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About ACTCOSS 

ACTCOSS acknowledges Canberra has been built on the land of the Ngunnawal people. We 
pay respects to their Elders and recognise the strength and resilience of Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander peoples. We celebrate Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander cultures and ongoing 
contribution to the ACT community. 

The ACT Council of Social Service Inc. (ACTCOSS) is the peak representative body for not-for-
profit community organisations, people living with disadvantage and low-income citizens of the 
Territory.  

ACTCOSS is a member of the nationwide COSS network, made up of each of the state and 
territory Councils and the national body, the Australian Council of Social Service (ACOSS). 

ACTCOSS’ vision is to live in a fair and equitable community that respects and values diversity, 
human rights and sustainability and promotes justice, equity, reconciliation and social inclusion. 

The membership of the Council includes the majority of community based service providers in 
the social welfare area, a range of community associations and networks, self-help and 
consumer groups and interested individuals. 

ACTCOSS receives funding from the ACT Government. 

ACTCOSS advises that this document may be publicly distributed, including by placing a copy 
on our website. 

Contact Details 

Phone:  02 6202 7200 
Fax:   02 6288 0070 
Address:  Weston Community Hub, 1/6 Gritten St, Weston ACT 2611 
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This submission focuses primarily on responding to issues raised in the Clubs 
ACT submission to this Inquiry.  

I note the vast majority of submissions to this Inquiry are from community 
organisations that receive grants from clubs. These grants are highly valued in 
the context of limited access to funds for their activities and relatively few 
avenues through which organisations and individuals can access non-
government sources of funds for their essential roles in the community.  

Of all the organisations the clubs support a generous reading would find 
between 1-2% have a purpose in assisting people adversely affected by 
gambling. The remaining 98% of grants are for the community interests the 
clubs see as aligned with their purpose and members priorities. The 
contributions made are generally between $2-5,000 each year. To put this in 
context, gaming machines can earn up to $1,200/hour if played at maximum 
speed and rate. Even if the machine is returning to the club only the $120/hour 
recommended by the Productivity Commission, a grant of between $2-5,000 
would be recouped by one machine operating for between 17-42 hours, that is 
less than a few days per year.  

I note that research led by Monash University and funded by UnitingCare 
Australia in 2012 found that the ACT community benefit claims amounted to 
approximately 6.6% of poker machine expenditure. To this we can add the 8% 
levy. This means around 15% of club revenue is returned to the community. 
This social dividend is recognised with concessional taxation and leases. Clubs 
also get free advertising (on sports uniforms and in communications published 
by supported organisations), a positive reputation, and concessions in tax and 
lease arrangements in recognition of their role in supporting community life.  

I am not inclined to support the tax concession referred to as the ClubGRANTS 
scheme. If clubs want to contribute more, it should be into the pool of funds 
used to support reducing gambling harm, not generic community grants aligned 
with club member interests and priorities. 

I note the recommendation that clubs get a levy concession if their community 
contributions go to organisations that assist people harmed by gambling. 
Problem gamblers were found by the Productivity Commission in 2010 to 
account for approximately 40% (although by some measures it could be as high 
as 60%) of all poker machine expenditure. 

It should not be necessary to offer a financial incentive to fund services 
supporting people harmed by gambling and it is certainly not appropriate to offer 
any financial reward for contributing to work on reducing the impacts of and 
recovery from gambling harm. 

One suggestion made from the ACTCOSS membership is to reduce the levy 
but tighten the criteria for distribution of grants. Another suggestion was to 
centralise the levy in an independent grant making authority (like Lotteries 
West). Indeed in some jurisdictions (Victoria, New Zealand), the levy funds an 
antigambling foundation that supports public health research and promotes 
approaches to reducing gambling. If any changes to current regulatory settings 
are to be made, the community risks and benefits of these options should be 
explored further. 
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There is merit in expanding the research agenda of the problem gambling 
research fund to include more public health focused research and interventions, 
alongside research on prevalence, therapeutic interventions and community led 
harm minimisation. 

Measures to reduce access to cash, enable breaks in play and limit access to 
gaming machines are all effective in reducing harms. A mandatory 
precommitment program would significantly increase breaks in play.   

Most people will not become a problem gambler, but regulation needs to 
prioritise reducing risks of gambling harm because whilst the prevalence of 
problem gambling and harmful gambling is relatively low the consequences are 
catastrophic. Much like most trips in a vehicle will not result in a crash and 
significant injury or death, but we make everyone wear a seatbelt every trip 
because the inconvenience is low and the reduction in catastrophic outcomes is 
profound. Regulation of gambling activity should be based on the same 
rationale. There are many other road safety regulations for which protecting 
people from the relatively low risk of catastrophic events outweighs the 
inconvenience of the regulation to the vast majority of drivers. 

ACTCOSS does not support growth in the number of gaming machines as the 
population grows. The cap on gaming machine numbers is a good starting point 
for reducing the number of machines in our community, and the reduction 
should be escalated over time. One strategy to incentivise reducing gaming 
machine numbers would be to charge a monthly licensing fee, so that clubs that 
removed machines carried less costs than those that kept machines. 

Having a gambling problem is one of the more stigmatised social problems. For 
example, a lower proportion of people seek help for gambling than for 
substance abuse problems. The stigma against acknowledging being harmed 
by gambling is based on and perpetuated by a narrative that says gambling is a 
harmless social activity. If you experience harm then you are seen as failing. If 
we are to turn around help seeking, it is important that the community 
acknowledges gambling is inherently harmful. 

The harms associated with gambling are exacerbated because the 
consequences are felt by people around the person who is directly harmed. 
This includes financial hardship, emotional harm, contact with the criminal 
justice system and harm to long term wellbeing of children and young people. 
The Productivity Commission estimated between 6-10 others are harmed as a 
result of one person engaged in problem gambling. Government, non-
government and informal support networks carry the cost of responding to the 
needs of this wide range of people harmed by gambling. As noted earlier, the 
grants offered by clubs do not contribute in any substantial way to reducing 
these costs. 

Clubs are one of the few places to access low cost social activity and hospitality 
services. Their concessional status is founded on them offering a social good 
into our community. There is a cruel irony in the fact that one of the major 
harms from gambling is financial hardship. Even relatively low level gambling 
activity by a breadwinner can rob a low income household of funds for food, 
utilities and petrol. Even a relatively low spend on gambling can mean the 
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difference between a low wage worker keeping up or getting behind on rent and 
other essential bills. Money spent on gambling conceivably robs these people of 
a modest meal out at the local club. 

Revenue from club-based gambling is going down, partly as a result of 
regulatory measures to reduce problem gambling. However, the gambling 
industry is going through a significant period of disruption, much like other 
industries. The level of online gambling is rising. This shift in spending 
necessitates a reimaging of the revenue streams available to clubs.  

Small clubs are struggling to survive, much like small organisations in other 
parts of our community are needing to reorganise and reorient themselves to be 
sustainable in a changing operating environment in which either an economy of 
scale or a niche role are the determinants of longevity. In this context, 
partnerships, collaboration and collective effort are critical.  

For both ethical and pragmatic reasons clubs should be enabled to shift their 
business model away from gambling revenue to revenue from their core activity 
– being a social hub – and to increase other activities that fulfil broader social 
purposes. We would be interested to explore the opportunity for partnerships 
with community organisations to grow the provision of affordable housing.  

I would need to see further independent analysis of the costs and benefits of 
extending concessional leases. The recommendation that past activity should 
be grounds for future reductions in lease charges does not stack up – the 
concession was for the activity for which the lease was granted. Any ongoing 
concessional arrangement should be premised on the land use continuing to 
deliver a social dividend – and for ACTCOSS, this dividend needs to be 
delivered for the benefit of low income, vulnerable and disadvantaged residents. 

The proposals around housing, aged care and child care services would best be 
reviewed by specialist peaks in these areas. I would make a general comment 
that any entry to these sectors should not be in competition with non-club NFP 
organisations with a track record and capability in residential development and 
service delivery. 

Again, I would stress that concessional tax and lease arrangements for 
development by clubs should be premised on ongoing, verifiable concessional 
access to the entertainment and other services offered. 

Thank you for the invitation to present evidence to this Inquiry. I note there was 
very limited input from community organisations and concerned citizens on the 
wide range of topics included in the terms of reference. The opportunity for 
ACTCOSS to come and share our perspective and our reflections on the clubs 
ACT submission is valuable because it helps bring some balance to the debate. 


