‘Super-tax’: Grassroots Labor revolt forces Minns into tougher response to pokies epidemic
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A grassroots Labor Party member revolt will force the Minns government into adopting a tougher-than-expected crackdown on poker machines, potentially including a “super profits” tax on mega-clubs across Sydney.
Under a cross-factional deal to be announced on Sunday, the party’s policy platform will be amended to include –
a) a moratorium (halt/stoppage) on new machine licences, 
b) limits on operators moving pokies between their own venues, 
c) the abolition of VIP schemes where punters are given perks such as bonus credits and free food, and 
d) the rollout of mandatory facial recognition technology in every NSW gaming room.
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Unions NSW boss Mark Morey (left) and Inner West Mayor Darcy Byrne (right) are pushing Premier Chris Minns on poker machine reform.
The policy also requires clubs with annual gaming machine profits of more than $20 million to “pay more tax”, but leaves it up to the government to decide how much.
Gaming reform advocates have long campaigned for a super-profits tax on Sydney’s richest clubs, which are responsible for the vast bulk of the $10 billion in poker machine losses recorded in NSW each year.
Clubs likely to exceed the $20 million threshold include –
I. Mounties in south-west Sydney, 
II. Dooleys Catholic Club in Lidcombe, 
III. Bankstown Sports Club, 
IV. Canterbury League Club, 
V. Rooty Hill RSL, 
VI. Revesby Workers’ Club; and 
VII. Parramatta Leagues Club.
The policy negotiated by Labor’s union movement and the dominant Left bloc falls short of adopting cashless gaming as recommended by the NSW Crime Commission and promised by former premier Dominic Perrottet, but goes much further than the party has been prepared to accept for decades.
NSW Premier Chris Minns will go back to the drawing board on poker machine reform.
It is expected to be adopted unanimously on Sunday during the final day of NSW Labor’s annual conference at Sydney Town Hall.
More than 18 months have passed since the government was handed the findings of an independent panel on gaming reform, but it is yet to announce its response, prompting claims it is beholden to the influential clubs and pubs lobby.
Labor sources said the Minns government had been aware of negotiations at the conference over recent days, was listening to pleas to do more, and accepted that the new demands of members meant it would need to unveil a stronger gaming reform package than initially planned.
A man pleaded for help. Eleven public servants spent 12 weeks massaging their cold response
The new deal is also a recognition that even Labor’s most faithful supporters believe the government has not done enough to overhaul gambling laws during its first term.
Unions NSW secretary Mark Morey said he was confident the government would take the message seriously.
“Poker machines are a tax on working people and need to be treated as we treat alcohol and smoking,” he said. “This is a change the Labor Party can truly be proud of.”
Premier Chris Minns is not obliged to pick up the new party platform and make it law, but ignoring his members and the union movement would be a political risk heading into the state election next March.
The most contentious element of the new Labor platform for Minns will be the proposed tax on mega-rich clubs. One suggestion floated between factional players on the weekend was that the revenue could be hypothecated to help pay for harm minimisation projects and other pokie reforms.
Clubs with an annual gaming machine profit of more than $20 million now pay a tax rate of 28.4 per cent.
Another thorn might be the plan to force a faster reduction in the number of machines available for play over the next decade.
Under current law, one gaming machine entitlement must be forfeited for every three gaming machines transferred between venues. Under the Labor platform that rate would be lowered to one in every two machines.
Inner West Council Mayor Darcy Byrne, who represents Labor’s crucial Left faction, said the party’s conference was about to speak “with one voice to say that enough is enough”.
“Our state has too many pokies,” he said. “They take too much from working people and do too much harm to our communities.
“This can be the biggest ever reform to poker machines in NSW and is a massive opportunity to reduce harm and addiction across the state.”
[bookmark: _GoBack]A damning report has revealed the depth of the NSW gambling crisis and just how far the state is behind others in getting the situation under control.
The government was widely expected to already be planning other measures included in the new Labor platform, including a better statewide exclusion register backed up by the mandatory rollout of facial recognition technology.
The current self-exclusion system, which is only available on a venue-by-venue basis, would be replaced by a new statewide scheme under which family members of problem gamblers – and the police – could apply to have people banned from playing.
Proponents believe facial recognition software installed in gaming rooms would detect players who have been excluded, allowing for better intervention.
Experts have argued facial recognition technology alone is not enough to tackle poker machine harm, and may even give clubs and pubs a new tool to lure and retain customers if the rules governing its use are inadequate.
Tasmania’s Liquor and Gaming Commission has previously warned the technology does “not have broad scope as a tool for harm minimisation”, and would be of no help to people who have not self-excluded.
Labor’s new policy platform also includes naming and shaming venues allowing harmful levels of gaming, significantly increased fines and penalties for operators flouting the rules, and the introduction of account-based play, but it would not be mandatory. All players with an account would be sent a monthly statement of their gaming activity.
Byrne, touted as an eventual replacement for Prime Minister Anthony Albanese in the federal Sydney seat of Grayndler, last week said the issue had been “swept under the rug” by Labor ministers and backbenchers for too long.
He also claimed the government had been influenced by a gaming industry lobby effort of similar influence to campaigns waged by the National Rifle Association in the United States.
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