Rational Decision Making Model: Case Study — Soccer Betting in Hong Kong

There has been a lot of debate and controversy surrounding the issue of legalization (or regulation) of soccer betting in Hong Kong since the Gambling Review by the Home Affairs Bureau in June 2001. Despite opposition from educational and religious
groups, as well as some political parties, legislation to regulate soccer betting was enacted in July 2003 and the Hong Kong Royal Jockey Club has been granted the license to operate soccer betting.

This brief case study will examine the issue of soccer betting and critically evaluate whether the Government’s policymaking in this matter has represented a rational policy process, with reference to the considerations for and against soccer betting and the views and interests expressed by various stakeholders.

INTRODUCTION

Jenkins (1978) states that public policy is a set of interrelated decisions taken by a political actor concerning the selection of goals and means of achieving them, which is held within the powers of the actors to achieve.
 It should be partly or wholly developed within the framework of Governmental procedures, influences and organizations. Models can be used as a simplification of reality to describe what is, or attempt to restructure and improve upon reality as a normative prescription of what ought to be as in the case of the rational model. 

However, in reality, does the Government’s policymaking follow a procedural and rational framework? In the following sections, the legalization of soccer betting in Hong Kong will be used as a case study to discuss whether this policy has represented a rational decision-making processes.

By understanding the nature of the “Rational Decision Making Model”, the rationality of Government’s policy-making can be evaluated. Firstly, let us understand the background of gambling policy in Hong Kong and background of soccer betting in Hong Kong.
BACKGROUND OF GAMBLING POLICY IN HONG KONG

Home Affairs Bureau (2001) Gambling Review: A consultation paper
“The long-established Government policy is to restrict commercial gambling opportunities (other than social gambling) to a limited number of authorized outlets only. The rationale is that while limited gambling outlets may be allowed to meet public demand, they should be authorized and regulated so that gambling opportunities would not become excessive as to be detrimental to the community.”
Based on this policy, there are only two authorized gambling outlets in Hong Kong; Horse racing betting, run by the Hong Kong Jockey Club (HKJC) and the Mark Six Lottery by the Hong Kong Lotteries Board (HKLB). We notice that the rationale of the long-established policy may have some influences on the decision-making processes later on.
BACKGROUND OF SOCCER BETTING IN HONG KONG

After the soccer World Cup in 1998, soccer betting became increasingly popular and widespread, both in terms of the number of people participating in it and the betting money involved. But there was no any legal gambling outlet for soccer betting in Hong Kong. Consequently, local punters tended to place betting on cross-border illegal gambling outlets. 
TIMELINE OF LEGISLATIVE COUNCIL IN SOCCER BETTING
For almost three decades prior to the late 1990s, legal sports betting in Hong Kong seemed to serve two major purposes very effectively. Government regulation provided a safe and reliable way for Hong Kong residents to wager, primarily on local horse races, at the same time providing for a steady stream of both tax revenues and charitable funds for local social service agencies, schools and parks.

In the late 1990s, however, the closed doors of Hong Kong gambling were forced open by introduction of new technologies such as cable television, inexpensive cell phone service and the advent of the Internet. Illegal gambling, especially on international soccer matches boomed. As a result, the Hong Kong Home Affairs Department was forced to consider how to control the new wave of illegal gambling, which had cost the government and local charities millions of dollars in potential lost income and was threatening to provide a steady income for organized crime. 

A comparison study was compiled by Hong Kong Polytechnic University for the Home Affairs Bureau in 2001. On June 22nd, 2001 the Government of Hong Kong Special Administrative Region released a consultation paper to the public on its gambling policy. On November 26 2002, The Government announced its intention to authorize and regulate soccer betting as a mean of tackling the problem of illegal soccer gambling in Hong Kong. The Coalition handed in protest signatures and held a press conference. This was followed by a seminar on the consultations paper on July 7th. The consultation lasted for three months.
On December 13 2002, Mr Tung Chee Hwa gave a speech explaining how he believed allowing soccer betting would be good for Hong Kong. There were two main objectives of the policy change; Firstly, to tackle the problem of illegal gambling; Secondly, to stick with a proven record of success by asking Hong Kong Jockey Club to develop and operate an authorized soccer betting system in Hong Kong. In April 2003 Government introduced the Gambling (Amendment) Bill. On 9 July 2003 The second reading of Gambling (Amendment) Bill in Legislative Council. Thirty-three were in favour compared to twenty-five opposed to the legalization of soccer gambling. Finally, on the 10th July 2003, in the third reading of Gambling (Amendment) Bill thirty were in favour of introducing the bill versus twenty-four against in the Legislative Council and thus, the law was enacted.

CONCLUSION
After the comparison of the theoretical rational decision-making model with the practical Government decision-making process, it can be understood that the legalization of soccer betting is a rational policy decision taken to significantly reduce the problem of illegal soccer betting. 

According to our case study, the Government’s policymaking in this matter has represented a rational policy process as it follows the five sequences of the Rational Decision Making Model: 
1. Identify the problems, goals and objective 
2. List all the alternative means to the problems 
3. Estimate all the consequences of the means 
4. Compare all the alternatives

5. Choose the most suitable policy. 
The Government included all of the above steps and procedure rationality was present throughout enabling the achievement of a rational and effective final decision — the legalization of soccer betting.
The social problem arise is like the evolution of bacteria which requires new measures to cure. It is clearly shows that the Government has tried best to solve the problem and follows the long-established gambling policy to tackle those new challenges. Lindblom and Woodhouse (1993) worries that the right kind of analysis is not available for a problem at hand practically
. But the Government has monitored the analysis of academic and other professionals; their works are not wasted and ignored. 

In fact, the role of rationality in public policy making provides a framework for understanding, evaluating and discussing of the presence of policy problems. It is a useful tool to analyze, criticize and justify particular policies. The rational model speaks of economic and technical rationality and prescribes what sort of policy analytical model the Government should adopt. 
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