
result is that FOBTs now account for 33% of the 
business.”

With FOBT penetration near saturation, this 
is now a replacement market, but much will be 
spent this year on upgrading machine estates to 
incorporate multiple screens and expanded content 
offerings. Ladbrokes is already replacing 3,000 of its 
FOBTs with new, dual-screen models and intends 
to upgrade its entire estate by the first quarter of 
2007, at a cost of some £18m.

Gala Coral is also continuing to invest in SBG 
across its casino, bingo and LBO interests, in par-
ticular with its Gala Gaming Platform, developed 
in conjunction with Inspired Gaming Group. The 
platform is an open-source solution designed to 
allow the company to follow a more profitable ‘best 
of breed’ strategy. 

Peter Hannibal, director at Electronic Gaming, 
explains: “It was primarily driven by electronic 
roulette. We wanted to develop the product more 
because we could see a clear opportunity with it. But 
all we could get from the suppliers three to five years 
ago was what was on the shelf – all the systems were 
proprietary – and we felt constrained by that.

“It was also expensive because we had no trans-
parency of what the software cost was versus the 
hardware cost. In going our own route with our own 
gaming platform we separated the hardware from 
the software and then we could actually interrogate 
the values and invest in the important bits and re-
engineer the less important bits. Note acceptors are 
a good example. We’re paying for the best in the 
market now whereas before we got what we were 
given. The acceptance rate we’re now experienc-
ing with the Gala Gaming Platform roulette is far 
superior to what we had before,” he adds.

Transparency in the content has also been a key 
element as Gala Coral can now develop gaming 
software itself while also introducing retail manage-
ment methodologies into machine operations.

Gala’s bingo estate is of paramount concern 
thanks to the smoking ban. The ban in Scotland 
has hammered the industry there, giving those 
south of the border a portent of what is to come. 
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But the bingo sector will take a double whammy 
across the summer – the smoking ban will bite in 
July while, in September, the sector will lose its sec-
tion 21 machines (which offer a jackpot of £500 in 
prizes rather than cash).

One possibility that might offset that double hit 
is if the Gambling Commission relaxes restrictions 
on the sector and allows bingo customers to con-
tinue playing prize bingo even if they are outside 
the building but still, legally, on the premises. This 
could be facilitated by handheld, digital technology 
that Gala already has in 150 of its clubs, as part of 
a separate project.

The removal of section 21 games is also acting as 
a catalyst for Gala Coral to move its slot machine 
estate to SBG too although, as Hannibal points out, 
“the speed at which we migrate to that will be deter-
mined by the performance of the games”.

Crucially, though, it’s not necessarily the tech-
nology that interests these companies. Rather, it 
is the revenues that SBG technology can drive to 
the bottom line and it is this that the pub sector 
will see as the determining factor when it decides 
whether or not to invest. “In every sector we oper-
ate in we’ve seen revenues increase north of 100%,” 
says Inspired’s co-chief executive Norman Crowley. 
“We have 37,000 connected machines in the field 
and, with itbox, we have experience in the pub sec-
tor. There’s absolutely no reason we can see why 
revenues for server-based AWPs won’t go the same 
way.”

Inspired has even offered free phone calls, via its 
network, to any pubcos taking up its offer of operat-
ing this new breed of machines. But this sweetener 
may not be enough to swing a rapid growth for 

SBG in this end of the market. One major pubco 
machine director sees SBG growing in the pub sec-
tor, but mostly due to ‘supply push’ as suppliers seek 
to reduce costs.  “Until server-based AWPs consist-
ently produce more cash-in-box than reel-based 
games, and SBGs are subject to ‘demand pull’, they 
will remain a niche product,” he concludes.

Certainly SBG will reduce costs and it also has 
the opportunity to increase revenues for suppli-
ers too, once the Gambling Act is fully enforced in 
September and operators are allowed once again 
to split the cash box takings with the retailer, as 
Inspired intends to do.

“We’re going in at a relatively low rent of around 
£45 a week, and then we’re looking for a share in 
the upside of the machine,” says Crowley. “[After 
September] we do want retailers to recognise that 
we want a percentage of that upside.”

Certainly Inspired is confident that its experience 
in other sectors will be replicated in pubs, and the 
machines are currently on trial with most of the 
major pubcos. All that SBG requires for pubs is 
killer content and once that has been produced its 
acceptance by the pubcos will be something of a 
no-brainer. But there remains the question, what 
if the AWP as a format has had its day?

The much-awaited, but ultimately derisory, 
increase in stakes and prizes to 50p/£35 (rather 
than the £50 jackpot that was requested) was a 
huge disappointment to all concerned. Meanwhile, 
competition continues to increase: the inception 
of the FOBT accelerated this, along with internet 
gambling. Gambling over mobile devices could well 
be the next element in the gaming mix to impact 
machine revenues.

And taking into account the fact that incomes are 
already in serious decline, and the AWP has barely 
changed since the 1960s, does making it video- and 
server-based really represent revolution for the for-
mat, or more for the way that format is operated?

The answer to that question lies with the game 
developers. Certainly, the content that can solve 
that particular conundrum will be king for some 
years to come. 

challenges and solutions they may have faced 
(or are facing) in different markets.

In general, at the end of a session, CXOs 
are already preparing their diaries to meet 
again, to further explore methods of helping 
each other out, or ways to look at synergistic 
projects across sectors, or sharing senior 
trusted contacts that could be useful. This kind 
of relationship generally can only be achieved 
between CXOs & senior contacts after quite a 
few months, if not years in some cases. 

What is the focus of the CXO Network? 
The ethos is for the qualified CXO to meet with 
their peers only (e.g. a fellow MD of similarly 
profitable companies), in a private location, 
with between five and 12 executives, on a 
quarterly basis. In addition, all members are 
invited to a quarterly evening of cross-peer 
networking, with honorary members such as 
a director general of different industry, head of 
government department, or even ambassador. 

Quite counter-intuitive, in comparison with the 
present market structure, is that there are no 
sponsors, and generally no speakers (unless it’s 
a themed event); Instead everyone covers their 
own cost.

Why should we have a CXO dedicated 
networking group? 
There is currently no such cross-market, cross-
industry, international, and senior level only, pre-
qualified network, with the possible exceptions 
of the World Economic Forum, or the World 
President Organisations. 

However, these are rather exclusive, and 
mostly for people that are independently 
wealthy enough to decide not to work 
tomorrow. Of course, they also include 
government statesmen, ministers, and they are 
both transparent. The CXO Network is rather 
different. 

Qualified CXO members, once joined, can 
choose whether their name and title is listed 

on the CXO website. Contact details can be 
published for a peer’s view only. Furthermore, 
members can choose to share only their 
secretary’s contact details with their peers, 
which about 30% of members do; but because 
of the exclusive nature of CXO network, quite 
a high percentage of mermbers are happy to 
share their mobile numbers. 

Consequently, CXO Network members 
frequently ‘make time’ and ‘self elect’ for the 
quarterly lunches or evening VIP events. 

CXO Network is the private collaborative 
network for those of influence. For more 
information on the network, its aims and 
operation, please contact Gareth Wong - 
Gareth@CXO.org - or visit the websites at www.
CXOEurope.org or www.CXO.org.

Leisure Report readers can receive a 10% 
discount on the CXO membership fee, to £405, 
by quoting “XXXX XXXX XXX XXX” in the 
online application form on the website. 

Gambling over mobile 
devices could well be the 
next element thrown into 
the gaming mix to impact 

on machine revenues   


