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Social Consequences of Gambling Applications
These notes recount evidence considered by the Victorian Gambling and Casino Control Commission (VGCCC) in reaching its recent decisions on gambling applications. Based on a review of published Reasons for Decision between 2021 and 2026, this note examines the relationship between socioeconomic disadvantage and gambling harm, venue characteristics that may moderate such effects, and the economic impacts of gambling applications.
Area of Consideration for Assessing Applications and Local Conditions
For venues located in metropolitan Melbourne or large regional municipalities, conditions within a 2.5-kilometre radius of the venue are generally regarded as the most relevant in assessing local socioeconomic disadvantage. In activity centres such as Melbourne CBD, where many patrons travel to the area for work or entertainment, the municipality as a whole may be considered more appropriate, or it may be conceded that no particular geographic area may be properly designated as the venue catchment. 
In some rural localities, a broader catchment of 5 to 10 kilometres may be used to include residents of surrounding rural areas.
Measures of Gambling Intensity
Indicators of the extent and intensity of electronic gambling machine (EGM) gambling in the vicinity of a venue include:
· the number and density of venues and EGMs; and
· gambling expenditure per adult.
Localities where these measures exceed state or regional averages may be considered more vulnerable to gambling-related harm. 
Within a venue, high levels of utilization of EGMs – such as many hours when more than 70% of machines are in use – may be construed as high intensity gambling, implying that additional EGMs would increase patronage and expenditure with potentially beneficial impacts upon local availability of gambling opportunities, and adverse effects upon expenditure.
Measures of Socioeconomic Disadvantage
The Commission commonly considers a range of indicators of socioeconomic disadvantage and vulnerability to gambling harm, including:
· incomes and reliance on pensions and government benefits;
· unemployment levels;
· rental or mortgage stress;
· homelessness; and
· crime rates.
The ABS Index of Relative Socio-economic Disadvantage is also referenced, often as the proportion of nearby SA1 areas that fall within the most disadvantaged 20 per cent of Victorian SA1s.
Vulnerability and Socioeconomic Disadvantage
The Commission acknowledges that communities experiencing higher levels of socioeconomic disadvantage may be more vulnerable to gambling-related harm, and more affluent localities less so. However, it also maintains that effective management practices, harm-minimisation measures and other interventions can negate such risks. Furthermore, where residents already have access to gambling venues, the Commission may conclude that an additional venue or more EGMs will not necessarily worsen gambling problems.
Future Changes in Socioeconomic and Demographic Conditions
In some decisions, the Commission has declined to speculate about future developments that may affect gambling demand or harm, such as the emergence of alternative entertainment facilities, economic trends, or the impact of forthcoming gambling reforms. For example, in Cranbourne Pakenham Racing Club (2026), the Commission concluded that the impact of future reforms was too uncertain to warrant significant weight.
In other instances, however, it has acknowledged that changing socioeconomic conditions could influence future vulnerability to gambling harm. Examples include:
· the possibility that changing socioeconomic conditions may alter vulnerability to gambling-related harm (Huntly Hotel, Greater Bendigo, 2024; Valley Inn Hotel, Greater Geelong, 2022); and
· forecast population growth reducing EGM density and gambling losses per adult (Cranbourne Pakenham Racing Club, 2026).
The Nature of Gambling Harm
The Commission concedes that gambling harm may affect not only people experiencing severe gambling problems but also those at moderate or low risk of harm.
Family violence
While these notes relate to decisions taken since 2021, in several earlier cases the Commission has challenged the proposition that gambling-related problems cause family violence, asserting that most available evidence on the subject merely pointed to a correlation (Commercial Hotel, Whittlesea, 2016; Ballarat Golf Club, Ballarat, 2018; Dandenong RSL, Greater Dandenong. 2018; Berwick Springs Hotel, Casey, 2017). 
In a more recent instance, the Commission recognised a relationship between gambling-related problems and family violence, though without acknowledging a causal link (Club Tarneit, Wyndham, 2021). It added that no evidence concerning the prospective impact of the application upon levels of family violence had been adduced at the hearing.
On some occasions though, the Commission has conceded that the granting of an application may contribute to family violence (Noble Park Football club, Greater Dandenong, 2027; Highlands Hotel, Hume; Commercial Hotel, Whittlesea, 2016) – which represents a causal relationship.
Measures of Community Concern
The Commission considers community concerns when assessing applications, including the views of local councils as representatives of their communities. However, less weight may be given where opposition founded upon council gambling policies rather than specific aspects of the application, or where councils, or authors of social impact reports, do not provide oral evidence at hearings.
Community surveys are also considered, although surveys commissioned by applicants and councils often differ in methodology and findings. Additional feedback may come from residents, businesses, community groups and local agencies, with the Commission emphasising the value of “detailed…serious and sincere opposition” (Club Wodonga, Wodonga, 70 EGMs, refused).
The extent to which community concern influences decisions is not always explicit since it is only one of many factors considered. Nevertheless, in Romsey Community Hotel (2024) the Commission concluded that approval of the application would diminish residents’ satisfaction with their community. Indeed, the Commission has remarked that the Court of Appeal has determined that applications likely to cause unhappiness within a community may adversely affect community wellbeing (Dorset Gardens Hotel, Maroondah, 8 EGMs, approved).


Community Support Offered by the Venue
The Commission generally supports commitments by applicants to provide ongoing funding for community projects, favouring projects that are clearly defined, with funds directed to respected local organisations, activities which address identified community needs, and commitments which are specific, enforceable and ongoing.
By contrast, less weight is ascribed to offers of support that:
· would be provided regardless of the application's outcome;
· merely perpetuate existing support arrangements;
· are encompassed in vague or poorly defined pledges - such as ‘support for community groups’ (Club Wodonga, Wodonga, 70 EGMs, refused);
· duplicate commitments made in earlier applications;
· lack transparency regarding the allocation and use of funds; and
· consist primarily of sponsorships, commercial arrangements or apprenticeship wages.
Benefits of Increased Gambling Opportunities
Applicants commonly estimate the proportion of new gambling expenditure that would not be associated with gambling problems. The Commission generally regards expenditure by patrons not experiencing gambling-related harm as reflecting improved opportunities for recreational gambling.
High EGM utilisation may be interpreted as evidence of unmet demand and support the case for additional machines. Conversely, where utilisation is low, the application involves only a small number of machines, or there are already many gambling venues in the area, the Commission may conclude that the proposal offers only limited additional gambling opportunities.
The Commission has also acknowledged that some residents may prefer entertainment venues that do not contain gambling machines.
Gambling Expenditure
Estimates of Increased Gambling Expenditure
Expert witnesses appearing for applicants typically provide forecasts of the increase in gambling expenditure that would result if an application were approved. These forecasts generally distinguish between:
· Transferred expenditure – expenditure diverted from other venues and businesses within the municipality.
· New expenditure – expenditure representing a net increase in gambling within the municipality.
The Commission usually accepts these forecasts, as they are seldom challenged by councils or other parties.
Transferred expenditure is generally regarded as having little impact on gambling-related harm because the money was already being spent on gambling within the municipality. New expenditure, by contrast, represents an increase in local gambling expenditure. While it may generate economic benefits for the municipality, at least part of it may also contribute to gambling-related harm.
The Commission considers the proportion of new expenditure likely to be associated with gambling problems. It has generally rejected approaches that rely solely on research estimates of the proportion of gambling expenditure attributable to problem gambling, describing such methods as 'rudimentary' (Bay Road Hotel, 2022, Melbourne, new venue) for failing to consider the specific characteristics of an application, including management quality and harm-minimisation measures. Instead, the Commission has expressed it preference for a ‘qualitative’ assessment, intended to balance the attributes and liabilities of the application.
Consequently, where forecast transferred expenditure is high, or where only a small proportion of new expenditure is expected to contribute to gambling-related harm, the Commission will generally conclude that the risk of harm is relatively low.
In some decisions, the Commission has also expressed the view that low levels of EGM utilisation indicate a limited prevalence of problem gambling at a venue, although this proposition remains open to debate.
Harm Minimisation
Features of Applications and Venues That May Reduce Gambling Harm
The Commission holds that gambling-related harm associated with new gambling expenditure may be substantially reduced "...to a level that is as low as practicable." (Huntly Hotel, Greater Bendigo, 2024), through effective management, staff training, compliance with responsible service of gambling (RSG) requirements, and a strong commitment to responsible gambling practices. Particular weight is given to measures that exceed minimum legal requirements or are incorporated into enforceable conditions attached to an approval.
Other features that the Commission contends may reduce the risk of gambling harm include:
· the absence of player loyalty schemes;
· limited visibility and accessibility of gambling areas;
· venue layouts requiring patrons to pass through the main entrance before reaching gambling areas;
· destination venues that require a purposeful journey rather than being located within busy shopping precincts;
· reduced gambling-room operating hours, including extended daily closures;
· small or medium-sized gambling areas, generally containing fewer than 50 EGMs;
· strong local connections that reduce patrons' sense of anonymity;
· adequate staffing levels, supervision and intervention practices;
· staff familiarity with patrons and responsiveness to signs of distress;
· non-gambling entertainment options available during gambling-room operating hours;
· the availability of food and beverages that encourage patrons to take breaks from gambling;
· a relatively small number of EGMs; and
· the limited scale of the application itself.
In earlier decisions though, the Commission has conceded that harm minimization measures may only partially reduce the risk of gambling-related problems. In one instance, it acknowledged the testimony of a witness who observed that RSG procedures do not prevent gambling harm, as this has persisted despite RSG being implemented for many years. (Cardinia, Officer Hotel, 2018). In another, it submitted that failure to produce an independent testimony about the quality of responsible gambling practices at the venue cast doubt upon their efficacy.
The Volume of Existing Gambling Opportunities
The Commission may regard the impact of a new venue or additional EGMs as less significant where:
· there are already several gambling venues in the municipality;
· the venue already contains a substantial number of EGMs; or
· existing EGM utilisation levels are low.
Conversely, where a community currently has little or no access to gambling venues, the Commission may conclude that increased accessibility to gambling could exacerbate gambling harm. This reasoning was influential in the refusal of the Romsey Community Hotel application in 2024, where the Commission emphasised that approval would expose local residents to EGMs in a way they had not previously experienced.
However, circumstances of this nature are uncommon among gambling applications.
Economic Impacts of Applications
Economic Impacts and New Gambling Expenditure
Any forecast rise in patronage of a venue for gambling, food, beverages or other services associated with the prospective addition of EGMs, is given more weight if there is reason to suppose that the expenditure will be diverted from venues and other businesses situated outside the municipality, thereby conferring a local economic benefit. However, if it appears that much of the patronage will be merely transferred from businesses within the municipality, such benefits may be discounted.
Employment
An increase in employment at a venue is credited as a benefit, where the applicant confirms that it has a practice of hiring local staff and firms, pledges to make an effort to do so, or is likely to do so anyway owing to the geographic isolation of the municipality. 
On the other hand, the Commission may ascribe less weight to the prospect of more jobs within the municipality, where:
· the number of new jobs is small relative to total municipal employment;
· local unemployment levels are already low;
· hospitality employment opportunities are already plentiful;
· additional staff are likely to be drawn from existing local employers; and
· there is no particular reason to believe that the new employees will be local residents.
Capital Works
Planned capital works are generally regarded as a benefit where:
· the works are contingent upon approval of the application;
· the applicant provides evidence that financing depends on approval; and
· local contractors are likely to undertake the works.
The Commission may give less weight to capital works where:
· there is no commitment to engage local contractors;
· the scale or duration of the works is modest;
· local labour shortages mean that contractors would simply be diverted from other projects.
Expenditure on Food, Beverages and Entertainment
Increased spending on non-gambling services, including meals, beverages and entertainment, is generally viewed favourably where it represents new expenditure entering the municipality.
Less weight is accorded to this benefit where:
· expenditure is likely to be diverted from existing local businesses;
· the projected rise in expenditure is small compared with the broader municipal economy.

Maintenance and Supply Contracts
Economic benefits may also arise from supply and maintenance contracts awarded to local firms. The Commission generally gives greater weight to this factor where the applicant commits to sourcing a significant proportion of goods and services locally.
Where no such commitment is provided, or where suitable contractors are unavailable within the municipality, limited weight may be accorded to this benefit.
Competition with Existing Local Venues
The addition of a new venue or more EGMs may accentuate competition for patrons, which is regarded as an economic benefit to the municipality – particularly if the predicted level of gambling expenditure transferred from other local venues is high, or if the quality of facilities to be developed at the venue is likely to attract patrons from other venues.
Conversely, the Commission holds that this benefit may be lessened if:
· utilization of EGMs at the venue is low (suggesting that few people wish to use its facilities); 
· the forecast transferred expenditure is low (indicating little competition with local venues); 
· there are already a number of local venues in competition with each other, thereby minimizing the relative impact of the application; or 
· the scale of the application - and therefore its likely competitive impact - is small.
Diversion of Trade from Local Businesses
The diversion of trade from existing local businesses may be regarded as a negative consequence where it results in a reduction in services available to the community.
In practice, however, the Commission often accords limited weight to this issue because:
· any impact is likely to be spread across numerous businesses;
· existing businesses are generally considered robust and well established;
· it is difficult to determine whether expenditure at the proposed venue would otherwise have been spent elsewhere within the municipality; and
· forecast transferred expenditure may be relatively low.
Improved Services and Amenities
Proposed improvements to hospitality facilities and services, such as dining areas, entertainment facilities or accommodation, are generally viewed as a benefit, particularly in communities with limited hospitality options.
Less weight is given where:
· similar facilities already exist locally;
· existing services at the venue are already of a high standard; and
· the proposed improvements are limited.
Taxation
Since the attributes of an application which are being assessed by the Commission are those which benefit the municipality, the contribution of gambling expenditure to state taxes is accorded no weight.
Conclusion
The Commission's assessment of gambling applications balances a variety of social and economic considerations. While socioeconomic vulnerability to gambling harm are central concerns, the Commission also considers venue characteristics, harm-minimisation measures, community views and economic impacts. The weight accorded to each factor varies according to the circumstances of the application, with decisions ultimately reflecting the Commission's assessment of whether the overall social and economic impacts of a proposal are likely to be positive or negative for the community.

Reasons for Decision reviewed here
· Club Officer, Cardinia, 20 EGMs, granted
· Club Wodonga, Wodonga, 70 EGMs, 2025, refused
· Cranbourne Pakenham Racing Club, Cardinia, 20 EGMs, granted
· Dorset Gardens Hotel, Maroondah, 8 EGMs, 2026, granted
· Doxa Community Club, Melbourne, 2024, 5 EGMs, granted
· Grosvenor Hotel, Port Phillip, 2023, 40 EGM, granted
· Hotel 520, Wyndham, 2023, 12 EGMs, granted
· Huntly Hotel, Greater Bendigo, 2024, new venue, 40 EGMs, granted
· McKinon Hotel, Glen Eira, 2022, 15 EGMs, granted
· Robin Hood Hotel, Ballarat, 2021, 8 EGMs, refused
· Romsey Community Hotel, Macedon Ranges, 2024, new venue 50 EGMs, refused
· Royal Hotel Koo Wee Rup, Cardinia, 2021, new venue 40 EGMs, refused
· Silk Lounge, Melbourne, 2022, new premises 50 EGMs, granted
· Valley Inn Hotel, Greater Geelong, 2022, 10 EGMs, refused
· Valley Inn Hotel, Greater Geelong, 2024, 15 EGMs, granted
· Werribee Football Club, Wyndham, 2021, new venue 70 EGMs, granted
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COMMUNITY

Area affected by application Measures of disadvantage Gambling and socioeconomic disadvantage

2.5 km. most metropolitan localities Incomes Disadvantaged  communities more vulnerable to gambling harm

5 km. many rural localities Unemployment rates

Gambling harm experienced by people with severe gambling 

problems as well as others with moderate or low risk of harm 

Otherwise, suburb, municipality, or none - for wide or 

ambiguous catchment areas

Dependency on Centrelink payments

Family violence may be worsened by gambling harm - evidence 

though, is usually required to support this idea

Survey of gaming patrons may identify the catchment Rental or mortgage-related financial stress

Community concerns

Homelessness

SEIFA Index of relative socioeconomic disadvantage among SA1 areas 

within 2.5/5 km. of venue

May consider possible future changes in such local conditions and 

their implications for gambling harm

VENUE ECONOMY

Estimated rise in gaming expenditure at the venue

* New expenditure - any further expenditure that represents a net 

increase in municipal gaming (or other) expenditure at the venue

May increase gambling problems in the municipality May boost the municipal economy

* Transferred expenditure - shifted from other municipal venues to 

the subject venue

No net increase in gambling problems, since expenditure is merely 

transferred from other venues in the municipality

Less benefit to the municipal economy as expenditure would 

only be transferred from other venues or local businesses

Volume of gaming opportunities

Less impact of venue on gambling problems if… Benefits of an application to the municipal economy include…

Increased employment at the venue

Harm minimization measures at the venue

which may reduce gambling harm from the application...

Capital works

Increased expenditure on  food and beverages

(called complimentary expenditure)

absence of player loyalty schemes at the venue

Supply and maintenance contracts

adequate staff in the gaming room at all times

Improved facilities and services

Especially in a locality with limited hospitality options

lesser numbers of EGMs at the venue, reducing anonymity

Increased local competition

Community support by venue

Wider choice for gamblers

Where expenditure is not causing gambling problems, it offers 

improved choice to gamblers

* there are already numerous venues in the municipality

* the venue has many EGMs

* utilisation of venue EGMs is low (so more makes little difference)

design features: limited gaming room access and visibility, obliging patrons to pass 

through the main entrance to reach the gaming room

destination venues: not in a shopping centre or busy area, and requiring patrons make 

a special journey to the venue

reduced gaming room operating hours, with closure for 7 or so hours per day

smaller or medium-sized gaming areas – with fewer than 50 or so EGMs - to reduce 

feelings of anonymity among gaming patrons

GAMING APPLICATIONS: summary of matters considered in recent gaming applications, by the VGCCC

Community surveys or submissions are considered but must relate to 

the particular application and consider its potential benefits and 

liabilities

High volume of submissions and thoughtful comments are preferred

But not if…

*  utilisation of EGMs at the venue is low (suggesting that no more 

people wish to use its facilities), 

*  transferred expenditure is low (indicating little competition with 

local venues), 

* there are already a number of local venues in competition with 

each other (making the impact of the application modest), or 

* the scale of the application - and therefore its likely competitive 

impact - is small

But not if...

* the venue might not hire many local residents

* regional unemployment is low - so jobs at the venue would 

displace people from other local jobs, or

* the scale of rise in jobs is small relative to municipal jobs

But not if...

* the applicant is unable to promise to hire local contractors, 

* low local unemployment means hiring local contactors would 

draw them away from other local projects or

*  the scale of the works is limited



But not if…

* expenditure is diverted from other businesses in the municipality 

(suggested by high transferred expenditure level),

* expenditure is small compared with municipal expenditure

But not if…

* applicant might not hire local firms, or 

* required contactors are unavailable in the municipality

But not if...

* there are plenty of similar services locally or

* services being developed are already available at the venue

food and drinks for gaming patrons, served at the counter, thereby encouraging 

gaming patrons to take a break

dining and entertainment on offer to patrons, and open at all gaming times, as an 

alternative to gambling

 ‘local nature’ of venue, so gaming patrons may be recognized by members of their 

community, thereby reducing their perceptions of anonymity

small scale of the an application, resulting in an insignificant impact

An economic stimulus, especially where estimated transferred 

expenditure is high, or where the quality of venue facilities will 

attract more patrons

Favoured by Commission if....

* it would not be given without the application being granted

* it is well thought out & conducted by respected agencies

* relevant to local social conditions and problems

* accompanied by an enforceable commitment by applicant

But not if…

* utilisation of EGMs at the venue is low, or 

* there are already a number of gaming venues in the municipality

Responsible service of gambling procedures, coupled with experienced management 

and staff training. Especially if RSG exceeds minimum legal requirements, or will be an 

enforceable condition of the application


