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Executive Summary

The Mornington Peninsula

The Mornington Peninsula Shire, formed after the amalgamation of several smaller shires in 1994, is located at the Southern end of Port Phillip Bay, with the western side bounded by Westernport Bay.

The Shire has a diverse range of communities in urban, semi-rural and rural settings.  More than a third (35,801) of the total population (110,409) live in the designated areas of Hastings, Mornington, Rosebud and Rosebud West.  The number of households earning less than $400 per week ranges from 33% in Hastings and Mornington to 40% in Rosebud and 58% in Rosebud West.  This is in stark contrast to the more affluent areas of the Shire including Mt Eliza and Flinders and to the holiday makers who frequent the marinas and resort beaches along the coast. (Ref Section 5-page 17)

The Mornington Peninsula rates in the top 10 for numbers of poker machines per municipality across the State.

Currently there are 859 poker machines in 20 venues (12 hotels / 8 clubs), with major concentrations in the areas of Hastings (123), Mornington (278) and Rosebud (190). (Ref Section 6-page 25)

The estimated yearly “take” from poker machines on the Peninsula during the last financial year is $60m (based on Tabcorp and Tattersalls figures).  This has been split three ways between venue operators, licensees and State Government taxes.

According to research conducted by the Interchurch Gambling Taskforce in 1998 (Ref 14-page 131), there has been a strong saturation of poker machines in areas with high concentrations of low income people.  Despite growing calls from sections of the public for Local Councils to have greater control over the growth of poker machine gambling in their municipalities, they remain hamstrung by the State Government’s legislative control of the industry.

Strongly voiced concerns about the social and economic impacts of poker machine gambling on local communities have accompanied the rollout of poker machines in municipalities across Victoria in 1998.

In recent years, such concerns have been widespread across the Mornington Peninsula.

“Peninsula on Pokies” Project

In response to these concerns, Good Shepherd Youth and Family Service applied for funding from the Lance Reichstein Foundation to conduct a community survey regarding the impacts of poker machine gambling on the local community.  This project became known as “Peninsula on Pokies”. (Ref Section 4-page 14)

The project set out to canvas a broad cross-section of views.  The survey was concentrated in the areas of Hastings, Mornington and Rosebud.  Responses were obtained from 184 community members, 47 retailers and 29 community workers.  The response from venue operators was limited.

The views outlined in this report are not seen as either exhaustive or conclusive.  Rather they provide a clear indication of the growing concern about the impacts of poker machine gambling on the Mornington Peninsula community.

The Key Themes Emerging from the Survey

The key themes emerging from the Findings are outlined in Section 9 (page 69).  They include:-

The identified positive benefits of poker machine gambling on the local community ranged from the increased provision of social outlets and entertainment options especially for women, the elderly and people on low incomes to improved facilities at clubs and hotels, increased employment in ‘pokie’ venues, a growth in benefits for local sporting clubs including affordable memberships for children and young people and increased expenditure on the Peninsula.

Notwithstanding the range of positive benefits, the overwhelming perception is that there are too many poker machines and their overall impact on the local community has been more negative than positive.

Specific negative impacts can be summarised into three groupings: (a) social impacts - increased financial hardship, increased poverty and increased family distress; (b) economic impacts - reduced expenditure on “non-essential” areas and economic downturn in local retail businesses other than ‘pokies’ and (c) overall impacts - an erosion in the general character and health of the community.

Six major strategies for addressing the negative impacts of poker machine gambling on the local community were identified.  They include:-

· Controlling the number of machines.

· Restricting hours of opening for venues and placing stricter controls on location.

· Increasing the availability of community education programs which reinforce the importance of responsible financial management.

· Promoting responsible advertising which includes a greater regulation of glamour “ads” with the “true odds” of winning clearly stated.

· Increasing counselling options for people experiencing gambling related difficulties.

· Increasing the range of alternative, affordable community opportunities for entertainment and socialising, with particular reference to people with limited discretionary income.

· Increasing government action which includes greater regulation of the ‘pokie’ industry to protect local communities, extending the regulatory role of the Local Councils and increasing the allocations of the Community Support Fund resources to local areas with high concentrations of machines.

A series of wider implications are outlined in Section 10 (page 82) based on these findings.  They are discussed under the headings of: the Local Community, the Local Council, Public Interest Concerns, Responsible Advertising and Tax Reform.

Section 11 (page 85) outlines a series of recommendations related to initiatives for the Shire, including a review of the recreation policy and the development of a responsible gaming strategy.  The establishment of a broadly represented community consultative committee to provide input to the gaming strategy and to work on other issues raised in the report is also recommended.  An independent impact study of the “true costs” of poker machine gambling was also seen as a priority.

SECTION 4:

The Project

Aim

The aim of this project is to contribute to the ongoing development of a vibrant, healthy and safe community for all Mornington Peninsula Shire residents as well as those working within the area.

Overall Objectives

1. To ascertain the views of a broad cross-section of the community living and working within the Mornington Peninsula Shire in regards to:-

· The positive benefits of poker machine gambling on the local community.

· The negative impacts of poker machine gambling on the local community.

· The types of difficulties people are experiencing because of poker machine gambling.

· Personal perceptions about the current number of machines located within the Mornington Peninsula Shire and whether the impacts of poker machine gambling on the local community have been more positive or more negative.

· Knowledge of support services within the Mornington Peninsula Shire for people experiencing difficulties with poker machine gambling.

· Ways of addressing the negative impacts of poker machine gambling on the local community.

· Other issues arising from the project needing further exploration.

2. To document these findings in a report to be used as a community resource.

Methodology

This project is a qualitative study using an action research methodology.  This project has emerged from the community and will involve residents and others working in the area at all stages.  A decision was made to focus on the areas of Hastings, Mornington and Rosebud given the concentration of poker machines in these areas and their demographic profiles.  Good Shepherd Youth and Family Service also offers services in each of these areas and it was felt that the existence of established networks would facilitate the research process.

Specific groups included:-

The Good Shepherd Consumer Reference Group and the Community Advisory Group which played vital roles in the formulation of the aims, objectives and design of this research.

A team of research assistants was also involved throughout the project in many facets of data collection and general administration.

· Community Advisory Group.
A community advisory group was established made up of representatives from the local Chamber of Commerce, a Local Council representative with planning and development responsibilities, a local councillor, two community workers and a representative from the Good Shepherd Consumer Reference Group.

It was anticipated that each of these people would provide ongoing support and assistance where necessary.  From the inception of this project it was understood that the ongoing commitment of a wide range of community members was essential if this research was to promote community development.

· Consumer Reference Group

As the Consumer Advocate, Leanne Farnsworth convened a group of local community residents to work on consumer issues pertinent to the local community.  Membership of this group during 1998 included: Wina Hilton, Dawn Ross, Leigh Nichols-Thompson and Heather Berriman.  Promoting community awareness about education levies and bank charges were two of the projects this group had been involved with.

This group enthusiastically supported the development of the questionnaire used in the research.  They were willing participants when the questionnaires were piloted.  They also attended a training session held for people planning to be involved in the data-gathering phase.

· Team of Research Assistants
Sandra Wood, a regular volunteer at Good Shepherd and Bill Toperzer, a regular volunteer and convenor of the Share Register at Good Shepherd, Sue Dressing a community development student and Wina Hilton, a member of the Consumer Reference Group, were active participants in the data collection phase.  Each of these people spent many hours at shopping centres speaking with residents.

Sandra and Bill also walked the streets of the Hastings, Mornington and Rosebud retail areas speaking at length with retailers.

· Retailers
Co-operation and support from the Chambers of Commerce in each area were sought.  This included the Westernport Chamber of Commerce, the Mornington Chamber of Commerce and the Rosebud Regional Development Council.  Their involvement was important in validating the project and in encouraging retailers to participate in the survey.

· Media
Good Shepherd staff are in regular contact with media representatives.

The media's interest in the project, along with the regular updates, ensured that community awareness about the project was widespread.  Community members often mentioned these articles when they approached the table to complete the survey.

· Planned Data Collection Strategies included:

(i) Invitations to community members to contribute their views on three specific occasions.  A community survey was conducted in the shopping centres of Hastings (on Thursday 27th August 1998, in the Coles Carpark); Mornington (on Market Day - Wednesday 2nd September 1998, in the Mornington Shopping Centre) and Rosebud (on Thursday, 10th September 1998, in the Shopping complex near Coles).

People were able to complete a series of questions and offer a case study or participate in an interview with one of the researchers.

These opportunities were preceded by considerable media coverage, encouraging as many people as possible, whatever their views, to participate in the survey.  This was seen as vital to ensure that the data is representative of a range of community views, with potential biases being kept to a minimum.

Secured containers were placed at each of the three Council locations in Hastings, Mornington and Rosebud for residents to return their completed questionnaires.

(ii) Interviews with a range of community workers, either by asking them to complete a set of questions or by participating in a structured face to face or telephone interview.

(iii) Interviews with retailers operating in Hastings, Mornington and Rosebud, either by asking them to complete a set of questions or by participating in a structured face to face interview or telephone interview.

(iv) Invitations were issued to venue operators to participate as the inclusion of their views was seen as important to fulfilling the overall objectives of the project.

(v) Observation at a number of venues.

(vi) Interviews with local residents who regularly visit “pokie” venues.

SECTION 5:

The Mornington Peninsula Shire

The Mornington Peninsula Shire is located at the South Eastern end of Port Phillip Bay, with the western side of the Shire bounded by Westernport Bay. (See Map 1-page 18)

Centres such as Hastings, Mornington and Rosebud are more than one hour from Melbourne by car.

This Shire was formed in 1994 after the forced amalgamation of a number of smaller Local Government Areas including the Shire of Hastings, Flinders, Rosebud and Mornington.

The Shire has a diverse range of communities in urban, semi-rural and rural settings.  According to the 1996 Census data, 110,409 people were living in the Shire on census night.  A Monash University report on poverty released in 1997 (Ref 2-page 131), found that nearly 40% of children in Mornington and Hastings live in families where the household income is less than $25,000.  This is in stark contrast to the affluent areas of the Shire, including Mt Eliza and Flinders, (Ref Table 3-page 23) and to the holiday makers who frequent the marinas and resort beaches along the coasts.  The Monash University study also highlights such contrasts: while 17% of men living in Mornington Peninsula-West earn more than $52,000 per year, 27% of men living in Mornington Peninsula -South earn less than $15,600 per year.  

Error! Reference source not found. (page 20) outlines the demographic profile of the Shire.  More than a third of the population (35,801) live within the areas designated as Hastings, Mornington, Rosebud and Rosebud West where there are a significant number of people living on low incomes.  In each of these areas, the number of households earning less than $400 per week range from 33% (Hastings and Mornington) to 46% for Rosebud and 58% for Rosebud West.  A range of characteristics, including those which are clear indicators of poverty (income level, nature of the household, accommodation, employment status and access to a car) are outlined for the Shire overall and for Hastings, Mornington, Rosebud, Rosebud West and Rye, being the main areas on the Peninsula where poker machines are concentrated. (Ref Map 3-page 27 & Table 6-9-pages 28, 29, 30, 31
SECTION 9:

Key Emerging Themes

1. Identified positive benefits of poker machine gambling on the local community.

· Community members

From the 184 community member respondents, 28 responses detailed positive social and economic benefits from the introduction of poker machine gambling on the Peninsula. 

These benefits ranged from the provision of increased social outlets and entertainment options, especially for women and the elderly through to improved facilities at clubs and hotels, increased employment, a growth in benefits for local sporting clubs and increased expenditure on the Peninsula, especially from tourists.

· Retailers

The only positive benefit from the introduction of poker machine gambling to local businesses recorded by retailers was the improved sales to wholesale outlets with poker machines.  However, while the ‘pokies’ may have created a positive flow on effect to particular retailers, such benefits have in turn been countered by a simultaneous downturn in general business.

Positive benefits to the local community detailed by retailers paralleled those recorded by community members, although they emphasised the economic benefits of improved facilities at clubs and hotels, increased employment and benefits for sporting clubs.  Venue operators also endorsed these points.

· Community workers

Community workers also highlighted a similar range of benefits with a particular emphasis on the social impacts.  For people with limited resources, the ‘pokies’ present themselves as welcoming, comfortable and safe, especially for women and the elderly.  Several workers also highlighted the community service aspect of local clubs offering affordable sporting memberships to local children and young people along with upgraded facilities.

PARTICIPANTS’ QUOTES

· Socially, pokie venues are generally non-threatening places where women feel comfortable on their own or not and also older people.  My belief is (that) on a positive note, they fill an entertainment void for a particular group of people and certainly can be a cheap day out when properly used.

· (Pokies) are there, open to have coffee in long after other places/restaurants shut.  (The) company of other people (along with) conveniences that are clean and available (make the pokie venues) very pleasant services, (and) comfortable to sit in.

· Enticements and (a) welcoming atmosphere make the venues a pleasant place for people to go, which is an unusual occurrence for people with limited resources, (who) often feel “unwanted”. 

· In contrast, the (pokie) venues welcome them with open arms.

· Financial benefits to clubs, which in turn supports other ventures. 

· Community development projects with ‘pokie’ money, (such as) affordable club membership for local children and young people.

2.
Identified negative impacts of poker machine gambling on the local community. 

Despite the range of positive benefits detailed by each group of respondents, the social and economic impacts on individuals, families, businesses and the local community were overwhelmingly negative in character.  These negative impacts can be summarised under six consistent themes.  While these can be divided into separate social and economic impacts, they are inter-related and have compounding effects.

These impacts can be outlined as:

· Negative social impacts: increased financial hardship; increased poverty and increased family distress.

· Negative economic impacts: reduced expenditure on “non-essential” areas and economic downturn in local retail businesses other than the pokies.

· Overall negative impacts: erosion in the general character and health of the community.

QUOTES

Increased financial hardship:

· People seek social contact (and) an entertainment option, but they get into financial difficulties.

· Those families who are struggling tend to look for a way to increase their chances of living better so will go to the pokies with a hope of increasing their income.  

· Low income people, especially the young, sole parents, the elderly and the unemployed are being enticed into the “local icon” in the guise of entertainment, fun, a family place in the environs of a club that cares for the community.  As a consequence, people can’t pay the rent, the elderly don’t buy their medicines and increased numbers of people seek material assistance.

· People spend money they don’t have in the hope of that big windfall.

Increased poverty:

· Many people living in poverty are using the last of their money on poker machines in the hope of a win.  They are desperate and can least afford it.

· (Because of gambling losses) people are more reliant on churches (for) welfare help and more food is needed for distribution to families.

· Families, particularly children, are suffering for lack of food, clothes and quality time spent together in the family.

· I’ve seen so many people with no money till (their) next pay day, because as soon as they get paid they go to the pokies - children and families are missing out on any extras.

· Increased usage of secondhand and pawnshops to get money for gambling.

Increased family distress:

· People now spend their time with (poker) machines which they would have usually spent socially with family and friends.

· (Pokies) are open all hours.  (They) draw people away from other responsibilities and work.

· (There is an) increase in the number of people with multiple issues - there is a snowball effect: financial strain, relationship difficulties, domestic violence, children suffering, homelessness.

· People experiencing difficulties with gambling often feel depressed and experience anxious to angry behaviour.  There are strong connections between people’s gambling behaviour and other family issues.

· Children suffer because parents are unable to pay for books, uniforms (and) excursions.  Parents may be uncontactable during the day.

· More young children are roaming the streets without parents.

Reduced expenditure on “non-essential” goods:

· (Money spent on pokies) is affecting local businesses adversely because people have less disposable income to spend at hairdressers (and such).

· (There is) a transference of money away from productivities or enterprises.

· Fewer people (are) doing things, such as courses, to benefit themselves such as hobby classes, structured learning.

Economic downturn in local businesses other than pokie venues:

· (There have been) significant retail changes - shops closing locally, too many junk shops and there is a lack of money to spend in shops.

· I am a business owner and had to close down due to decreased spending in the township.

· There are too many empty shops and the employment created by the ‘pokies’ is only casual and not permanent.

· People waste their money on poker machines instead of looking after themselves and supporting local businesses.

Erosion in the character and general health of the community:

· (Pokies) are a voluntary tax on the poor.

· The general character and health of the local community is being eroded.

· They say the money goes back to the community, but (I) haven’t seen it.

· There doesn’t seem to be any injection of funds into charities and health services.

· But without any doubt, (pokies) are (a) blight on society.  Any economic benefit is reaped by the operators and manufactures of these infernal machines.

· Pokies are changing the ambience of the community.  They are undermining society.

3. Personal perceptions on whether the impacts of poker machine gambling on the local 

community have been more positive or more negative.

Not withstanding the range of positive benefits detailed, the overwhelming perception is that the overall impact of poker machine gambling on the Peninsula has been more negative than positive.

It was significant to note that in a number of responses, while some people person recorded that the overall impact of ‘pokies’ was more negative than positive, they concurrently acknowledged the “positives” of playing the ‘pokies’ for their daily lives.

PARTICIPANTS’ Quotes

· Sitting in a darkened room conversing with a machine couldn’t be positive.

· Families, particularly children are suffering for lack of food, clothes and quality time spent together in the family.

· I don’t like what it is doing to my husband; the hold gambling has on him and on other people in the community.

· The (greatest) losers are those who cannot afford losses.  Whilst winners are fewer and big winners are even fewer, the real big winners are the owners of the venues, I suspect.

· We live in a capitalist society - money spent on pokies makes less money (being) spent on the family.  This creates more need for welfare agencies.

· Local businesses are going broke because people don’t have money to buy what they used to.

· Lots of money from the (Hastings) area is poured into these machines taking money away from the area and nothing is returned.

· Bankruptcy, divorces, suicide (are increasing); (a) sense of community is disappearing. 

· (Playing the pokies) has become a way of life, not a healthy way (and is providing) more money for the government to waste.

· Outwardly, the financial benefits seem good, but the costs are huge and hidden.  (Increased) families in financial crisis and (an) increase in domestic violence (are the) result of money spent on gambling.

· Pokies are money wasting, massively.  But it can be said (they) give people somewhere warm, bright and safe to spend their time and money in and get free drinks and biscuits in.  (This is) free to those who don’t gamble, for the homeless or poor (people) like me (which) is important.

4.
Impressions about the current number of ‘pokie’ machines on the Peninsula.

The overwhelming impression from the range of respondents is that there are too many machines on the Peninsula.

PARTICIPANTS’ QUOTES

· Far too many.  (The numbers) have to be monitored.  (I) really think the government has a role in this.

· (A major concern is) the location of the machines in areas (where) the community is less able to absorb their draining effects.

· (They) should never have come to small towns, or near shopping centres

· “There’s a pub on every corner” - alcohol overuse/abuse (is a) huge socio-economic problem; now there’s “a poker machine on every corner”.

· I wish they had never been installed.  All the things that were said about them seem to be coming true.

· Personally I can’t stand a pokie environment, it’s always too confined and noisy.

· I think there are enough pokie venues for those who choose to access them.

· (Poker machine gambling) is too accessible to those who have a problem, those not able to survive the pull of the big dollars.

· Everywhere you go there are machines.  Doesn’t bother me though.

· They should not be in hotels.  All (the) profits should return to the community.

5.
Ways to address the negative impacts of poker machine gambling on the local community.
Six major strategies have emerged from the data collected from respondents which reinforce the local community’s concerns about the growing negative impacts of poker machine gambling.

Within each of these strategies a range of suggestions have emerged which have been given various weightings by the groups interviewed.

These include:

· Numbers of machines: while removing machines altogether was seen by many respondents as the most effective strategy, a similar number of people acknowledged the value of either reducing or at least placing a freeze on the number of machines in the local area.

· Get rid of them so people stop putting themselves into debt.

· Pokies only in clubs would be ample.  Remove from hotels.  Too many venues- wherever you go there are pokies - should limit availability to small number of venues.

· Remove 'most' of them.  There is no need to have them on every corner.

· Venues: restricting hours which the venues can open was the most common theme.  The presence of “pokie” venues in the vicinity of local shopping centres was voiced as a major concern.

· There are too many venues.  The availability of machines should be limited to smaller number of venues.

· Restrict to certain venues and only parts of venues.  They should not be freely available and especially not to younger people, and definitely not in shopping centres.

· Not sure - unlike alcohol there is no legal limit to extents of abuse (ie you cannot serve in a hotel a patron over .05).  I am opposed to venues offering free breakfast, tea/coffee for gaming card purchases and making themselves out to be community minded and generous because of this.

Such locally voiced strategies offer considerable support to a number of initiatives being proposed by groups across the state. In particular, calls for a limit to the number of venues and placing restrictions on the numbers of machines reinforces the need for the maintenance of the existing cap on poker machines as well as support for a regional cap being proposed by groups such as the Interchurch Gambling Taskforce. (Ref 14-page 131)  The importance of taking a more pro-active approach in regard to developing a responsible gaming strategy for the local community is also reinforced in line with a growing number of other Local Governments such as Moreland and Maribyrnong City Councils.

· Community education: increasing the availability of community education programs which reinforce the importance of responsible financial management was seen as crucial in a climate where people are being enticed by television ads and local advertising to “take the chance in the hope of a big win”.

· Encourage people to pay bills first before they spend money on the pokies.  You say you're only going to spend $10 but once you start you can't stop.  You always think the next press will be the winner.

· Advertise the fact that poker machines (are) greedy soul destroying machines intent on wrecking the social fabric.

· Responsible advertising: the importance of greater regulation of glamour advertising which especially plays on the minds of people who struggle to make ends meet was stressed.  In any advertising, the “true odds of winning” need to be highlighted.

· I think we need to address the type of advertising regarding poker machines.  The advertising currently creates a "happy lucky" image - obviously not the case for the large percentage of players.

· Publicity should not reflect that poker machines will solve community problems. 

· Strongly worded "shock" advertising showing that most people will lose in the long term and that addiction is commonplace.

· Increased counselling and support groups: making a greater range of alternative affordable community opportunities for entertainment and socialising was seen as important.  Local Government’s role in promoting services and activities which are responsive to the needs of local residents is imperative.

· Encourage people to use other options in the community for leisure and enjoyment.

· Increased government action: greater regulation of the ‘pokie’ industry with a view to protecting vulnerable communities was seen as vital. The importance of extending the regulatory role of local councils was also seen as important.  Respondents also stressed that the importance of developing distribution mechanisms for the Community Support Fund which ensure that a greater share of these funds are returned to local areas in recognition of the significant amounts of money flowing out of local communities in gambling taxes and profits to the licensees.

· Government to be more generous in helping local communities suffering from gambling influences.

6.
Personal knowledge of people experiencing difficulties with poker machine gambling.

Of the 184 community members who participated in this survey, 62% (113/184) indicated a personal knowledge of people experiencing difficulties because of poker machine gambling.  More than half of these respondents (55%, 62/113) stated that they knew more than one person with difficulties. 

In fact, direct or indirect knowledge of a person or people experiencing difficulties because of poker machine gambling appears to have provided a strong impetus for people to participate in the survey.

For community members, the majority of these people were known to them through their personal lives (77%, 87/113) although a smaller number were known either through work or a combination of work and personal life.  

For retailers, slightly more than half (55.5%, 26/47) indicated that they knew people having difficulties because of poker machine gambling.  Nearly half of these retailers (46%, 12/26) reported that they come into contact with these people through their work.

The case studies outlined by community members, retailers and community workers highlight the reluctance of people to disclose their gambling difficulties.  Difficulties with poker machine gambling rarely occur in isolation.  These case studies outline the complex personal and structural issues faced daily by a growing number of local residents.  (Ref Case Studies-pages 55 and 66)

COMMUNITY MEMBERS’ QUOTES

· They have no money for food, clothing.  They spend all their money on gambling and they become distressed when they don' win.

· She kept going because she thought she would win the big one.  After she lost all the money she felt sorry, but felt the urge to go back.  All her bills piled up and she felt suicidal.

· They can't stay away from them.  They tell you how much they win, but never how much they loose.  They are always expecting the big win.

· She was going through difficulties in her marriage and turned to gambling to keep her mind off the difficulties.

· Me and friends have lost thousands and lie and make excuses as to where we've been and that.

· She is unable to even walk past a poker machine venue, without entering it.  As a result of her gambling (large amounts) her relationship was in tatters.

· It is myself and our savings are gradually being dwindled away.  I’m 75+ and my husband is 79.

· She is attending pokie venues despite her family's pleas not to, in the hope of recouping what has already been lost.

RETAILERS’ QUOTES

· They experienced financial difficulty due to losing more than they could afford.  They lie about where they are or what they are doing and how much they have lost.

· She continually wants to get money back on purchases to enable her to pay the rent.  She has lost her job with her obsessive belief she will win one day.  She has taken to stealing things she can sell to be able to replace the housekeeping.

· They are all broke but still continue to gamble.

· Their children are neglected and they run out of money for the necessities of life.

· They spend all their income, and then borrow money to play.

· They spend more than they could afford.  They had to sell their house to clear debts.  I don't know if their marriage finished because of poker machines, or if in fact, time spent gambling reflected on an unhappy marriage.

· We have had to evict tenants for rent arrears.

· One retired couple have lost their house and now live in a caravan park and still play the pokies.

7.
Knowledge of Support Services in the Mornington Peninsula Shire for people experiencing 

difficulties with poker machine gambling.

Limited knowledge about the available support services across the Peninsula for people with gambling difficulties was the dominant impression from the data collected.

For people who have either had direct contact themselves or a person known to them, they were aware of the specific services that had been used.  Others had a general understanding based on advertising on television or in local papers.  Many respondents expressed that they had a vague idea about gambling services generally.

Quotes

· Gambling doesn’t affect me, so haven’t tried to find out.

· I think services are there for people who need them.

· I don’t know of any, but would know to ask at my local community centre.

· I know there are gambling counselling services, but don’t know if there is anything just purely for pokies.

· Have seen a pamphlet floating around.

SECTION 10:

Wider Implications of the Findings
· For the local community

While it appears that many people enjoy going to the ‘pokies’ as a social outing which also offers quality meals and a range of complementary products, it is also clear that a growing number of individuals and households are experiencing considerable hardship and anguish because of significant ‘pokie’ losses.  People already struggling to manage on low incomes are particularly vulnerable to the “big win”.  

The case studies provided in this survey highlight the consequences of “out-of-control” gambling activities: people’s inability to pay bills, the increasing need to seek assistance from emergency relief providers, the growing instability caused by evictions, growth in bankruptcy cases, child neglect and family breakdown.  These appear to be signs of deeper issues in our community: increasing numbers of people trapped in poverty, feeling isolated and marginalised in what can be seen as a materialistic, consumerist society, are being enticed into poker machine venues because they are welcoming and provide them with the opportunity for the “longed for win”.  Alongside this, many local retailers are being confronted with a significant downturn in business.  While retailers acknowledge that gambling is only one of the factors affecting their businesses in an area like the Peninsula, it is clearly a major contributing factor.  Given the significant concentrations of low income people with limited discretionary spending capacity in areas like Hastings, Mornington and Rosebud, millions of dollars are being removed from general household expenditure to fund people’s increased gambling activities. 

The developing ‘pokie’ industry in Victoria claims the community has benefited from significant jobs growth, increased economic prosperity and services funded from the massive increase in government revenue from poker machine gambling.  But, at what cost?  The emerging social and economic “costs” outlined in this survey are alarming and demand urgent attention.

· For the local council

Despite community perceptions, Local Council has had little control over the development of the ‘pokie’ industry within their municipality.  State legislation by way of the Gaming Machine Control Act (1991) and the Planning and Environment Act (1987) govern allocation, distribution, placement, movement, planning and policy issues related to poker machine gambling and the specific roles and responsibilities of Local Government.

Where the floor space available for gaming machines is less than a quarter of the total floor space in a venue, no planning permit has been required from Council.  According to the Gaming Machine Control Act (1991), (Ref 14-page 131) and in accordance with Ministerial Directions, venues may hold up to 105 venues. The RSL in Rosebud is the only venue on the Peninsula to have this maximum capacity.

While new poker machine venues are currently not allowed in strip shopping centres, existing hotels such as the Westernport Hotel in Hastings, the Grand Hotel in Mornington and the Rosebud Hotel in Rosebud have been permitted to house ‘pokies’.

Many people in an area like the Peninsula reported feeling “hopeless/powerless” in terms of doing anything about "the poker machine invasion”.  They report dramatic increases in people known to them experiencing difficulties, as well as changes to the general entertainment environment.  Comments such as “hotels have been transformed into dark, noisy, light filled dens” were common.  The only hotel in Mornington without poker machines was reported to be extremely noisy and crowded.  Younger people stated that the “pub music scene” had suffered because of poker machines.

While many people reported they wanted less machines or no machines at all, they felt that the wider forces at work in the situation were harder to counter.  Greater local control was seen as imperative.

Notwithstanding the significant controls that State Government can exercise over Local Government, fundamental to the governance functions of Local Government is its commitment to raising issues of general concern for its local residents.  The growth and impacts of the ‘pokie’ industry is one such issue that is demanding the ear of the Mornington Peninsula Shire Council.

· Public interest concerns

The State Government’s inherent role to protect the public interest of all its citizens is being potentially undermined by current gaming policies.  In the name of increased government revenue, the shortsighted gaming policy is undermining local communities which are the “warp and woof” of a stable, healthy and participatory society.  Greater protection for vulnerable individuals and communities must be legislatively established if the public interest is to be upheld.  Balancing personal rights and responsibilities is clearly an issue in regard to “out-of-control” gambling patterns.

Greater attention must be given to regulations governing gaming licences and the placement and movement of machines.  Calls for the maintenance of the cap on ‘pokie’ machines along with calls for a regional cap on machines must be considered in the light of the State Government's public interest responsibilities.  State Government support for responsible gaming strategies being initiated by a growing number of Local Councils is a natural corollary of these public interest responsibilities.

· Responsible advertising

Maintaining the balance between personal rights and responsibilities has been fundamental to the development of public health campaigns in the areas of drink driving, smoking, traffic accidents and heart disease.

The parallels between these issues and “out-of-control” gambling are clear.  The development of these public campaigns can provide significant insights when it comes to advertising campaigns which promote responsible gambling practices.  Reinforcing the “real odds” against “the big win” is essential to ensuring a balanced approach. 

· Tax reform

The current tax reform proposed by the Federal Government will do little, if anything, to reduce the State’s reliance on gambling taxes.  The increasing trend to user pays is also set to increase with the planned tax changes (Ref 1-page 131), thereby exacerbating the disadvantage already being experienced by people on low incomes.  

The survey recently conducted in the Mornington Peninsula Shire on the effects of poker machine gambling concurs with the findings of the range of surveys conducted by the VCGA in terms of the profound social costs being reaped. (Ref 12-page 131)

In light of this, it is hard to see how the “no worse off” promise by the Federal Government in terms of the effects of tax reform for State and Local Governments along with individuals and households will be fulfilled.

Without inter-governmental and intra-departmental integrated policy formation and decision making processes, many people foresee that in the name of promoting the national interest, growing numbers of people will be disadvantaged and public interest eroded.

SECTION 11:

Emerging Recommendations

Findings from this research support calls for the Mornington Peninsula Shire Council to:

· Review its existing Recreation Policy.  Specifically, Council needs to conduct a broad ranging consultation to canvas the views of the local community in terms of low cost entertainment options which are safe, welcoming and accessible with a view to increasing the range of available low cost recreational/pleasure outlets on the Peninsula.

· Give priority in its budget to supporting community projects which enhance community participation and reinforce tolerance, acceptance and citizenship.

· Develop a Responsible Gaming Strategy in line with the community and with reference to other Local Government initiatives in Victoria.

· Establish a community consultative committee including representation from poker machine venue operators, retailers, community members and community workers to consider issues raised in the report in greater detail and to provide direct input into the gaming strategy.

· Support calls for legislative amendments to the Gaming Machine Control Act (1991) and the Planning and Environment Act (1987) in co-operation with other local municipalities and interested parties to enable local communities to have greater regulatory and planning powers in terms of the development of the poker machine industry in their area.

This research also highlights the need for:

· An independent impact study of the “true costs” of poker machine gambling on the Victorian community and in specific local communities like the Mornington Peninsula Shire with high concentrations of poker machines.  Such a project could be funded by the Community Support Fund.

· Local communities such as the Mornington Peninsula Shire to receive a greater share of monies from the Community Support Fund for specific local projects.

Good  Works
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