GAMBLING MATTERS IN HARINGEY

Many of our members have been contacting their local Watch Coordinators to express their concern about the sudden growth in the number of new or proposed, betting shops and gaming centres in their area.  It is certainly the case that many parts of the Borough seem to be experiencing a sharp increase in the number of applications for gambling premises.  So what is the story behind this?

The answer is to be found in the introduction of the government’s new Gambling Act, which came into force in September 2007.  This has opened up and liberalised gambling legislation in much the same way as the Licensing Act has made possible the consumption and purchase of alcohol over any 24 hour period.

In particular, the new Act specifically states that issues of over-supply or likely demand are no longer valid criteria for a local authority when considering the rejection of an application for gambling premises.  This, of course, makes it very much easier for new outlets to open and correspondingly harder for residents to object.   

In fact, there are only three grounds on which an application for a gambling premises license may be refused by a local council Licensing Committee.  One of these (ensuring that gambling is conducted in a fair and open way) is, in any case, monitored by the Gambling Commission, so realistically local residents, whether in Haringey or anywhere else, only have two strings to their bow.   

These are:

(i) “Preventing gambling from being a source of crime or disorder, being associated  
        with crime or disorder, or being used to support crime”.

(ii) “Protecting children and other vulnerable persons from being harmed or exploited by     
gambling”.

However, provided that residents phrase any letters of objection with reference to either or both of these two criteria, the local licensing authority (in our case Haringey Council) will be obliged to bring the application to a hearing.  This provides residents/Watch Coordinators etc with the opportunity to explain their concerns in detail and to muster more support for the cause.

So far, residents in the Harringay Ladder have set the pace for the rest of the Borough, working together with the help of the Ladder Community Safety Partnership (LCSP), and the local Ward Councillors, to oppose two more betting shops and a gaming centre (50 slot machines) in Green Lanes.  At the time of writing (January 2008), two of these have already been refused permission for a premises license after a hearing by the Council’s Licensing Committee, although the applicants’ next step will be to appeal the decision at the Magistrates Court.

Whatever the final outcome may be, the decisions taken by the Licensing Committee do at least show that residents have a fighting chance of some success if they take care to organise their opposition within the appropriate criteria and guide lines.

Finally, perhaps we should make it clear that Neighbourhood Watch members in Harringay are not crusty old killjoys who want to stop everyone from having a flutter on the Grand National!  Our concern is that small scale local shopping centres, or the local High Street, will not have just one or two gambling outlets but maybe half a dozen or more, which will inevitably change the whole character and profile of the area.  (Green Lanes, for instance could end up with seven betting shops and a slot-machine centre).  

This poses a number of further concerns from the point of view of Neighbourhood Watch and community safety.  For example, academic studies show that the greater prominence and convenience of gambling outlets leads to an increase in ‘problem gambling’ (i.e. addiction), which, in turn, tends to lead to an increase in acquisitive crime, such as burglary, in an attempt to pay for the habit.

In addition, many of us, as responsible (grand) parents do not want our (grand) children to grow up in an environment in which frequent gambling and numerous slot machine and gaming centres, are seen as the norm, or as an attractive and worthwhile pastime.

In the final analysis, like Neighbourhood Watch itself, we are simply trying to turn our local communities into safer, better and more agreeable places in which to live.

