Pre-Budget Submission
Problem Gambling Ireland & The Rutland Centre

Mr Paschal Donohoe TD
Minister for Finance
Department of Finance
Government Buildings
Upper Merrion Street
Dublin 2

25/08/2017
Dear Minister Donohoe,
We are writing to ask that you allocate urgently-needed funding to problem gambling services in
Budget 2018.
Currently there is no dedicated funding for problem gambling treatment, prevention or research in
Ireland. This is despite the fact that we have the highest per capita gambling losses in Europe (the
third highest globally). The HSE does not have problem gambling or gambling addiction as part of
their Service Plan for 2017 and we have been advised by them that it is unlikely that they will
allocate funding to this area, as they are aware that a dedicated Social Fund is due to be created
upon the enactment of the Gambling Control Bill. Unfortunately, it may take several years before
the Social Fund is active and this is time that the thousands of families affected by gambling-related
harm do not have.
We propose that Betting Duty be increased by a minimum of 0.1%, with those additional funds
(roughly €5 million) allocated to problem gambling services. We propose that this be an interim
measure until the Social Fund is active. At an Oireachtas Agriculture Committee meeting earlier this
year, Mr Brian Kavanagh, CEO of Horse Racing Ireland (the main recipient of Betting Duty funding),
stated that funding addiction services from Betting Duty would be “eminently sensible” (i). Our
proposal has also gained public support from Paddy Power co-founder, Stewart Kenny (ii).

Currently Ireland has the lowest Betting Duty in Europe. The equivalent turnover rate in the UK is
1.5%. We feel that this leaves plenty of scope for an increase, without adversely affecting either the
Horse Racing and Greyhound industries or the gambling industry.
According to an estimate from the Institute of Public Health in Ireland, there are somewhere
between 28,000 and 40,000 problem gamblers in Ireland. International research has shown that, for
every problem gambler, an additional 8-10 people’s lives are negatively affected. Even at the lower
end of the scale, this would mean that there are in the region of 250,000 people in Ireland who are
experiencing gambling-related harm.
In July of this year, Taoiseach Varadkar stated that gambling can give rise to “people becoming
addicted, impoverished and unwell as a consequence” (iii). We strongly believe that it is time for the
State to recognise problem gambling as a serious public health issue in Ireland.
We urge you to use any increase in Betting Duty in Budget 2018 as an opportunity to help people
whose lives have been devastated by gambling addiction, as well as helping to prevent young people
and other at-risk groups from developing gambling problems.
Yours Sincerely

Maebh Leahy
CEO
Rutland Centre
Tel: 01-4946358
Email: maebhleahy@rutlandcentre.ie

Barry Grant
CEO
Problem Gambling Ireland
Tel: 089 241 5401
Email: info@problemgambling.ie

Pre-Budget Submission Summary
•

There are estimated to be between 28,000 and 40,000 problem gamblers in Ireland.

•

For every problem gambler, an additional 8-10 people’s lives are negatively affected.

•

Ireland has the highest gambling losses, per resident adult, in Europe – the third highest in
the world.

•

There is currently no statutory funding for problem gambling treatment, prevention or
research.

•

The HSE does not include gambling addiction in its 2017 Service Plan.

•

The financial cost to the exchequer of problem gambling could be somewhere between
€21.2 million and €98 million.

•

In 2010, the Institute of Public Health in Ireland stated: “From an economic perspective,
evidence suggests that the health and social costs of problem gambling exceed government
revenue gained from gambling taxes and businesses”

•

Ireland has the lowest Betting Duty in Europe. Over the past 15 years, while the gambling
industry’s profits have increased dramatically, its tax liability has decreased from 5% to 1%.

•

The effective turnover tax rate for gambling services in the UK is 1.5%.

•

In the UK, voluntary contributions by the gambling industry, to fund problem gambling
services have been shown not to work.

•

Currently all funds raised from Betting Duty are dedicated to the Horse Racing and
Greyhound Fund. Brian Kavanagh, CEO of Horse Racing Ireland (the main recipient of
Betting Duty funding), stated that funding addiction services from Betting Duty would be
‘eminently sensible’

•

A minimum increase in Betting Duty of 0.1% would raise in the region of €5 million Euros,
which could be allocated to problem gambling services. This could be an interim measure,
until such time as the Social Fund (outlined in the Gambling Control Bill) is active.

Background: The Betting Tax, up until May 2002, was 5% (€68.1 million in revenue to the exchequer
from land-based betting only, in 2001) [1]. It was then reduced to 2%. It was reduced to 1% in
Budget 2006. Tax revenues (Traditional Betting Duty) have stayed between €25 million and €27.7
million since 2011 [2] – this is despite huge increases in turnover by the gambling industry. In fact, it
is interesting to note that the 2008 net receipts to Revenue were almost as high as the 2003 receipts
– when Betting Duty in 2003 was double the 2008 rate (see Figure 2, below). On August 1st 2015,
Betting Duty and Betting Intermediary Duty for remote bookmakers came into effect. The first fullyear figures (2016) show online Betting Duty coming in at €22.6 million (see Figure 3) [3]. This brings
the total tax revenue up to €50.7 million (up from €26 million in 2014), due to the massive market
shift towards online gambling, in the intervening years. Ireland has the highest online gambling
rates in the world (see Figure 1, below). We also have the highest gambling losses, per resident
adult, in the EU – the third highest globally [4].

Figure 1
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Figure 3

Cost to the State
In 2016, the UK’s GambleAware study (completed by the Institute for Public Policy Research) [5],
found that the societal cost of problem gambling was somewhere between £260 million and £1.2
billion per year. When this is translated, on a per capita basis, to the Irish population, it would mean
that we experience a financial cost to the exchequer of somewhere between €21.2 million and €98
million. This is a direct conversion and does not account for the fact that Ireland has the third
highest gambling losses, per capita, globally – while the UK is in tenth place. The report looks at
costs in the areas of housing, health, criminal justice, welfare and employment.

In 2010, the Institute of Public Health in Ireland stated: “From an economic perspective, evidence
suggests that the health and social costs of problem gambling exceed government revenue gained
from gambling taxes and businesses” [6]

Our Proposal
We propose that the Department of Finance consider allocating 0.1% of all forms of Betting Duty, to
the provision of problem gambling treatment and prevention services. We propose that this be paid
by the providers, not consumers. While we are cognisant of the fact that governments are generally
not in favour of hypothecation (ring-fencing) tax revenues, a precedent has been set by the
Department in relation to ring-fencing Betting Duty funds in order to support the Horse-Racing
Industry of Ireland and Bord na gCon. Both organisations are also gambling providers. According to
Horse Racing Ireland’s 2015 Annual Report [7], they had a turnover of €79.3 million from Total Tote
Betting. Their biggest source of net income, however, was the €54.4 million they received from the
Horse and Greyhound Racing Fund. In the same year, Bord na gCon received €13.6 million from the
Fund [8]. The full allocation to the Fund for 2017 was €80 million [9] – up from €54 million in 2014.
An interim measure of a 0.1% allocation to gambling treatment and prevention services would raise
in the region of €5 million, at current rates. While this may seem like a large sum, it is worth noting
that New Zealand, with a population smaller than Ireland’s, raises roughly €12 million per year for
problem gambling service provision [10], through a problem gambling levy (roughly 10% of this
comes from their National Lottery). New Zealand lies in sixth place in the global gambling losses (per
capita) table, while Ireland is in third place. Currently, there is no dedicated statutory funding for
gambling addiction in Ireland. The HSE have advised us that gambling addiction is not currently in
their service plan.
We see this proposed intervention as an interim measure, as we anticipate that a Social Fund will be
created - if and when the Gambling Control Bill is enacted. If no interim funding is made available,
somewhere between 252,000 and 440,000 people in Ireland (when family and friends are included)
will continue to be impacted by gambling-related harm, with no dedicated funding to support them.
It is worth noting that the U.K. tax rate on gambling is 15% on Gross Profits - this works out as an
effective tax rate of approximately 1.5% on turnover. This results in UK bookmakers paying
approximately 50% more tax on turnover than their Irish counterparts. Also, the Department of
Finance stated: “The explosion in the use of mobile phones, laptops and other electronic
communication devices has greatly facilitated the migration of punters to the remote sector.
Accordingly, until such time as the playing field for the traditional and remote bookmaker has been
levelled, in so far as taxation is concerned, the rate had to be kept at low levels” [1]. As the playing
field has been levelled, since the introduction of Betting Duty and Betting Intermediary Duty for
remote bookmakers, in August 2015, we hope that the Department of Finance might now consider
moving Betting Duty rates towards higher levels.

We see the following alternatives for ringfencing 0.1% of the Betting Tax:
1. An increase of 0.1% on the current Betting Tax: This is our preferred option. It has no
negative impact on the Horse Racing and Greyhound industries and would still keep Betting
Tax in Ireland among the lowest in the world (if not the lowest). It also serves to help the
gambling industry prepare for the introduction of a Social Fund levy, upon the enactment of
the Gambling Control Bill. As previously mentioned, gambling industry turnover and profits
have increased over the past 20 years, while taxes raised from the sale of gambling products
have decreased.
2. 10% of the current Betting Tax to be allocated to treatment and prevention: This would
mean a decrease in funding to the Horse Racing and Greyhound industries and no increase
in taxes for the highly profitable gambling industry, which has seen its tax liability decrease
dramatically over the past 15 years.
3. The consumer pays 0.1%: This would amount to a form of ‘double-taxation’ for the
consumer, as the vast majority of gamblers operate at a net loss. The Irish Bookmakers
Association, in their 2015 Betting Industry Report, have already outlined various reasons as
to why taxing the consumer is not a viable approach. These include: a decline in industry
turnover, increased illegal betting activity, a loss in commercial appeal and a move to nonIrish registered online operators [11].

We propose that the funds be disbursed by the Department of Justice, as they have responsibility for
gambling legislation and will be responsible for the disbursement of the Social Fund, if and when it
becomes available.
The New Zealand model of distribution could be used as a template for distribution of funds [12].
This would see roughly 35% going towards treatment services and the remainder going towards
primary prevention, awareness/education, helpline services, research and evaluation. Based on
figures provided by the Rutland Centre, the average cost of residential treatment for gambling
addiction is roughly €7,500. The proposed increase would result in an additional 233 people being
able to access residential treatment. Free and/or subsidised access to treatment would greatly
increase help-seeking among problem gamblers, who often only seek help when they (and often
their family) are in serious financial difficulties.
While the Irish gambling industry have been vocal in their support of a voluntary contribution model
for responsible gambling interventions [13], this model has been shown, quite clearly not to work.
In the UK, where gambling industry contributions to the Responsible Gambling Trust are on a
voluntary basis, only 63% of licence-holders contributed in 2014-2015. This equated to roughly £6.5
million in donations from an industry which had a Gross Gambling Yield (the amount retained by
operators after the payment of winnings, but before the deduction of operating costs) of £10 billion
over the same period (not including the National Lottery) [14].
In her speech at the recent World Regulatory Briefing on Responsible Gambling Innovation (London,
September 2016) [15], Sarah Harrisson, CEO of the UK Gambling Commission, made the following
statement: “in 2015, under the current voluntary arrangements, the industry contributed over
£6.5m to RGT for research, education and treatment under the voluntary funding arrangements. By
contrast £120m was spent on TV advertising in the same year. That cannot be right. £6.5m is
nowhere near enough. If the RGT were able to rely on a minimum of 0.1% of every operator’s GGY,
that would provide a ballpark figure of £10-£11m - which is beginning to be a much more credible

sum for such an important task. From the Commission’s perspective, it doesn’t matter too much
how the industry shares this funding responsibility but I would expect the industry itself to care very
much about this. How can it be fair that some operators, large and small, contribute year in and year
out while others get a free ride?”

Conclusion:
There is an urgent need for statutory funding of problem gambling treatment and prevention
services. This has been clearly highlighted by research funded by the Department of Social
Protection [16]. Online gambling, which is highly popular in Ireland, has been shown to be three
times more likely to cause a person to develop a gambling problem. Immediate action must be
taken in order to provide services for problem gamblers and their families - which are independent
of the gambling industry. While we look forward to the enactment of the Gambling Control Bill and
the establishment of the Social Fund, the current vacuum of service-provision for problem gamblers
and their families is causing serious damage at an individual, familial, community and societal level in
this country. Our status as Europe’s leaders in gambling losses is not matched by the level of
supports provided to those experiencing gambling-related harm. We urge the Minister to consider
actioning our proposal in the 2018 Budget.
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