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COMMITMENTS SOUGHT 

We ask that the State Government take a long-term and public 
health approach to poker machine regulation through: 

1. Poker machine redesign to reduce the harmful, misleading, 
deceptive and addictive nature of the machines:

a. $1 maximum bets per spin with maximum $120 losses per 
hour as recommended by the Productivity Commission.

b. Address losses disguised as wins, and linked jackpots 
and fake ‘near misses’ 

c. Reduce spin rates 

2. A reduction in the operating hours of pokies venues from 
the current level of 20 hours a day. 

3. Specific provisions regarding gambling venues in greenfield 
areas and in the preparation of Precinct Structure Plans, to 
ensure that gaming venues are not the first and /or  
only recreational/ entertainment venue in a newly 
developed estate.

4. A review of the criteria for the distribution of poker machines 
to minimise harm from gambling in growth areas reflecting 
with the intention of ‘sinking caps’ to protect communities 
that are most vulnerable to the harmful effects of gambling.

5. Amending the Gambling Regulation Act 2003 (Vic) 

• Remove ‘fostering competition’ as a reason for more 
machines and require the VCGLR to judge that an area 
already has enough EGMs (Section 3.1.1) 

• Allow the Commission enough time to make the right 
decision (Section 3.3.8)

• Allow councils enough time to develop comprehensive 
submissions (Section 3.3.6)

• A stronger requirement for the Commission to take 
council submissions into account (Section 3.3.7(3))

• Make the applicant meet social and economic impact 
tests (Section 3.3.7(1)) 

• Only grant applications that benefit the community 
(Section 3.3.7(1)(c)).

Poker machines cost  
our community
Our municipality is ranked the 6th highest 
among Victorian local government areas for 
poker machine losses. 

•	 $110.9 million was lost to poker machines 
in 2018/19	in	the	City	of	Whittlesea.2  

•	 $303,715 was lost to poker machines each 
day in 2018/19 in	the	City	of	Whittlesea.2 

No responsible authority should think such 
losses	are	acceptable.	

OUR COMMUNITY URGENTLY NEEDS 

POKIES REFORM

For	a	long	time	the	City	of	Whittlesea	has	been	
working	hard	to	minimise	the	devastating	harm	that	
poker machine gambling has on our community, 
especially	disadvantaged	communities.	

We are a lead partner of the Alliance for 
Gambling Reform and support the  
Pokies Play You campaign.	



 Fourteen per cent of our households are experiencing 
mortgage stress11 and 32 per cent are experiencing rental 
stress,12 rates that are significantly higher than for Greater 
Melbourne (11 per cent and 27 per cent respectively). Our 
high levels of disadvantage and financial stress leaves our 
community highly vulnerable to being targeted by poker 
machine operators. 

• Harm occurs in both our established and  
growth communities 

 Our local research suggests that residents in both 
established areas and new estates are equally vulnerable 
to financial pressures due to predominantly low incomes in 
established areas and high debt levels and transport costs 
in newer areas. The burden on our community of additional 
gaming machines has significant negative impacts. 

 

RECENT POKER MACHINE INCREASES WILL 
ONLY INCREASE HARM

Our population is expected to grow from 223,566 in 2018 
to 382,896 by 2041 (a 71 per cent increase).13  The Victorian 
Government recently moved to permit a 25 per cent increase 
in poker machines to reflect population growth in the northern 
growth areas of our municipality.14  This increase has not 
considered the circumstances of residents in new communities 
who are often geographically isolated and have severely limited 
access to local leisure and recreation facilities. This leaves new 
and rapidly growing communities vulnerable to risk factors 
associated with gambling. This remains a key area of concern 
for the City of Whittlesea in our planning and delivery of new 
communities. Should poker machine numbers continue to 
be increased according to population growth, we will see an 
explosion of gambling related harm beyond existing levels. 

AUSTRALIA HAS THE WORLD’S HIGHEST 
GAMBLING LOSSES 

Our dangerous and harmful pokie machines have resulted  
in Australia having the highest gambling losses per resident  
in the world.  In 2016, Australia’s gambling losses were  
almost $1,000 per resident which was around double the  
rate of other western countries.15 The overwhelming majority 
of losses in Australia and Victoria are due to electronic  
gaming machines.15,16   

In 2016-17, Victorian based gambling companies collected 
$2.61 billion from electronic gaming machines in hotels and 
clubs, which is substantially more than any other gambing 
source (i.e. wagering online and face-to-face, Melbourne 
Casino, Lotteries and Keno).16    
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THE COST OF POKIES ON OUR COMMUNITY 

There are 691 poker machines in the City of Whittlesea. These 
machines took more than $110 million from our residents last 
year. 
 
Our municipality is ranked 6th highest in Victoria for money 
lost to poker machines. We also have four of Victoria’s top 20 
venues for poker machine losses. 
 
Pokies accounts for 80 per cent of all gambling addiction and 
is linked to mortgage stress, family violence, crime and family 
breakdown. It affects the whole community.  
 
Pokies are rigged —carefully designed so the machine will 
always win and users are likely to become addicted. 
 

STRONG EVIDENCE BASE FOR REFORM 

In a comprehensive 2012 report, the Victorian Competition and 
Efficiency Commission estimated that the social and economic 
costs of problem gambling in Victoria in the 2011/12 financial 
year were between $1.5 billion and $2.8 billion. Council is 
concerned these costs are experienced disproportionately 
by individuals, their families and local communities in less 
advantaged areas such as the City of Whittlesea. Our proposed 
reforms are practical and evidence based. Many are based on 
recommendations of the Australian Productivity Commission.1 

SHOPPING CENTRES ARE FOR  
SHOPPING, NOT GAMBLING

The highest gambling losses in Victoria occur in venues that 
are located in or very close to major urban shopping centres.  
We have four of Victoria’s top 10 venues for poker machine 
losses with the Epping Plaza Hotel being the only venue in the 
state to collect more than $20 million in losses2:

 

POKER MACHINES ARE MISLEADING 

• Loaded dice:  Today’s computer programmed poker 
machines are designed to make it appear that ‘near 
misses’ occur more frequently than they do. Near misses 
are designed to give users the impression that they almost 
won, when in reality they are no closer to a win than any 
other push of a button. This feature is designed to give 
users the false hope that if they keep gambling, they are 
more likely to win.3    

• Losses designed as wins: A gambler placing a $1 bet may 
get a match of symbols and be told that they have ‘won’ 
$0.20, with lights flashing and applause ringing out from 
the machine. In fact, they have lost $0.80. The visual and 
audio reinforcement triggers chemical reactions in the 
brain which keep people playing.4    

• Continuous gambling: In other forms of gambling people 
have to wait at least a few minutes for the horse race to 
finish or the roulette wheel to stop spinning. On poker 
machines, people can place a bet every few seconds. For 
example, a $10 bet on the Melbourne cup means someone 
could lose $10 on cup day. Placing $10 bets on poker 
machines results in average losses of $1200 an hour.5  

POKER MACHINE HARMS AND OUR HIGH 
RATES OF FAMILY VIOLENCE 

• Problem gambling is linked to family violence: Recent 
Australian research indicates that people who have 
significant problems with their gambling are more likely 
than people without gambling problems to be victims or 
perpetrators of family violence.6 

• We have very high rates of family violence: The City of 
Whittlesea has one of the highest rates of family violence 
in Metropolitan Melbourne (1,452 per 100,000 of 
population, compared to Victoria 1,242).7   

• Victims of family violence deserve protection: There is no 
excuse for family violence. All available measures should 
be taken to prevent family violence and to help women 
and children at risk of or experiencing family violence. 
This includes long-term prevention strategies based on 
a framework that recognises the social determinants of 
health and how they relate to problem gambling and family 
violence.8 Measures to reduce the harms caused by poker 
machines are important elements of such a framework.

OUR MOST VULNERABLE COMMUNITIES 
ARE EXPLOITED

• Victoria’s least affluent suburbs lose six times more to 
poker machines than the most affluent postcodes

 Gambling operators clearly exploit communities that 
are already highly stressed and that can least afford the 
additional problems poker machines create.9 The City of 
Whittlesea is home to some of Australia’s most disadvantaged 
suburbs such as Thomastown and Lalor.10 
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1st
Epping Plaza Hotel 

$20.2  
million

$19.5  
million

2nd
Plough Hotel 

8th
Bundoora Taverner

$17.9  
million

$16.4  
million

11th
Excelsior Hotel 

Source: The Economist 2018, citing research by H2 Gambling Capital (H2G),  
https://www.economist.com/graphic-detail/2017/02/09/the-worlds-biggest-gamblers, accessed July 2018. 
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• The focus on individual responsibility is failing 
 The majority of gambling related regulations and policies 

focus on individual responsibility rather than industry 
regulation. This approach has failed to protect those 
most vulnerable to the harmful effects of gaming and 
is compounded by the location and density of gaming 
venues in areas of social and economic disadvantage. 
Losses are coming from communities that can least afford 
it. An approach that focusses on individuals and ‘problem 
gamblers’ fails to recognise that gaming machines as a 
product are harmful and misleading and need reform – 
along with the legislative framework around which they 

operate.  The biggest impact that can be made on reducing 
the harm from gambling is legislative reform – not more 
programs aimed at ‘problem gamblers.’ 

• A public health approach must be taken
 The health and wellbeing of Victorians must be put first and 

this can only be achieved through a comprehensive public 
health approach. Significant social outcomes in Australia are 
due to public health based regulatory reforms and policies, 
including for example, our successful outcomes in reducing 
smoking rates and road safety initiatives. A similar public 
health approach should be taken on gambling. 

A PUBLIC HEALTH APPROACH SHOULD BE TAKEN TO POKER MACHINE REFORM

Player losses collected from Victorian Registered Gambling Companies 2016-2017

SOURCE PLAYER LOSS – $M % OF TOTAL LOSSES 

Electronic gaming machines in hotels and clubs 2,609.5	 47.3%

Melbourne Casino – gaming machines and table games 1,556.3	 28.2%

Wagering including online and face-to-face – racing (totalisator), 
football, track-side and sports betting

830.6	 15.0%

Lotteries (Victorian only) 501.7	 9.1%

Keno 23.4	 0.4%

TOTAL 5,521.49 100.0%
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