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BETFAIR, AUSTRALIAN LICENCE 
Grievance 

MR P.W. ANDREWS (Southern River) [9.32 am]:  My grievance is to the Minister for Racing and Gaming.  
Recently I was telling the minister that it is well known that I have a gambling problem.  I am happy to admit 
that.  My problem is simple: I cannot pick a winner.  That is my main gambling problem, which seems to be 
quite a common problem.  My record is 42 straight bets without picking a winner.  My grievance relates to 
picking losers.  If I cannot pick a winner, it means I can pick losers pretty well.  In fact, I have a great gift for it.  
Therefore, my grievance to the minister is about the concern I have that Betfair, which is an Internet-based 
bookmaker located in London, is seeking to gain a licence in an Australian jurisdiction.  If the licence is granted, 
people will be encouraged to pick losers. 

Betfair’s Internet users place odds in the usual fashion to place a bet.  However, they also can offer a bet on the 
system in much the same way as a bookmaker does.  In effect, the punter, for lack of a better word, is offering to 
back a loser.  That poses a number of different problems, to which I will refer shortly.  Currently Betfair is not 
licensed to operate as a bookmaker in any Australian jurisdiction.  It pays no tax to any Australian government 
and makes no contribution to the racing industry.  As the minister knows, it is unlawful for a resident of Western 
Australia to place a bet on an unlicensed gambling provider such as Betfair.  In reality, the state’s jurisdiction 
cannot stop these offshore betting providers from operating.  Federal legislation has banned online casinos and it 
is unlawful for Australian Internet service providers to provide support for those types of casinos. 

The problem is twofold.  The first problem is that if people are able to make money from picking losers, it will 
affect the integrity of our local industry.  If a person can anonymously place a bet to back a loser, there will be a 
great temptation for people who operate in the industry, such as owners, trainers, jockeys, stable staff and others, 
to make sure that a horse does not win.  Towards the end of last year in the United Kingdom 16 people were 
arrested for affecting the outcome of a race in a negative way.  In one case a farrier was convicted of driving 
nails deep into the hooves of a horse.  The horse lost the race in which it ran and that person made a fair amount 
of money before being arrested.  I have been told that a horse could be rubbed out at the last minute if someone 
threw a syringe at it while it was in its stable.  There are all sorts of ways to fix a race to make sure that a horse 
does not win.  Therefore, if Betfair gains control in the Australian racing industry, we will have problems with 
all sorts of issues relating to the integrity of the industry. 

Years ago some horses would race in country races and some would not.  People were very reluctant to bet 
money on horses on the chance that, although the horses might be running, they might not be trying to win.  We 
would see a fall in the turnover of betting on horses if people thought that they were not running legitimately.  
The punters would be more likely to gamble on something else rather than on the legitimate racing industry. 

As I have previously stated, the system operated by Betfair allows its customers to bet on losers as opposed to 
winners.  Currently it is difficult enough for stewards to inquire into and uphold convictions of fraudulent acts 
committed by participants under the simple system whereby punters bet on winners rather than losers.  There are 
presently no practical means to deal properly with the concerns about the damage Internet betting exchanges will 
have on the integrity of the racing industry.  Betting exchange operations on racing provide serious potential 
threats to the actual and perceived integrity of races in which trainers, owners, drivers and jockeys can benefit 
from having their own horses beaten. 

The second problem to which I have alluded is the loss of income that could result from this type of operation.  
A report prepared by the Australian Racing Board found that by 2007-08 if one or more betting exchanges were 
introduced, revenue to state taxes from racing would fall by between $30 million and $40 million a year.  A loss 
of 10 per cent in confidence in the industry could mean a decrease of $149 million to the industry.  That would 
result in less prize money being offered and job losses.  It also would affect rural and remote areas more than 
anywhere else.  I ask the minister: what can be done to prevent betting exchanges such as Betfair from gaining 
licences in some Australian jurisdictions, particularly because of the detrimental effect such exchanges will have 
on the integrity of the Australian racing industry?  

MR M. McGOWAN (Rockingham - Minister for Racing and Gaming) [9.39 am]:  I thank the member for 
Southern River for his grievance and acknowledge his well-known interest and commitment to the racing codes 
in Western Australia.  The member is absolutely right.  The concerns that he has expressed about betting 
exchanges are shared by the government.  We are on record in this place as having expressed our concerns about 
the impact on the integrity of the racing industry in Western Australia, and in the rest of Australia, should a 
betting exchange become licensed in Australia.  It would also affect the revenue streams available to the racing 
industry.  The racing industry is a big employment generator; it is very important to our state and national 
economies.  The industry holds a lot of interest for many people and it is a risk for many people.  When people 
invest money in the racing industry they are taking a risk; and for that risk, if things go right, they expect to 
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receive a return from a system with integrity.  The industry and the clubs deserve that return.  The government, 
which also has some involvement in that industry, also receives some tax revenue.  If betting exchanges are 
permitted to operate in Australia, all of those things will be put at risk, and all of those people who invest money 
in the industry will be putting their returns at risk. 

We are aware that there is a prospect of Betfair becoming licensed in Tasmania.  The former minister and I have 
regularly expressed our opposition to that.  I wrote to Hon Helen Coonan, the federal Minister for 
Communications, Information Technology and the Arts, who has legislative authority under the Interactive 
Gambling Act, suggesting the government take steps to outlaw betting exchanges in Australia, which is within 
the constitutional power of the commonwealth.  I received a reply from Hon Helen Coonan, which stated - 

. . . betting exchange operations do not pose any greater risk of exacerbating problem gambling than 
traditional internet wagering services that are permitted under the current legislative framework.   

. . .  

In relation to the matter of the Commonwealth Government’s constitutional power with respect to 
telecommunications, the central issue is that the Commonwealth does not consider it necessary or 
appropriate to seek to use those powers in relation to the regulation of betting exchange services. 

That is, the minister will not do anything.  However, I was surprised earlier this month to see an article in The 
Australian newspaper from the Treasurer, Hon Peter Costello - 

Point of Order 

Mr T.R. SPRIGG:  If the letter from the minister is an official document, can we have it tabled? 

The SPEAKER:  The minister knows what the rules are.  If it is an official document, he can table it. 

Debate Resumed 

Mr M. McGOWAN:  I am happy to table the letter, Mr Speaker. 

[See paper 897.] 

Mr M. McGOWAN:  The article in The Australian states - 

Peter Costello has urged the Tasmanian Government to consider the “human suffering” caused by 
problem gambling before deciding if it will license the betting exchange Betfair.   

. . .  

“I am concerned about the people who suffer from gambling addictions,” . . .  

“I had a Productivity Commission report some years ago that looked at the suffering, the human 
suffering that is caused by people who have gaming addictions: homes that are broken, jobs that are 
lost, suffering that families go through. 

In other words, the federal Treasurer, in that context, says that he does not support Betfair.  The Minister for 
Communications is saying she supports Betfair and the federal Treasurer is saying he does not.  I recently wrote 
to the federal Treasurer again urging him, as the more senior minister - the potential Prime Minister of this 
country - to take steps with his federal colleague, Hon Helen Coonan, to get some action about this matter.  We 
have limited capacity to address this matter.  The commonwealth has clear constitutional capacity to do 
something about this matter and it is about time the commonwealth got its house in order to protect one of the 
biggest industries in this country from this clear and present danger to its future. 

I also urge the Tasmanian government, which is the beneficiary of the strong Western Australian, Queensland 
and other economies in Australia, and receives through the Grants Commission process enormous support to its 
state budget, to think very carefully about what it is doing.  If the Tasmanian government takes this course, it is 
biting the hand that feeds it, because that state government receives billions of dollars in subsidies from other 
states in support of all the state government services provided in that state.  It would be very silly and short-
sighted for the Tasmanian government to take the step of licensing Betfair, which might result in some short-
term financial benefit for the state.  The Tasmanian government should show some sense and decide against that 
course of action.  If the commonwealth fails to do what it should do and take action under the Interactive 
Gambling Act, if the Tasmanian government is so stupid as to license Betfair in that state, we will look at what 
other legislative measures we can take to address this important issue.  We could prohibit betting operators 
outside Western Australia from using Western Australian race field information without the consent of the 
Western Australian racing authorities.  That would be a last resort, but that is the sort of thing we will look at 
doing if either the commonwealth or the Tasmanian governments act as irresponsibly as it looks like they are 
going to. 
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