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Introduction

Relationships Australia Tasmania (RA Tas) welcomes the opportunity to provide a submission to the consortium
appointed by the Tasmania Government Department of Treasury and Finance and commends the Tasmanian
Government for providing a platform for community members and organisations to provide views and feedback
on this very important social issue. This submission has been prepared using RA Tas client data and feedback from
RA Tas counsellors working in the Gambler’'s Help Program.

RA Tas strongly supports a framework that sees problem gambling as a public health matter that should be
addressed in the way that any other public health issue would be dealt with. Addressing problem gambling
behaviour in this manner can reduce the social, economic, psychological and emotional harms that can result from
problem gambling behaviour.

Relationships Australia Tasmania

Relationships Australia Tasmania (RA Tas), is a Tasmanian not-for-profit whose mission is to help people and
communities thrive by supporting positive and respectful relationships.

RA Tas has been a leading provider of family relationships support services for more than 70 years. RA nationally
operates from a federated structure with large autonomous member organisations in every state and territory and
a national office based in Canberra

We support people to create positive connections in their lives, and hope to contribute to a future characterised by
connected people and empowered communities. We are guided by our values in everything we do. We take great
pride in the work we do and what we are part of, and apply the following values everyday: We are willing to serve,
in it together, people matter and we are looking forward.

RA Tas employs almost 150 staff across Tasmania and works with more than 8, 000 clients each year providing
counselling, dispute resolution, personal development and education, parenting skills training, men’s and family
relationships programs, early intervention services, child-focused programs and practices, and programs that
specifically engage Aboriginal people, families and communities.

RA Tas has established a strong presence in the general Tasmanian community, delivering a range of services at a
statewide level.

The following is a list of services we offer:

e Counselling e Forced Adoption Support Service

¢ Children’s Contact Service

e Parenting Orders Program

e  Supporting Children After Separation

e Aboriginal Counselling and Community
Support

e Reconnect - Support for Youth

e Gamblers Help

o Dispute Resolution and Mediation

e  Family Law Pathways Network

e Employee Assistance Program

Community Based Mental Health Services
Find and Connect Support Services

Family Relationship Centres

Redress Support Service

Frontline Counselling Services for People
affected by the Disability Royal Commission
MENS Program

Tasmanian Suicide Prevention Community
Network

SPEAK UP! Stay ChatTY



Our experience with gambling in Tasmania

Our gambling support services
RA Tas has delivered services to support problem gambling behaviours under the Gamblers Help program in
conjunction with Anglicare Tasmania for almost 10 years.

RA Tas is effective in providing support for those who seek support for individual and group counselling and
exclusions, but we have difficulty reaching those who are not at the point where they feel they need support, and
we anticipate we would not have the resources to support that number of clients if we were able to. Problem
gambling in Tasmania continues to be under-supported.

Counselling support

Services include individual counselling at Relationships Australia Tasmania sites in Hobart, Launceston and
outreach in the south and northeast of Tasmania, group support through the Gambler's Help Wellbeing Groups,
and counselling and education for clients at the Tasmanian Prison Service. Through counselling support services,
RA Tas provides information, education and support for individuals, partners and families. Strategies may include
individual, relationship and/or family counselling, and self-exclusions from gambling venues.

Between 2018 - 2019, RA Tas noted an increase in self-exclusions as a result of advertising campaigns and family
members encouraging clients to present for self-exclusions. In addition, RA Tas noted that sports betting and
online gambling were becoming more prominent and more problematic as there are no effective online or app-
based self-exclusion schemes. RA Tas also noted in 2018 - 2019 that the greatest number of new referrals and
ongoing clients presented from the Tasmanian Prison Service.

In 2019 - 2020, RA Tas noted a reduction in new and returning clients. The majority of existing clients who had
registered or renewed a self-exclusion reported the benefits and effectiveness of this strategy as part of their harm
minimisation plan.

From 2017, RA Tas continued to note the effective and prompt support and training provided by the Liquor and
Gaming Branch.

Venue visits

RA Tas visits pubs and clubs with poker machines to raise awareness amongst staff about problem gambling,
support services and self-exclusions, provide support with managing self-exclusions, assess the environment, and
check in around any issues the venue may be having related to problem gambling.

Community education and sector development
RA Tas delivers community education and sector development activities funded through the Community Support
Levy to build community capacity and reduce harm from problem gambling.

Since 2017, RA Tas has focused on raising awareness of the ‘Know Your Odds’ message in young adults, providing
information about problem gambling to the migrant community, working with stakeholders to support
communities to consider healthy alternatives to gambling, delivering community education about problem
gambling, raising awareness and encouraging referrals in local GP practices to the Gambling Assistance Program,
and promoting interagency networking to share resources and knowledge.

RA Tas notes that there continues to be conflicting messaging in the community of gambling not being identified
as being addictive in the same way as alcohol and other substances. There is additional work to be done with
young people, schools, sporting clubs etc to develop this level of awareness.



Our clients
Since 2018, RA Tas has seen 248 clients in 518 engagements in the Gamblers Help program:

2018 - 2019 2019 - 2020
Existing Clients 349 339
New Clients 69 70
Total 418 409

2018 - 2019 2019 - 2020
Counselling/support (60m) 203 sessions 165 sessions
Exclusions (60m) 44 sessions 13 sessions
Group (60m per client) 15 sessions O sessions

Client profile

Of RA Tas’ Gambler’s Help clients, it is estimated that up to 80 per cent experience another co-existing issue
alongside their gambling issue. This is often related to secure housing, alcohol and drug use, mental health issues
and/or other family issues. RA Tas notes patterns of trauma and crisis are common pathways into problem
gambling behaviours for clients.

According to the Victorian Responsible Gaming Foundation, 50-70 per cent of problem gamblers have a co-
occurring alcohol use disorder with more than 25 per cent of problem gamblers experiencing both alcohol abuse
and/or severe mental health disorders'. We also know that the strategies used to cope with triggers, manage
cravings and prevent relapses are similar for people experiencing substance use issues and those with problem
gambling issues. So too is the stigma, shame and feelings of being powerless to control the problem.?

In addition, a number of RA Tas clients are supported in prison. Evidence suggests that some 50-70 per cent of
people in prison have issues with problem gambling behaviours.

The average income of Gamblers Help clients is $300 - $1000/week ($15,600 - $52,000 p.a.), derived from
salary, allowance or FTB.

Client harms from problem gambling
The impact of these issues on individuals, families and the community can be extreme. RA Tas notes that when

clients present for support, they are usually in crisis or anticipating a crisis. Many problem gamblers do not seek
support. The complexity of issues that many individuals present with is difficult to manage, and often case
management, individual and family counselling and peer support must be provided to support pathways out of
problem gambling in addition to targeted gambling support.

Types of harm from problem gambling noted in the evidence, and that RA Tas sees in clients, are varied, but have
severe and long-lasting impacts on a person’s ‘life infrastructure’. These include financial harm (losing assets,
accruing debts, difficulty paying bills and supporting families), emotional and psychological harm (struggling with
meaninglessness, not fitting in, feeling overwhelmed, loss of control, deterioration of relationships, family
violence, anger), mental health issues (depression, suicide risk, severe mental illness), and legal harms (committing
crimes to support gambling habits, long-term effects from criminal conviction). Family and friends of people
experiencing problem gambling can also experience adverse effects, including loss of trust, isolation, anger,
neglect, and family violence.

! Miller & Victorian Responsible Gambling Foundation, 2014a.
2 Problem gambling: A guide for community and health workers. Retrieved from https://www.knowyourodds.net.au/healthworkers/
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Client case studies
Client names have been changed.

Will, 35
e  Will's family had significant problems with gambling. His father had once lost the family home
from gambling.
e  Will began gambling on the pokies when he got his first job with his work mates.
e His gambling slowly became more compulsive and costly.

e Willis in prison and is visited by a Gambler’s Help counsellor who works with him on reducing
problem gambling.

Louis

e Louis, who is also a frequent drug user, sought Gambler’s Help assistance at RA Tas after receiving a
prison sentence following theft of a large sum of money to fund their gambling addiction.

e Louis has children in foster care.

e Louis sought and successfully received a self-exclusion from gambling in prison, through RA Tas.

e Louis is being seen regularly by RA Tas in the prison environment and will be invited to attend
sessions at RA Tas following their release.

Jake, 21
e Jake began gambling online, mainly on thoroughbred races, during his Year 12 studies.
o During this time, Jake’s parents controlled his income from his casual employment.
e Jake gambles by himself at home in his room and when socialising with his friends, who enjoy it too.

e Jake sought help at RA Tas after facing expulsion from his family home due to breaching the trust of
his parents and brother

Tessa
e Tessa presented to RA Tas for help with her relationship.

e Tessa's husband has bipolar disorder and acts in abusive ways to her. He was gambling and lending
hundreds of thousands of dollars to his friend.

e The couple had lost a child to brain cancer and has a second child with Autism Spectrum Disorder.
Tessa is their full-time carer.

e The couple are separated, and Tessa has achieved housing independence but still reliant on her ex-
husband for financial support for their son.

Changes to the gambling industry since 2017
Online gambling

Since 2017, RA Tas notes there has been a marked increase in sports and online betting, offering more options and

greater access to gambling platforms for users. Currently there are few supports to sit alongside this rise, and
services cannot offer self-exclusion schemes or the equivalent of venue visits.



These new modalities appear to be having a significant impact on problem gambling behaviours as they are so
accessible and easy to keep secret. This secretiveness can also increase stigma and shame, and create bigger
barriers for people to talk about their gambling, as it does not happen in a public place where they may be able to
connect with others. Online gambling is also becoming more and more culturally accepted among particular
communities (e.g. sporting clubs), which can increase denial of problems. In addition, online gambling aligns with a
younger demographic of user, who are less likely to seek support. Indeed, RA Tas’ clients continue to be primarily
older generations seeking support for poker machine use, however there is an increase in younger clientele being
pushed into support by parents.

RA Tas also notes the linkages of online gambling platforms with existing online games without a specific gambling
focus. Non-gambling games are similar in their visuals, design and rewards-based structure. The prevalence of
online games with all age groups is presenting a new pathway into problem gambling online that was not
previously as apparent.

Awareness campaigns

RA Tas notes there were a number of effective awareness campaigns and initiatives from 2015 - 2017 that put the
issue in the spotlight (e.g. Losing Streak book by James Boyce, Ka-Ching! Pokie Nation by ABC Television, the
discourse around the renewal of Tasmanian gaming licenses). This appeared to coincide with an uptake in RA Tas
gambling support services, including referrals from the prison and the general community.

However, there has been little public focus on the issue of gambling in recent years, and this may be a contributing
factor to reduction in numbers accessing RA Tas support services. Community awareness about the issue is
important in opening up the conversation and giving people permission to seek help.

Counselling services

From 2015, RA Tas had a large Gamblers Help Wellbeing Group with strong participation. From 2018, this
participation began to drop off, despite participants indicating its usefulness. In addition, engagement with
individual counselling supports for gambling have reduced between 2017 and 2020. RA Tas notes that factors
contributing to this decline could be related to the shift to online gambling or to community awareness, as noted
above.

RA Tas notes that there are a number of clients who present to other RA Tas services for different reasons for
whom problem gambling is on the fringe of those issues. This may be related to a lack of awareness in the
community about problem gambling being an issue in and of itself that can be supported.

RA Tas also notes the ongoing separation of gambling from other addictions services, resources and messages.
Problem gambling is part of a range of damaging behaviours associated with addiction, however it continues to be
treated and resourced differently to other forms of addiction like substance and alcohol use, to the detriment of
people experiencing problem gambling.

Impact of COVID-19 on problem gambling

COVID-19 has presented varying challenges to the issue of problem gambling. First, the closing of gambling
venues meant that clients could not spend money on gambling, and therefore saved up sums of money. This led
to a number of people seeking to revoke self-exclusions following lockdown, as they had money to spend. This is
consistent with data from the National Association of Gambling that indicates that problem gamblers are at the
greatest time of risk when they have a windfall of funds. Second, the closing of gambling venues encouraged
people to turn to online gambling, where otherwise they may have not. RA Tas noted instances where this was the
case, and the impact of this change in gambling behaviour is not yet known.



In addition, some support services have not been offered due to the restrictions on in-person gatherings. In
particular, RA Tas had to suspend the Gamblers Help Wellbeing Group, and has had to change the service delivery
modality in the Tasmanian Prison Service to telephone support and counselling. This has led to reduced service
uptake due to limited phone facilities for individuals, as well as COVID-19 safety management. The Gamblers Help
counselling service saw fewer clients during COVID, though there were regulars to the service engaging with
counsellors to discuss other life issues. Community education activities were also suspended from March 2020,
although interagency network meetings were able to continue through online activities.

Recommendations

Support research into legislative options for managing online gambling activities, as well as managing
advertising for online gambling platforms. The rise in online gambling indicates a need to provide support
services tailored to this modality.

Review current responsible gambling awareness campaigns and education to highlight the addictive nature
of gambling, and ensure these messages are reaching the right demographics in the right medium. There
continues to be a lack of awareness and acknowledgement in the community about the severity of problem
gambling.

Support the provision of community awareness campaigns and early intervention services to reduce the
stigma of problem gambling, prevent problem gambling, and to reduce the instances of problem gambling
becoming a crisis.

Integrate problem gambling information, services and supports more closely with existing addiction
services to better meet the need and address overlapping issues.

Reduce the number and accessibility of poker machines in the community, restricting poker machines to
casinos.

Conclusion

RA Tas strongly supports a framework that sees problem gambling behaviour as a public health matter that should
be addressed in the way that any other public health issue would. We note that if a public health approach guides
this important public policy issue, many of the compounding risk factors will be subsequently reduced.

As demonstrated above in the case studies provided by RA Tas counsellors, problem gambling can have severe
and long-lasting impacts on individuals, families and communities in a multitude of ways. Problem gambling rarely
presents as an isolated issue - it is often co-occurring with psychological, emotional, social and financial issues.
Greater community awareness, integration with existing addiction services and supports, and support for problem
gambling behaviours online can help to prevent and reduce the severity of these impacts.

RA Tas also notes that the COVID-19 pandemic presents a unique opportunity to better understand patterns and
risk factors for problem gambling behaviours. Venue lockdowns have meant that many gamblers have had to
cease gambling activities altogether, and there is an opportunity to research whether this has any longer-term
community impacts e.g. on prison sentencing, community harms.

RA Tas would also like to acknowledge the benefit Anglicare’s research has provided to RA Tas, to clients and to
the sector.

RA Tas thanks the Department of Treasury and Finance for their commitment to consultation in providing
interested stakeholders with the opportunity to feed into this process. This response is informed by the experience
and expertise of RA Tas staff, in particular, specialists who provide services to clients with gambling issues.



