September 14, 2007


SCMP Article
Children and gambling
Perhaps I am a bit conservative, but I wasn't very pleased to see a young girl being interviewed about her lucky bets at Sha Tin racecourse at the weekend. As the Jockey Club later made clear, she hadn't placed real bets, just picked the numbers from a hat for her father. But, for me, it sent a very bad message. 

The Jockey Club now allows horse owners to bring their children to the races. It has changed its rules because of repeated requests from the owners. As the club points out, racecourses in most other jurisdictions allow minors into races provided they are with an adult. The club stresses that the few children who may attend are only allowed in certain areas of the members' enclosure - not where bets are made. 

Even so, I don't feel entirely comfortable about it. Although an afternoon at the races might seem like a suitable family activity for some people, I wouldn't want my own children exposed to it. I have been to the races myself and found it very boring. The thing that makes it exciting for so many people is gambling on the horses. Children must make that connection, too. 

And what about the thousands of children who saw media coverage of youngsters their own age being allowed in to the racecourse? Did they think how lucky the little girl was to pick winning horses - or to be allowed in to pick them? Yes, children can always see racing on television, but that must make some of them more curious about it, and therefore about gambling. 

In case you haven't guessed, I don't like gambling. Around 4 per cent of Hong Kong adults are problem gamblers. That's around 270,000 people in danger of losing significant sums of money. It is easy to say that people have a right to do what they want with their money. But that right can harm others. 

The misery and suffering when gamblers lose big sums affect their families and children. It affects the rest of us, too. Gambling leads to fraud and other crimes. Overseas researchers have shown a direct connection between levels of gambling and rates of income-generating crime in areas with gambling outlets. 

Here in Hong Kong, we know from our own experience that problem gamblers cheat the companies they work for, or even their own friends, to make up for their losses or to repay their debts. Pressured by loan sharks, people have gone into drug smuggling - and then prison - or prostitution to repay gambling debts. People commit suicide under the pressure. 

I am aware that it is impossible to ban gambling. We are far better off having it legalised and regulated. I would be the first to agree that the Jockey Club makes very good use of the gambling proceeds it grants every year to charities and community projects. 

But that does not mean we should encourage gambling, and we need to be especially sensitive about anything that might lure children into it. A survey by Chinese University last year found that 7 per cent of gamblers first engaged in gambling at or below the age of 12, and that around 50 per cent of all gamblers are below the age of 20. 

Ideally, we would convince young people that gambling is not a smart thing to do. At best, you throw your money away while, at worst, gambling can seriously damage your life, career and family. 

Perhaps, just as we have strengthened health warnings connected with cigarettes over the years, we should have tougher warnings and messages about gambling. In some parts of the United States, all publicity to do with local lotteries must mention the odds of winning the jackpot. They are, of course, millions to one. 

Maybe our own publicity should be even more prominent and blunt, and make it plain to people: you will almost certainly lose more than you win.

