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European Official Challenges 6 Nations' Gambling Rules 

By PAUL MELLER
BRUSSELS, March 13 — The European Commission may take legal action against six of its member countries for restricting gambling operations like sports and online betting while permitting citizens to participate in national lotteries.

Europe's internal market commissioner, Charlie McCreevy, wants to take action against Germany, Finland, Sweden, Italy, Holland and Hungary for either restricting the advertising and promotion of gambling services or banning the services themselves.

"We should proceed against all these countries," Mr. McCreevy said in an interview on Friday. Legal steps could lead to large fines against the countries. 

National governments have become dependent on revenue from their national lotteries as they find it harder to finance public spending through more traditional methods like taxation. At the same time, they have shunned efforts to permit other forms of gambling, arguing that it has a negative effect on society.

But the commission says the national lotteries amount to a monopoly on gambling. Most recently, the commission tried to include gambling in its controversial and wide-ranging law to open up competition in services across Europe, but members of the European Parliament threw out the clause on gambling.

"The official reason for opposing other forms of gambling is out of social concern," said Torbjorn Ihre, head of public affairs at the European Betting Association, "but the real reason they want to restrict other gambling outlets is because they don't want to lose the contributions to state coffers they get from their national lotteries." The association is a group of Internet sports betting and gambling providers based in Brussels.

The Swedish lottery generates around 2.7 billion euros ($3.22 billion) a year in revenue, said Mr. Ihre, who is Swedish. "A fifth of that is profit and most of it goes into the state budget," he said. 

In Hungary, where incomes are much lower, the state lottery is expected to generate 52 million euros this year, 20 percent more than last year, according to the Web site of the European lotteries association.

"We have a system where lottery operators and governments are working together to control gambling," said Tjeerd Veenstra, a spokesman for the lotteries group. "If it were left to private companies in a free market, the margins would be small and the only way to increase profits would be to incite people to gamble more frequently." 

The association, based in Lausanne, Switzerland, represents lottery operators in 40 European countries. It generates 80 billion euros in revenue a year. About 30 billion euros is channeled back into state budgets.

"Public-order reasons are the first reason why this should be left to us," Mr. Veenstra said. "A second reason is that the revenues from lotteries go back into society, into good causes that benefit society."

Governments say that by limiting betting to national lotteries, they can control the abuse of gambling by minors and by money launderers, Mr. Ihre said. 

But that argument may not help the six countries if they end up in court. The court of justice in Luxembourg has ruled that social concern is a legitimate reason for countries to ban gambling, but not when they have a national lottery.

"The legal precedent offers encouragement to both sides in this debate," Mr. Ihre said.

· Copyright 2006

 HYPERLINK "http://www.nytco.com/" The New York Times Company
