March 2007
Evangelical Alliance response to the consultation on Betting & Gaming Law: Proposed changes including relaxation of Sunday restrictions. 
1.
Introduction

The Evangelical Alliance, which was founded in 1846, is the umbrella body which brings together Britain’s one million plus Evangelicals. Included in Alliance membership across the UK are over 700 organisations and over 3000 churches. Evangelical Alliance exists to promote unity and truth among these churches, individuals and evangelical organisations, and to promote their concerns to the wider world of the Church, State and Society. The office in Northern Ireland was established in 1987 and presently has four full-time staff and others who volunteer. 

Over the past 18 months Evangelical Alliance Northern Ireland has responded to a number of consultations including the Review of Public Administration, Liquor Licensing, Drug & Alcohol Strategy and the Suicide Prevention Strategy.
2. Gambling
We note that this consultation closes on 26 March 2007, one day after the 200th anniversary of the abolition of the slave trade in Britain and Ireland, following the campaign of evangelical Christians like William Wilberforce. We would suggest that slavery still exists today albeit in less traditional forms and that for some in Northern Ireland gambling has become one such form of enslavement.
The overwhelming majority of evangelical Christians do not gamble and view it as morally wrong for a number of reasons including:

· A failure to trust and hope solely in God

· A failure to love my neighbour as myself, in that we cannot all win and to win is to take from those who lose without much benefit to them

· A failure to keep money in its proper place

· A failure to use wisely and well resources I have been given. 

It will come as no surprise therefore to note that Evangelical Alliance Northern Ireland objects to these proposals to extend the availability of gambling in Northern Ireland. 
We do recognise that there are those who consider gambling to be a socially acceptable activity in Northern Ireland and that the industry should therefore be regulated to the highest of standards. However, we believe that there remains a place to seek to protect those who are most vulnerable in society on a wide range of social issues. 

For instance, the Partial Regulatory Impact Assessment does not take in to account the effect that 7 days a week opening could have on problem gambling, nor does it estimate the potential for problem gambling to increase following the relaxation of the regulations. Neither does it factor the impact both to families and to public expenditure of an increase in problem gambling. 

3. Sunday opening & opening hours
Many evangelicals hold Sunday as a special day, providing space for rest, relaxation with families and also the opportunity to join with fellow believers at worship services. The family relationship is also held in high regard by Christians. It is our fear that the proposals in this document have the potential to further erode these key values. 

We recognise that Sunday trading is now commonplace in Northern Ireland within the retail sector. However, alongside that has come a renewed emphasis on ‘work-life balance’ within social and public policy and, more recently, policies to bolster family life have also been to the fore. 

We note that the consultation document acknowledges that its proposals will benefit commercial interests and also those consumers who seek to have greater choice. However there is no consideration of the wider potential social and relational impact of these proposals, including the potential effects on ‘work-life’ balance and on family life more generally. Shift patterns and long working hours can often have a detrimental effect. 
For many in today’s fast paced world Sunday is the only day in which there is opportunity for the whole family to spend significant quality time together. Opening betting shops and bingo venues on Sundays denies the opportunity for valuable family time for those who must now work.
We note that 58% of those employed in all gambling and betting activities are female, with just under half of those working part-time. While it may be the case that both men and women share tasks around the home, women often carry the bulk of this burden particularly in relation to caring responsibilities for young children or other dependent relatives, for example those who are disabled, frail and/or elderly. Has consideration been given to the potential impact of these proposals on these domestic arrangements?
Employers often value highly the skills and learning that their employees gain through their involvement in activities outside the workplace be that participation in church activities, sports organisations or other forms of volunteering. Often couples and/or families join together on a Sunday to undertake these various types of activity. Again, encouraging betting shops and bingo venues to open on Sunday, and the times suggested for their opening, both have the potential to reduce participation in such activities. 
We do not think that the proposals adequately take into consideration these potential detrimental effects to work-life balance and quality of family life. 
4. Employment Protection Rights

While we acknowledge that new employment protection rights for those already in employment will accompany proposed changes to opening hours it is not clear if such protection will be afforded to those seeking employment within this service industry. 
5. Payment methods

We welcome the fact that the proposals do not allow bank debit or credit cards to be used in jackpot machines however we do express concern that banknotes could not be used. 
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