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GB Gambling Commission
airs concerns on novelty bets
The British Gambling Commission’s Enforcement and
Intelligence Team has written to betting operators recently,
cautioning them over the way they have been handling novelty
bets.

There is a seemingly limitless range of these so-called novelty
bets available nowadays, with both the major and smaller
operators alike vying to enable punters to bet on their every
special interest and, it would appear, whim. Some more
conventional examples include betting on who will be the next
Prime Minister, monarch or James Bond, but bookmakers now
accept bets on almost anything you can think of, covering
celebrity news, current affairs and world events, banking and
financial markets, politics, music and sports - with novelty bets
taken on, for example, who will host the next Olympic Games.
There is also the category referred to as ‘Bizarre Novelty Betting
Markets,’ offering gems such as ‘who will be the first standing
head of state to confirm that their country has been in contact
with alternative life beings from another planet?’

Several operators have been encouraging punters to get
involved in the novelty bets market by enabling them to make
these bets from the same account that they use to make more
serious bets on sports and the like.

In recent times, novelty betting on reality television shows
such as The Great British Bake Off, Big Brother, Strictly Come
Dancing and The X Factor has become particularly popular,
with punters not only betting on the eventual winner, but also
on the arrival of new contestants, judges and presenters, and so
on. It is this type of betting activity that is giving the Gambling
Commission cause for concern, and which its letter seeks to
address. 

Although the letter does not say so expressly, the concerns
appear to surround the circumstances in which operators
sometimes suspend betting on novelty markets, and whether it
is appropriate in all circumstances for them to do so.

Some recent occurrences - given here strictly as examples only
- of operators suspending novelty betting include The Great
British Bake Off, where Ladbrokes reported a flurry of betting
on one particular contestant on the 2015 show. The bookmaker
said it had noticed suspicious play on that individual, whose
odds started at 12/1 and were reduced to 6/1, 3/1 and then
evens. This amounted to 90% of the bets that were being placed
on the show at the time, and many of them were the maximum
Ladbrokes would take. Many of the suspicious bets were placed
in their Ipswich shops from customers they did not recognise,
and when in addition they saw a flurry of new online accounts
being opened with Ipswich and Suffolk postcodes, the operator
smelled a rat. A spokesman commented: “It all smells worse
than an out of date custard cream so we pulled the plug.”

In 2013 Coral, too, suspended betting on the winner of that
year’s Bake Off, with, again, 90% of the bets being placed on the
eventual winner, Frances Quinn, reducing her odds to 11/10. A

Commission warns operators over integrity fears
spokesman said at the time: “[…] as far as punters were
concerned it was all about Frances […] Because the show is pre-
recorded, we always knew someone somewhere would know
who has won, so we took only small stakes, and kept a close eye
on the bets coming in […].”

The Commission’s letter seeks to address operators offering
markets on pre-recorded television programmes and
acknowledges that, “in a world of social media and rapid
communication, the outcome of these markets is likely to be
known to an ever-expanding group of consumers before the
result is formally announced.” However, it says that it expects
operators to manage the associated risks in a robust manner, in
order to uphold the licensing objectives.

The Commission refers in its letter to operators who have
instigated media reporting of integrity issues arising in
connection with betting on the outcome of these television
shows, effectively by alleging that ‘leaks’ have taken place, in
circumstances where they have over-exposed their liability. This,
the Commission says, is damaging to those involved in
producing and broadcasting such programmes, to the audiences
who enjoy them, and to the image of gambling in Great Britain
as a whole.

The Commission warns that it will expect operators to
conduct their business with integrity, to organise and control
their affairs responsibly and efficiently, and to have adequate
systems and controls in place. It will expect an operator only to
suspend betting where it has legitimate grounds for suspicion
that the result of a competition has, indeed, been ‘leaked.’ Again,
there is no suggestion that the examples cited above were
anything other than legitimate.

The Commission expects senior management and Personal
Management Licence holders on the payroll of operators to take
responsibility for the integrity of novelty betting markets. If it
detects a failure to maintain standards, it says that it will
commence licence reviews with a view to bringing its formal
regulatory powers to bear.
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