.4

         In the nearly eight and a half centuries that have elapsed since then, laws governing gambling have been constructed piecemeal and patchwork, written and rewritten according to expediency. Like Richard, successive monarchs and governments have mostly had little interest in constructing a lasting regulatory architecture to oversee gambling. Rather, they have been fundamentally reactive, responding to events and trends that posed a threat to social harmony 25or were deemed inherently immoral or in some other way deleterious to the public good.

         This book is not a comprehensive history of gambling and I don’t propose to catalogue the development of regulation exhaustively, but we do need to blow the dust off some ancient texts to inform our understanding of where we are today. Perhaps my favourite piece of gambling legislation is the Unlawful Games Act of 1541, passed towards the end of the reign of Henry VIII, when the gluttonous old beast was already five wives deep and his waistline was expanding at a rate of knots. Henry banned a range of leisure pursuits, some of them unfamiliar to modern ears, including ‘bowling, coyting, cloysh-cayls, half-bowl, tennis, dicing and carding’. Officers of the law were required ‘to make search weekly, or at the farthest once a month, in all places where houses, alleys, plays, or places of dicing, carding, or gaming shall be suspected to be had, kept, and maintained’.5

         The successor of earlier laws, passed under Richard II in 1388 and Henry IV in 1409, the Act did not take aim at the morality of gambling, or the wider social implications of people losing more than they could afford. Indeed, many of the activities it targeted were not games of pure luck but rather of skill. There were more pragmatic reasons for Henry and his court to be concerned; this was a time characterised by constant tension with continental Europe, following England’s rancorous separation from the Catholic Church.

         Henry’s tough stance on such games stemmed from the fear that activities pursued solely for sport and wagering would distract Englishmen from the practice of archery, the skill that had proved the linchpin of military success at Agincourt, the decisive battle in the Hundred Years War with France. The spreading popularity of such games meant that the nation’s archery prowess was ‘sore decayed, and dayly is lyke to be more mynished’, the Act said. Parts of the legislation would endure untouched for more than 26four hundred years, although hopefully not out of lingering animosity towards the French.

         By the reign of Charles II, though, attention had shifted to concerns that feel more familiar to a contemporary audience. With the Gaming Act of 1664, the government sought to legislate against gaming that was ‘deceitfull, disorderly and excessive’.6 This unholy trinity of adjectives rings bells. As we shall see, the tenets of today’s gambling regulation have similar goals. The 1664 Act addressed cheating: it provided that anyone caught swindling their fellow gambler could be forced to repay three times the value of their winnings, half to the Crown and half to the victim of their misdeeds.

         But it also dealt with the ogre of debt, prefiguring some of the regulation now thought of as promoting safer gambling. It was an early example of a provision specifically aimed at the prevention of harm, particularly among young noblemen who were liable to bet to the ‘ruine of their Estates and Fortunes’. This part of the Act ruled that any gambling debt above £100 (over £10,000 in today’s money) was unenforceable. Not only that but, if discovered, the winner should forfeit treble the value of any amount above the £100 threshold, again to the Crown and to the person on the wrong end of the wager. Any security given as collateral on the debts, such as ancestral estates, was also declared void. In their book The Law of Gambling, Stephen Monkcom and Colin Smith write that ‘This latter provision reflected a growing concern that the social order was being subverted by the grant by losing gamblers of securities such as mortgages and conveyances for their indebtedness, with the consequence that their estates were being lost to their heirs and successors.’7 In short, it was not so much personal misery that the Act sought to avoid but any threat to the seventeenth-century aristocratic order, the very glue that held the ruling classes together. 27

         Attempts to build on the 1664 Gaming Act followed but these early campaigns to address harmful gambling proved futile, according to one observer. In 1722, an anonymous pamphleteer said of the 1710 Gaming Act that it had been ‘entirely ineffectual’. ‘Thousands of families since that time have been ruined in gaming only, and it daily increases.’8

         Successive parliaments continued to take a reactive approach, playing a fairground game of whack-a-mole, hammering particular activities back down when they provoked concern, only for others to pop up elsewhere. The result was a mishmash of obsolete laws that nonetheless remained on the statute books for many years. The legendary parliamentarian and journalist Bill Deedes highlighted the absurdities this created during a speech in the House of Commons in 1956. Deedes reminded the House that there was ‘still on the Statute Book an Act of 1738 which declares ace of hearts, pharaoh, basset and hazard to be lotteries and, therefore, illegal. In addition, an Act of 1739 declares passage and any game with dice or a device of like nature – with the honourable exception of backgammon – to be illegal; and an Act of 1744 brings “roulet otherwise roly-poly” within the scope of those earlier Acts. I think these facts require no embellishment.’9

         THE MODERN ERA

         All the while, gambling remained a source of enjoyment, particularly among the wealthy, whose exploits sometimes became the stuff of legend. One well-known tale involves White’s, a gentlemen’s club founded in 1693 in London’s salubrious St James’s area. It would go on to become a haven for gambling, famed for the entries in the White’s Betting Book, and it was there, in 1816, that Lord Alvanley supposedly bet £3,000 (nearly £300,000 in today’s money) that one raindrop would reach the bottom of a 28window before another. The club remains a favourite of royals and aristocrats.

         Yet it wasn’t until 1845 that British parliamentarians made a concerted effort to wipe the slate clean and concoct what they hoped would be comprehensive legislation regulating gambling. This was a time in which perceived social ills, particularly the ravages wrought on those suffering in poverty, were rising up the agenda. Charles Dickens, whose own father had been imprisoned for non-payment of debts, was drawing attention to injustice and the grinding poverty endured by many working people in Victorian Britain, via novels drip-fed in newspaper serialisations to an eager public. Ideas of social justice were taking hold everywhere, forged in the crucible of increasing industrialisation that was, in many cases, victimising the poor and exploiting workers. The Communist Manifesto was three years away from being published.

         It was amid this atmosphere that a select committee appointed by the House of Commons concluded that existing laws had not only proved ineffective in preventing the spread of gambling dens but that, crucially, they were aimed largely at protecting the wealthy. While the richest were afforded at least some degree of protection from losing their fortunes, the poor had little to prevent them squandering much smaller sums, money that might be the only thing standing between their families and starvation.

         The result of these deliberations was the Gaming Act of 1845. Its first provision was to repeal parts of the aforementioned Unlawful Games Act of 1541 (to the delight, no doubt, of any remaining devotees of cloysh-cayls and half-bowl). But the most important and enduring element of the Act was that it deemed a wager unenforceable as a legal contract. This made it unattractive to bookmakers to take bets on credit unless they could be 100% sure that the punter would be willing or able to pay up if they lost.10

         With credit out of the picture, cash became king. Betting houses 29popped up where punters could place wagers with ready money. These were outlawed in 1853, so gambling moved onto the street, only for that practice to be forbidden in 1906. A pattern was starting to emerge: successive pieces of legislation were proving to be blunt instruments, capable only of shifting perceived social ills around but never of actually preventing them. It was whack-a-mole again. If punters bet in gaming houses, the government criminalised those. If they gathered to place bets in the street, that was outlawed too. It was a legislative strategy that achieved very little except making felons of people who might otherwise have been law-abiding citizens.

         Moreover, legal loopholes emerged that meant those with the means to do so could still gamble on credit, as long as they placed their bets by telephone. This meant one law for the wealthy, who could bet with relative ease, and another for ordinary working-class folk, who relied upon precarious street operations where bookmakers employed ‘runners’ to collect debts, deploying various degrees of persuasiveness, including physical violence. Many of today’s best-known bookmakers trace their legacy back to this era. William Hill founded his betting company in 1934, as a telephone or postal service, when the practice was still illegal.

         This rather chaotic state of affairs persisted in much the same vein until 1961, when a system rooted in Victorian moralism gave way to an approach more suited to the libertine Swinging Sixties. The new approach was still a largely pragmatic one. It was not that gambling had been accepted by the ruling classes as a legitimate leisure pursuit; rather, politicians had recognised by now that too many people enjoyed the occasional flutter for gambling to be erased from British life altogether. It should, they concluded, at least be closely monitored, not to mention harnessed to provide much-needed revenues for the Exchequer as Britain continued its post-war reconstruction and tied in place the safety net of the welfare state. 30

         ‘Gambling was thought to be fundamentally undesirable and only rather sleazy people do it,’ Peter Collins, an advisor to several governments on gambling policy and author of Gambling and the Public Interest, told me. ‘But like other vices it was better to be legalised and regulated, than to have an illegal industry.’

         The result of this approach, started under the administration of Conservative prime minister Harold ‘Supermac’ Macmillan, was the Betting and Gaming Act of 1960, which fathered the modern-day betting shop. In the years that followed, soundtracked by Beatlemania against a backdrop of world-changing events such as the assassination of JFK, British high streets witnessed an explosion of bookies, with about 16,000 licences granted by 1965.

         In 1968, with expansion deemed to have gone too far, the government of Labour prime minister Harold Wilson modified the law, bringing in a ‘demand test’ that prevented the award of a gambling-premises licence unless it could be shown that there was significant unstimulated clamour for one.11

         By now, though, Britain’s relationship with gambling had changed forever. Something of an equilibrium had been reached between civil liberties and the prevention of crime, disorder and exploitation. The high-street bookmaker became a regular fixture, and gambling, by extension, a semi-legitimate activity rather than a grubby underground vice. William Hill himself, who had according to some accounts described betting shops as a ‘cancer on society’,12 had opened his first in 1966. Despite their new-found legitimacy, though, bookies retained some degree of mystique, still clad in the trappings of vice. Their windows had to be blacked out, for instance. Their doorways, like shops that sold pornographic magazines and videos, were veiled by beaded curtains.

         Bookmakers remained cloaked in this garb well into the 1990s, yet by then they ranked alongside some of the stalwarts of British industry, in financial terms at least. When Japanese bank Nomura 31bought William Hill in 1997, it paid £700 million for the company, nearly £1.3 billion in today’s money. The following year Ladbrokes agreed to pay £363 million for bookmaker Coral, although that deal was eventually unpicked by the competition regulator. This was a bona fide reputable industry, with its own regulatory framework, its own handsomely remunerated lobbyists and lawyers, City of London grandees in the boardroom and pinstriped, blue-blooded financial backers. Names such as William Hill, Ladbrokes and Coral thrived and expanded, securing a foothold in town centres alongside banks, chemists and grocery stores.

         Gambling was making its way to the top table at long last.

         THE TURN OF THE MILLENNIUM

         The way our antecedents dealt with gambling offers a telling glimpse into the collective psyche of the age, be it the anxiety of an ageing Henry VIII at his subjects’ faltering archery prowess, or seventeenth-century concerns about foolhardy young aristocrats squandering the ancestral pile.

         But we find ourselves today in the era of the Gambling Act of 2005, a piece of legislation that terraformed the modern gambling landscape. Its introduction under Tony Blair, the most electorally successful left-of-centre prime minister in British history, was fostered by the essentially free-market, socially liberal instincts of his New Labour project.

         ‘It was part of that idea that we don’t care how rich people get as long as we can fund the public services we want,’ said Ruth Davidson, who would go on to become leader of the Scottish Conservative party but was, during the later Blair years, a BBC reporter.

         Labour MP Richard Caborn’s political career was already in full swing by then. He recalls the casual chumminess with which Blair allocated him the responsibility for gambling policy in 2001. 32 Caborn had been summoned to the prime minister’s office to discuss his new brief as minister for sport. Gambling was thrown into the mix, almost as an afterthought, at the end of a conversation.

         ‘As I stood up to walk away, he said: “Oh, by the way, would you take gambling? We’ve brought it from the Home Office into DCMS [the Department for Culture, Media & Sport]”,’ Caborn told me. ‘“Will you look into that?” And I walked out, not knowing anything about gambling.’

         The process that followed, as Blair’s ideological vision became reality, would turbocharge a multibillion-pound industry that has generated vast profits but, at times, displayed scant regard for the collateral damage visited on some of its customers.

         Before we come to the Act itself, it’s worth looking at the circumstances that set the scene for it. By the late 1990s, the National Lottery had established at least one form of gambling as a mainstream activity. Millions of people had started playing the weekly draw, with its highly quotable adverts that deployed the slogan ‘It could be you’, illustrated by a giant finger descending from the sky to point at the lucky winner. As one gambling consultant told Rebecca Cassidy, author of Vicious Games: ‘The lottery was a Trojan horse for us.’13

         Around the same time, online poker began growing in popularity, particularly among young men with a good grasp of the game, who used it as a way to fund their student lifestyle or supplement their early-career earnings. I was at university in the first four years of the twenty-first century and I remember friends telling me how much they were making online from ‘fish’, a poker term for suckers who play badly and lose money. It felt uncomfortably exploitative but at the same time I could see the thrill of it for young men (they were all men), using their smarts to make quick money.

         Meanwhile, more traditional forms of betting were changing fast. Seasoned gamblers who enjoyed sports wagers now had the option of placing bets with offshore operators via the telephone or, 33increasingly, online, an activity that was essentially an unregulated free-for-all.

         What spurred the government into legislative action, at least at first, was not so much the potential danger to gamblers but the impact on the country’s finances. In the decades leading up to 2001, tax was levied on each bet itself, at a rate of 9p in the pound at highstreet bookmakers. Gamblers could choose whether it was applied to their bet or their winnings. This made betting with UK operators less attractive than telephone operations based in low-tax jurisdictions such as Malta or Gibraltar, which could offer the same bets without the tax. Indeed, as the internet took off, betting companies who saw the opportunity it presented had been given little option but to go offshore. Online gambling was not yet legal in the UK and thus they flocked to overseas jurisdictions, which offered generous corporation and income tax regimes, not to mention light-touch regulation. Victor Chandler, the scion of a dynasty of bookmakers steeped in the history of the racecourse and greyhound track, led the rush to move offshore in 1998, with big names such as Ladbrokes following soon after. The result was dwindling receipts for the taxman, as punters’ pounds flowed out of Britain.

         ‘We thought, goodness me, they’re all going to go,’ said Stephen Timms, then financial secretary to the Treasury. The solution, he told me, was to ‘do a deal’.

         The handshake with the industry involved replacing the betting duty with a 15% tax on bookies’ revenues, which came into effect in 2002.14 This would make the prices offered by traditional UK bookmakers more competitive, helping them win back customers, boosting profit and reducing their incentive to rush offshore. For a time this worked, and the long-term decline in tax receipts was arrested.

         In 2005 the Guardian wrote a glowing news piece hailing a ‘brilliant’ move by Gordon Brown, then chancellor of the Exchequer, working alongside Tony Blair.15 The tax change had given 34the Treasury more money to spend, lending credence to that Blairite thesis that bumper corporate profit was to be applauded as long as it could fund schools and hospitals.

         But the underlying fundamentals were unchanged. The move had benefited bookies who took most of their bets in shops, but the fast-growing online industry still had no legal status in the UK and, as the internet expanded, so did its utility as a platform for betting. Even after 2007, when online firms could set up shop in the UK, there remained relatively little incentive to move closer to the taxman and closer to the scrutiny of regulators, politicians and anti-gambling campaign groups.

         It would not be until 2014 that the government overhauled the system effectively, this time taxing betting income at the point of consumption (where the gambler places the bet).16 With the location of the consumer now determining where the tax was collected, there was no way of avoiding UK duty. Tax receipts soared. In the space of a year, overall betting and gaming duty increased from £2.1 billion to £2.7 billion. By then, the UK taxman had missed out on much-needed revenue, £1 billion between 2009 and 2013 alone, according to some estimates.17

         There was another major consequence of New Labour’s approach to gambling taxation: the explosion of fixed-odds betting terminals. These machines allowed punters to stake £100 every twenty seconds on casino-style games, chiefly roulette. We’ll learn much more about FOBTs later in this book but they owed a great deal to Brown’s 2002 tax change. They ran on very low margins, with an average of 97p in every £1 returned to the player. A tax on individual bets effectively eliminated much of the bookies’ edge, rendering the machines unattractive. Brown’s tax measure, taxing overall company profits rather than individual bets, changed the calculations. Almost overnight, they became an irresistible cash cow that the gambling industry would milk for nearly two more decades.

         35Within two years, FOBTs had become a bone of contention between the government and the industry. High-street bookmakers were installing the machines at a rate of knots, using the predictable income offered by a fixed-odds product to supplement more volatile income from sports wagering. They were cheap to maintain, occupied minimal shop floor space and guaranteed a steady stream of revenue. But their rapid proliferation was already stoking fears about gambling addiction. They hadn’t hit the newspaper front pages yet, but anecdotal evidence was beginning to emerge about their addictive qualities.

         There was uncertainty about their legal status too. The industry and the regulator – then called the Gaming Board for Great Britain – litigated a test case. The regulator, which oversaw casinos but not betting shops, argued that FOBTs were machines designed primarily for casino-style gaming and should therefore be limited to casinos. The Association of British Bookmakers, the industry’s trade body, claimed that the machines could be used for betting and that their members, who did not fall under the Gaming Board’s purview, should also be permitted to benefit. Knowing that a new Gambling Act was on the way, the two sides reached a deal out of court, a gift-wrapped solution for the politicians who would write the Act:

         
            – Bookmakers would be allowed to install no more than four FOBTs per shop;

            – They would have a maximum stake of £100 and a maximum prize of £500;

            – Roulette would be the only casino game permitted;

            – Speed of play – the permitted interval between bets – would be restricted.

         

         For the government, it was a classic political solution. Costly legal fees for fighting what the public might perceive to be a niche battle had 36been averted, while a profit-hungry industry’s appetites had, ostensibly, been curbed. For the ABB, it was a genuine coup that spared its members the loss of their most highly lucrative new product in years.

         The future of gambling in Britain was already beginning to take shape, forged in the twin crucibles of the Treasury and the law courts. Now the Blair government was ready to press ahead with its more ambitious project – a comprehensive reform of gambling legislation, fit for the twenty-first century.

         THE ACT

         In 2000 Blair’s government had commissioned a panel of experts, headed by the distinguished economist Sir Alan Budd, to review gambling laws. A founding member of the Bank of England’s Monetary Policy Committee, which set interest rates, Budd was a free-market economist tasked with reforms that might strike a balance between protecting the vulnerable while also placing trust in market forces to drive wealth and motivate companies to do the right thing.

         Peter Collins describes the plan as typical of Blair’s economic modernisation project. ‘It basically said we should try to integrate gambling into the general leisure sector instead of treating it as a pariah activity. That was part of Blair’s new Britain. It was the same sort of thing with twenty-four-hour alcohol licensing and there was a lot of public outcry over that too.’

         In Budd’s own words, the plan was ‘a classic example of Britain’s approach to policy-making in those days. The government would ask a group of generally middle-class men and women to consider issues with which they had little expertise or interest.’18

         The commission’s members might not have boasted much in the way of relevant expertise either, but they did not lack input from those who did. ‘We put out a questionnaire with about fourteen questions on it,’ Budd committee member Professor Jonathan Wolff 37told me. Wolff was chosen for his credentials as a noted philosopher and academic. Soon after he and his fellow committee members sought them, submissions came flooding in, from anyone and everyone with an interest in the future of gambling. ‘Huddersfield Town Football Club sent us one page with yes or no answers. At the other end of the scale were the big companies and the trade bodies. They got consultants in to write very polished responses and you could see they’d spent thousands getting this stuff done. We had a stack of evidence that came up to my waist.’

         More than two hundred submissions arrived, many of them from gambling firms and their lobbyists, while the panel gathered evidence in the field too. ‘We went to a greyhound meeting, horse racing, and we also considered casinos so we went to Las Vegas and Blackpool, which was trying to use gambling to revive itself,’ said Mihir Bose, the award-winning sports journalist, another member of the committee.

         The resulting proposals would, in the report’s own words, ‘generally increase the gambling opportunities for adults’ while seeking to protect vulnerable people such as children and addicts.19

         ‘Our driving force was that if people want to gamble, we won’t take a moralising view and say you can’t,’ said Bose. ‘We’ve been accused of opening the door but the door was opening already. It was better for it to be done in a regulated fashion.’

         Under the Budd model, each liberalising measure would, in theory, come with a counterweight of some kind, arbitrating between civil liberties and player protection. The committee members believed that increased choice and competition would generally work to the benefit of the consumer. One way they sought to achieve this was by doing away with restrictions that limited the number of towns and cities permitted to license casinos. They also recommended abolishing the twenty-four-hour cooling-off period required between a customer signing up to join a casino and actually being allowed to 38play. This would make it easier to open dedicated gambling venues and sign up customers.

         The countermeasure was a ban on ‘ambient’ gambling, such as fruit machines located in non-specialist venues like chip shops and taxi offices. The ideological intent was clear: adults who made a concerted choice to gamble should not be prevented from doing so by a busybody state. Nor should people going about their daily lives be constantly exposed to opportunities to squander their money.

         The same philosophy applied to advertising it. Where previously only lotteries and bingo had been allowed over the airwaves, now the entire industry would be permitted to enter British homes via the television. This was the other end of the spectrum from the demand test of the 1960s, the one that said bookies could only open in areas where there was a public clamour for them. Instead, bookies would be able to pitch for new customers via the most powerful marketing tool known to mankind. By way of mitigation, the industry would agree not to show adverts before the informal 9 p.m. watershed, save during live sporting events.

         The Budd committee was high-powered, its members were intelligent, well-informed people, and they were aware of developing trends, including the proliferation of FOBTs and the rise of internet gambling. They reckoned, quite reasonably, that it was better for gambling to be regulated and closely monitored for fairness and criminality, rather than being the preserve of offshore operators or criminal enterprises.

         But they could not predict the future and nor were they in charge of writing the legislation. That was up to politicians.

         THE ACT ITSELF

         The government accepted Budd’s recommendations, in a written response published in 2002, under the slightly hubristic title: ‘A Safe Bet For Success’.

         39Three years later, the Gambling Act of 2005 came into being. Like most pieces of primary legislation written in the modern era, the Act is lengthy, running to a mind-numbing 362 clauses, with eighteen accompanying schedules that clarify how the legislation is to work in practice. Its main aims were threefold:

         
            – To reduce crime and disorder associated with gambling;

            – To ensure that the activity was carried out fairly;

            – To shield young and vulnerable people from harm.

         

         Of the proposals that survived the knotty period of horse-trading that typically precedes bills passing into law, the most eye-catching were:

         
            – It permitted television advertising of sports betting, online casinos and poker. Previously only bingo, the football pools and the National Lottery had been allowed;

            – It established the Gambling Commission as the new regulator for the industry, responsible for granting licences to operate and controlling problem gambling;

            – It did away with the demand test that had stipulated gambling premises could only be placed where there was demonstrable demand for them.

         

         But the Act is perhaps more notable for what it did not include than for what it did.

         The omission that garnered the most attention at the time was the disappearance of the so-called ‘supercasinos’. These were to be massive resort-style destinations purpose-built for gambling that could, it was hoped, boost city-centre economies and fuel tourism, breathing new life into some of Britain’s dilapidated seaside towns, sprinkling some of the moneyed glitz of Las Vegas and 40 Atlantic City over Manchester and Blackpool. The Budd report had recommended a significant easing of curbs on casinos and the government embraced the recommendation wholeheartedly, ultimately to its own cost.

         Of all the proposals contained in the bill, nothing captured the public and political imagination quite like supercasinos. The Daily Mail, for decades the deafening loudspeaker of the moralistic right in the UK, was dead against them. Its legendarily fearsome editor, Paul Dacre, was given to waging furious crusades that he would personally orchestrate, stalking the newsroom floor like a Tyrannosaurus rex with a sore head and flinging out expletives at anything or anyone that displeased him. The antagonist that displeased him most was Tony Blair and he gleefully took up his cudgels against what he saw – with his fundamentally puritanical instincts – as one of the Blair government’s more horrifying inventions. Sermonising to more than a million loyal readers, the Mail waged a long-running Kill the Bill campaign on its front page, against a policy it warned might become a ‘magnet for mafia gangs, drug dealers and prostitutes’.20

         The late Tessa Jowell, the Blairite MP – Richard Caborn’s superior in her role as secretary of state for culture, media and sport – bore ultimate responsibility for pioneering the Gambling Act, and was having none of it. ‘There’s a whiff of snobbery in some of the opposition to new casinos,’ she told the Sunday Telegraph in 2004,21 drawing on a theme that remains common in critics of gambling reform to this day – the idea that those who favour tighter regulation are elitists who find working-class pursuits distasteful. ‘People who think they should remain the preserve of the rich; others who find them gaudy and in poor taste; others who don’t want the big investment that will come from the United States. They are entitled to those views, but they are not entitled to force them on others,’ said Jowell.

         Conservative leader Michael Howard, for the most part a rather 41ineffectual adversary to Blair, had spotted the chance to score a rare victory over the government, capitalising on the media frenzy. During the ‘wash-up’ process, the frenetic last few days before each parliament is dissolved, his party demanded that the eight supercasinos be reduced to one, or they would oppose the bill altogether, putting it at risk of failing to pass in time for the end of that session of parliament. The opposition leader’s gambit won the day.

         In the end, not even one was built. When Gordon Brown succeeded Tony Blair in 2007, resolving one of the tensest psychodramas in British political history, he scrapped plans for the only supercasino that was still in the works, in Manchester. Like Blair, Brown’s instincts were pro-business. But he was also the son of a Presbyterian minister, with little appetite for recreating the excesses of Las Vegas in British cities and seaside towns.

         All the while, as supercasinos gobbled up countless column inches and hours of political wrangling, something else that would ultimately prove far more important was slipping quietly under the radar: the internet.

         It is difficult to understand with hindsight how something so central to our lives today garnered hardly a mention in the public discourse around gambling in 2005.

         ‘Everybody had been so obsessed with supercasinos that I don’t think that they had necessarily thought about other aspects of the legislation, or indeed how the industry was going to go,’ recalled Tracey Crouch, then chief of staff to shadow home secretary David Davis but who went on to play a starring role in the story of gambling legislation, as the sports minister under a future Conservative government. ‘It was all about supercasinos, I don’t remember any other conversations.’

         Yet the internet had certainly formed a big part of the backdrop to the Gambling Act. Budd and his fellow committee members had recognised the importance of getting online regulation right. 42The committee was sufficiently up to speed with technology to realise that it must pay heed to ‘on-line’ gambling, although that hyphen gives some indication of how fresh a concept the web still was in the minds of the British establishment. The review body sought to strike a balance that recognised that, while the genie could not be put back in the bottle, it could be nudged in the right direction.

         For betting on sports, little should change. The internet, Budd reasoned, was just another way of laying a wager on an event. For online gaming, operators should be subject to rules mirroring those governing casinos that offered land-based versions of the table games and slot machines that were now widely available online.

         But somehow the part of Budd’s vision that involved subjecting online gambling to the same curbs as its real-life cousin never materialised. Instead, a government that would later be lambasted for its light-touch regulation of the banking system adopted a similar approach to digital wagering.

         Dan Waugh, of gambling consultancy Regulus Partners, is one of the most well-informed and fair-minded commentators within the industry. Of the legislation governing online gambling, he writes that ‘the contrast with land-based regulation is striking – all forms of gambling may be made available within a single site; there are no caps on licence issuance; betting on credit is permitted [at time of writing, it no longer is]; and traditional stake, prize and speed of play specifications do not apply.’22

         Tom Watson, the former Labour MP who was, until recently, one of the most prominent advocates of gambling reform, recalled his own involvement in the passing of the Act, as a relatively inexperienced Labour whip convincing unruly backbenchers to support the bill: Speaking in June 2019, during a speech at the think tank Demos, he said: ‘We attempted to update laws and the framework was right. But what it couldn’t do was predict the explosion in 43creativity in the design of new digital products. I’ve described it as a piece of analogue legislation that was not weatherproofed for the digital age.’

         That description, an analogue law in a digital age, has become common parlance when referring to the Act. So what went wrong? It seems a reasonable assumption that neither the Budd committee members, nor the government, had any inkling of how profoundly the internet would develop, nor how it would transform our lives so rapidly and profoundly. While some businesses were slow to harness new technology, those that did were able to roll out new types of casino games – and new ways to bet on sport – that had never been imagined.

         Indeed, one of the fundamental flaws of the 2005 Gambling Act was unavoidable: bad timing. The first iPhone was not released until 2007, the same year the Act came into force. The government had attempted to regulate internet gambling without knowing that, within the space of a few years, access to an online casino would be in every pocket. Lawmakers did not, or could not, envisage how good the industry would be, once unleashed, at harnessing this new-found power to drum up business. Nor did they give themselves an insurance policy to prepare for the unknown.

         As I’ve mentioned before, online operators would not be required to hold a British gambling licence until 2014, meaning that vast swathes of the industry were developing, marketing and selling new products out of the sight of a British regulator. This ran contrary to what Budd had suggested. He’d reckoned that it would make sense to require an online operator to have a domestic presence in order to be licensed, both in terms of the location of its servers and as a registered company. Somewhere between the government largely accepting his report and the Act passing into law, this proposal had vanished.

         The ever-changing tax regime only made matters worse. In 2001 44Brown had attempted to bring firms back onshore, with some success, by tweaking the tax regime. In 2007 he altered it again, this time introducing a 15% flat tax on the income of online gambling companies regulated by the Gambling Commission. The solution, for gambling firms, was not to be regulated by the Commission but to move overseas, or, if they were there already, to stay offshore, in locations that operators with an online business had already learned to call home in the days when it wasn’t legal for them to operate in their domestic market. Now, these firms were allowed to take bets in the UK, as long as they were based in a so-called ‘white-listed’ jurisdiction, including the likes of Malta and Gibraltar. If customers had a grievance over responsible-gambling measures or something as simple as whether a bet should pay out, they had to go not to the UK Gambling Commission but to an overseas regulator in a much smaller country, where the betting industry wielded enormous clout. One of the few not to do this was bet365, which stuck to its roots in Stoke.

         As we have already seen, offshoring deprived the Treasury of tax but it also created a physical distance that greatly increased the temptation to push the boundaries of legislation. If no UK licence was required – and could not therefore be lost – what incentive was there for companies based overseas to go the extra mile to protect customers?

         British operators rode two horses, owning land-based bookmaking networks in the UK and online divisions situated offshore. They grew rapidly, fuelled by technological development, aggressive advertising and the benefits of operating from a base overseas. Many of the most shocking cases of gambling companies failing to protect vulnerable people in recent years, stories that I’ll document in the coming chapters, have involved phenomena that stem from that potent combination.

         Take, for instance, the so-called VIP schemes, a system of perks and rewards offered to people who lose money, often orchestrated 45via a personal VIP manager tasked with befriending the customer and keeping them happy. Consider also direct marketing, the use of emails and text messages to nudge gamblers into cutting short any period during which they don’t bet. Both rely on immediacy of communication, the ability to bet rapidly online and a lack of interventionist regulation.

         Given that very few people in the public arena predicted these trends, there was no supercasino-style newspaper campaign against them and no political ambition to prepare for them. No curbs were placed on aggressive online salesmanship, and as a result it flourished pretty much unfettered until the present day, something I shall examine in greater depth later in Chapter 4.

         There is another respect in which the Gambling Act failed almost entirely. It did very little to erect any effective ongoing mechanism to measure what impact gambling was already having, nor what the result of a more liberal regime would be. To this day, we understand relatively little about how much harm gambling is doing in wider society, whether the problem is getting worse or better and how we might go about tackling it. Anecdotal evidence tells us that many people suffer significant harm as a result of gambling and that, all too often, the firms that take their money do far too little to protect consumers. Regular NHS surveys give us a limited insight into which products are associated with higher levels of addiction. Beyond that we are – to some extent – flying blind.

         Budd and his fellow review body members had identified the knowledge gap early on. In their report they admitted being ‘struck by how little is known about either normal or problem gambling’. Much greater research into addiction was a must, they said, as well as ongoing work to assess the effect that any new regulation was having on problem gambling. The report went on to recommend that the NHS receive increased funding to tackle problem gambling, with gambling addiction properly recognised as a health issue. 46Ideally, research would be funded by a statutory levy of at least £3 million a year. The report noted that the last major government-backed review of gambling, the Rothschild Commission of 1978, had also identified the need for much more research, but that this had not taken place.23

         Most of Budd’s recommendations in this area had disappeared into the ether by the time the Act was finalised. While regular surveys have been conducted into the prevalence of problem gambling, very little has been done to measure the effect that unfettered marketing or technological innovation have had on gamblers’ mental health or addiction.

         The regular NHS surveys tell us what percentage of the British population are problem gamblers but they are deeply flawed, as we shall examine in Chapter 6. We have no reliable means of gauging the harm being done to society by gambling. We know that certain products have higher rates of addiction but precious little about why, beyond what occurs to us as common sense, or what has been claimed in studies whose reliability is often questionable. It is only in recent years that any robust studies have emerged about the link between problem gambling and suicide, for instance. We have effectively been taking stabs in the dark for more than a decade.

         THE DIE IS CAST

         When the Gambling Act eventually came into force in 2007, it was to relatively little fanfare. But there were already major question marks over whether the government had got it right.

         The Conservatives’ spokesman on gambling, Tobias Ellwood, questioned whether the Act was capable of managing new variants, such as internet gambling and games that could be sent through the airwaves to British children’s mobile phones by overseas operators. ‘Many online gambling companies will be advertising on our 47TVs, probably from 9 p.m. tonight, but will already have moved to Gibraltar,’ he told BBC Radio 4’s Today programme.

         Looking back with the benefit of hindsight, Matthew Hill, regulatory risk and analysis director at the Gambling Commission between 2008 and 2015, described as ‘monumental hubris’ the idea that the 2005 Act would lead to an era of agile response to regulatory challenge: ‘There was this notion that the legislation had been in some way future-proofed – yet the system started creaking pretty much from the start.’24

         Or, as Peter Collins put it to me: ‘Government, as it usually does, failed to control the whole business of regulation, which is now fantastically expensive and delivers very little.’

         Meanwhile, the industry developed at a rate of knots, developing new revenue-boosting products. Notable innovations include betting exchanges such as Betfair, which allowed punters to bet in new ways, betting against one another in a manner that mimics the stock market, buying some outcomes (backing them) and selling others (known as laying). Another was in-play sports betting, pioneered by bet365, which allowed rapid-fire wagers on events trivial to the game itself, such as the number of throw-ins during a football match. These developments were underpinned by the wildfire spread of the internet and the invention of the smartphone as a conduit allowing gambling at any location, at any time.

         The UK had made probably the most ambitious attempt to formalise the law around gambling anywhere in the world – and this was the brave new world that had been dreamed into reality.

         So what happened next?

         There are two answers to that question.

         The first is that Britain fulfilled Tessa Jowell’s ambition, becoming, in her words, a ‘world leader in the field of online gambling’. The 2005 Gambling Act established a thriving, regulated industry that sat at the heart of the leisure sector, providing – for the most 48part – legitimate and harmless enjoyment to millions of people. The industry contributed billions of pounds in tax revenue, sustained employment for hundreds of thousands of people and spurred both creative and technological innovation.

         This answer isn’t entirely wrong but it is incomplete, for, as we shall see, the starting gun had been fired on a fiercely competitive race for space, in an increasingly lucrative market. As firms battled for a slice of the British gambling spend, they unleashed a tidal wave of aggressive advertising and marketing that brought gambling into every living room and put a casino in every pocket.

         Some members of the industry lost sight of their roots and lost interest in the products they were selling, motivated instead by whatever proved profitable. This created a massive and unavoidable incentive to push the boundaries of decency ever further in the pursuit of growth and market share.

         Stewart Kenny, the co-founder and former chairman of Irish bookmaker Paddy Power, believes that the industry he started out in and the one that exists now are ‘chalk and cheese’. ‘I was pretty relaxed about the idea of my kids opening an online betting account eighteen or twenty years ago,’ he told me. ‘But now I wouldn’t be so keen for my grandchildren to open an account when they reach eighteen and be bombarded with enticements to gamble on the online casino and the online slot machines. I unfortunately am being wise after the event. As a long-standing board director, I must take responsibility for some of these problems.’

         While some veterans such as Kenny recognised that parts of the industry had got out of control, any objections they raised fell on deaf ears, as companies did what companies do, chasing profit to line the pockets of shareholders and a handful of industry barons who became fabulously wealthy.

         At the other end of the chain, vulnerable people were driven down the thorny path of addiction. Let down by lax government 49regulation, those victims – and their families – were left with woefully inadequate resources to protect themselves from harm and pick up the pieces. It was a state of affairs that signed the death warrants of dozens, if not hundreds, who saw no other way out but suicide.

         When I say that gambling conquered Britain, that’s what I mean.
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