Brent leads push to strip ‘aim to permit’ from Gambling Act as councils demand power to curb betting clusters
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Walking down many British high streets, the familiar sequence of butcher, baker and grocer is being replaced by betting shops, casinos, adult gaming centres and bingo venues whose machines bear little resemblance to the communal game of old. In a comment piece for The Guardian, Brent MP Dawn Butler describes that transformation as visible, visceral and, for many residents, intolerable — prompting her to launch a summer campaign for urgent reform of the gambling regime so communities can “reclaim our high streets”. According to statutory guidance under the Gambling Act 2005, however, licensing authorities are required to “aim to permit” gambling where it is consistent with the licensing objectives, a legal setting that councils say limits their ability to refuse new premises. 
📌 Reference Map:
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For people in parts of London such as Brent the issue is not abstract. Butler recounts conversations with constituents — one who said “Gambling destroyed my family and our relationship with my father” and another, anonymised as “Gambler A”, who told her “Gambling has ruined my life” and chose a gym, library and launderette over a betting shop when asked to design an ideal high street. Local reportage and council material back up the scale of concern: Brent is reported to have one of the highest concentrations of gambling outlets in the capital, with 81 licensed venues, and a council assessment has put the borough’s annual bill from gambling harms in the low tens of millions.
- Paragraph 2 – [1], [7] 
National data show a mixed picture. Official statistics from the Gambling Commission record more than a decade‑long fall in the number of betting shops — from levels in excess of 9,000 a decade ago to about 5,995 in the 2023–24 reporting year — and they set out the current counts for casinos, bingo premises and arcades as part of a wider picture of gross gambling yield and market structure. But those headline falls do not erase the concentrated local effects felt in particular neighbourhoods where multiple premises cluster close together.
- Paragraph 3 – [2] 
That concentration is precisely the focus of local authorities’ complaints. Councils say that the “aim to permit” duty in the 2005 Act leaves them exposed to costly appeals if they try to refuse licences, and that the guidance to licensing authorities effectively privileges permission with conditions over outright refusal. Multiple local authorities argue this tilts the balance in favour of operators and against communities seeking to limit saturation.
- Paragraph 4 – [4], [6] 
Pressure for change is growing beyond a single borough. Brent Council has joined almost 40 other local authorities, mayors and organisations in a joint appeal to ministers for stronger licensing and planning powers to curb the spread of high‑street gambling — a six‑point plan that asks for amendments to the Act, clearer local control and protection against expensive legal challenges by operators. Council leaders are explicit that the campaign is about public safety, health and local economic wellbeing; as Brent’s council leader, Muhammed Butt, put it to The Guardian, “We are standing up for our residents.”
- Paragraph 5 – [6], [1] 
Public‑health researchers and government analysts frame this as not merely a matter of urban design but of social cost. A cross‑government evidence review produced by Public Health England and the Office for Health Improvement and Disparities estimates the annual societal cost of harmful gambling at roughly £1.05–£1.77 billion and provides a range estimate for deaths by suicide associated with problem gambling. The review highlights that harms are concentrated among more deprived groups and recommends stronger prevention, treatment and data collection to meet the scale of the problem.
- Paragraph 6 – [3] 
There is also a fiscal argument in play. Butler and other advocates point to the taxation of the sector as an area for reform: former chancellor Gordon Brown is quoted in the public debate describing the industry as “under‑taxed”, while independent research from IPPR suggests targeted changes to gambling taxation — particularly on higher‑harm products — could raise around £2.9 billion a year and reshape incentives within the market. Advocates say modest increases would both generate revenue for public services and reduce the attractiveness of the most damaging products.
- Paragraph 7 – [5], [1] 
In Parliament Butler has tabled an early day motion to raise the profile of high‑street gambling reform, applied for a back‑bench business debate and called for deletion of the “aim to permit” clause alongside enhanced taxation. Those proposals encapsulate a broader tussle between national regulation intended to set consistent standards and councils pushing for more local autonomy to protect communities from saturation and harm. Supporters insist such changes would give residents a real say about the shape of their local retail streets; opponents warn against a patchwork of regulation that could complicate a national market.
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What emerges is a policy debate at the intersection of health, planning and finance: official data show the retail estate for gambling has shrunk from its peak, yet local concentrations persist; public‑health reviews quantify significant social costs; councils urge legal change to reclaim high streets; and independent fiscal analysis points to material revenue from tax reform. The question for ministers is whether to leave regulatory design largely as it stands or to hand communities greater powers and to press for fiscal and licensing measures intended to stem the harms that residents and clinicians say are all too real. For those on the ground, the choice feels urgent: the gamble, they argue, is to stand by and do nothing.
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