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Janine Perrett: Ainsworth is a name that has been synonymous with poker machines in this country and internationally for more than half a century. Len Ainsworth founded Aristrocrat back in 1953 and its offshoot, Ainsworth Game Technology, in 1995 and is a seasoned veteran of one tough industry. At 87 he's still Executive Chairman of AGT and the driving force in the company. As well as being in the Australian Gaming Hall of Fame and the only Australian in the US Hall of Fame, he's just been given the G2E Asia Visionary Award for Lifetime Achievement. I caught up with him earlier and asked about his recent trip to Macau to accept the award...
Len Ainsworth:  Well, well they put on a show like you wouldn’t believe, you know line dancers and the Australian Consul General and the British one and the American one and so on which I found very, very interesting to say the least.  My first thought was why me but then I figured it had to be done in alphabetical order, it was the only sensible conclusion to reach.  But they really turned it on but then if you look at Macau and I’ve been going to Macau since 1960 when in fact I met Stanley Ho. It was a very, very rundown place and in some ways, it is still evidencing, you know, a rundown appearance.  But the casinos that they’ve built there are almost beyond belief.  If you look at the Venetian, it’s got a gaming floor the size of four or five football fields and I think if anything it’s rather large.  

Janine Perrett:  What about the City of Dreams.  Everybody here is watching very closely.  It’s had a mixed start.

Len Ainsworth:  Well, the City of Dreams, I think, has got a great future judging from the way it was just a few weeks ago.  In essence, it is a large casino surrounded in a semi-circle by three large hotels.  There’s a rock one for a certain class of people, there’s an upmarket one and then there’s the very, very upmarket so-called City of Dreams itself but I think the arrangement is quite clever.  There were many, many people there.  You know you’re so choc-a-block really.  The only thing, of course, is you can’t tell from the number of people how much money they’re spending but I think they’re spending their money.  Their machines were all busy.

Janine Perrett:  So is Jamie Packer going to win that bet on Macau?

Len Ainsworth:  I think that Jamie is almost certainly out of what what you might call the danger area or the beginnings of it.  The Venetian, of course, is even larger and they say they’ll have paid back their capital cost within five years.  It’s significant that people, Stephen Wynn has got his two Wynn casinos in the older part of Macau and he’s building this huge new one to match the City of Dreams and the Venetian.  I think he’s got courage.  The extent of vision is perhaps something else. Hard to say.
Janine Perrett:  With all that that you’re talking about is there room for all the players or will someone fall by the wayside or a bit of consolidation do you think?

Len Ainsworth:  I think that that comes under the heading of anybody’s guess but you have to assume that these people who are accustomed to dealing in billions of dollars that they must know what they do and they must be fairly close to the mark.

Janine Perrett:  While you were in Macau you launched your new poker machine.  What’s so special about this new one?

Len Ainsworth:  Well, what’s special about it is that it’s a very, very appealing machine from the viewpoint of players but technically we believe it’s well ahead of anything else in the market.

Janine Perrett:  What’s an appealing poker machine?

Len Ainsworth:  What’s an appealing one?  It’s one that people are prepared to walk across the other side of the room and feel like hugging.

Janine Perrett:  Why is it so appealing?

Len Ainsworth:  Why?  Well, it all comes back to something they call player appeal.  A machine has to appeal to players because after all what we’re providing is entertainment despite all the other stories you might hear.

Janine Perrett:  What’s so special about it?

Len Ainsworth:  Oh, the way it plays, the range of games on it, the ergonomic aspects of the machine.  You sit down and play it almost like a piano.

Janine Perrett:  And how important is it for your company?  I mean what sales are you expecting on this?

Len Ainsworth:  We think it will double our sales anyhow and we are quite confident it will be very popular.  It was very, very well received in Macau.  As a result of this award it really put us on the map there and it meant that people from every casino on the technical side came over and had a look at our new equipment and they were very impressed by its technical aspects.

Janine Perrett:  You said the new machine might double sales.  It has been tough for the company.  How are things looking at the moment?

Len Ainsworth:  Well, it’s good actually.  We’ve more than doubled domestic sales last year or the year just finishing but, of course, overseas America is exceedingly slow, they’re demanding extended terms for machines but there are signs of it picking up.  South America is a bit busier but then again they want terms forever as well.  It’s not an easy business to be in.

Janine Perrett:  Your last results were in March.  They were the half-year.  You increased the loss to four million.  When do you see things improving?

Len Ainsworth:  They’re improving at a rapid rate at the present time.  

Janine Perrett:  So you think you’ve seen the worst?

Len Ainsworth:  Yes, without a doubt, yes.  

Janine Perrett:  Well you’ve been around over half a century.  How does this crisis, the global financial crisis, and what we want through, how does that compare to other times you’ve seen?

Len Ainsworth:  Well, I think that as a result of being in this country, the whole country and the industry has weathered it well.  The industry is always subject to attack whenever they run out of something else to attack and I think for the most part unfair attack, but the Productivity Commission’s just come down with a report which is, I’d say, fairly gentle.  In turn, the Commonwealth Government have knocked quite a bit of their report out and have taken what I would call a sensible approach.  The New South Wales Government has a very sensible approach to gaming as indeed has Queensland but there’ll always be those people out there that are knocking gaming from a morality viewpoint.

Janine Perrett:  Well, you are a popular whipping boy.  I mean just look at what happens to Woolworths.  What do you think about that?

Len Ainsworth:  Well, I think that the reality of the situation is and, according to a New South Wales Government report, point six per cent of the people spend more money than we think they should.  But this is a very subjective argument because the means of people differs very, very greatly.  You can quite easily spend more on dog food or cat food or lottery tickets or a fancy motor car.  People have a certain amount of disposable income and my view is that they’re entitled to spend their disposable income any way they want as long as they don’t cause harm to themselves or to other people.
Janine Perrett:  On that crisis, just how tough was it compared to the numerous other tough times you’ve been through?

Len Ainsworth:  I think it was worse when our friend Mr Keating told us that we were headed towards being a Banana Republic.  That was a stage where everybody buttoned up and nobody spent money.  Mind you, in the early days of this present financial or just past financial crisis, people again were buttoning up and sales were very slow for a period of 12 months or so.  But the industry we’re in is like so many other industries.  It’s a fashion industry.  If you want people to be attracted to a machine or a garment, then it has to be something that appeals to them so you cannot keep the same poker machine on the floor indefinitely if you want people to play it any more than you can’t keep the same motorcar forever.  

Janine Perrett:  Just given that the award was for a lifetime achievement award, just going back over your career, let’s just look at some of the low points and high points.  I would assume when you read the press on you that the low point would have been the early 90s.  You had a cancer scare, handed control of Aristocrat to your seven children but then had trouble getting it back.  In fact, it spelled the end of the family connection with that company and your new Ainsworth Game Technology.

Len Ainsworth:  No, but in actual fact when I was diagnosed with prostate cancer I asked  the prognosis and the surgeon said that if it gets aggressive you’ll be dead within the year.  So I thought about it and I decided the best thing to do was to share my estate between my ex-wife, now deceased, and my wife, very much alive, and my seven children and that’s exactly what I did.  Then a matter of about three months later, because Christmas intervened, the surgeon came out with the results of another biopsy and said I was clear and, of course, I wondered how that could be, but anyhow, the surgeon himself was in fact dead six months later from advanced prostate cancer he didn’t know he had.  Now we then watched my position with a new fellow and eventually after about three or four years, some ten years ago, I was re-diagnosed with prostate cancer but I was treated with a new treatment, brachytherapy, and that doesn’t involve surgical removal and it’s a far more advanced treatment.  In the meantime, I was sitting twiddling my thumbs.  Aristocrat went public and their shares went from about 2.60 or so; they were split to about a quarter of that, say 65 cents or so.  They went from 65 cents to about $15 or $16.  And when I gave things to my family I tied a dog to them that I should get a certain percentage in the event that they sold any of their shares during my lifetime.  On the one hand, I didn’t expect to live very long at that time.  On the other, I didn’t want them because they got money in their hands to go and spend it.  So anyhow, every son paid his dues without any argument and thanked me along the way except one who wanted to argue with me so he was dealt with.
Janine Perrett:  What lessons did you learn out of that whole experience?

Len Ainsworth:  I think the lesson that I learnt was that perhaps I shouldn’t have been quite so generous.  I should have waited until I was on my death bed. (laughs)
Janine Perrett:  You’re 87 and still hard at work.  What’s your work life balance?  Are you planning to take it easier I guess is the question?

Len Ainsworth:  No, I certainly work every day.  I can’t work Saturdays any more because it’s too damn hard to get past all the security systems at the factory.  But it’s a funny old business in that there’s a day’s work to be done and when I was younger, of course, the only time you could talk to the customers would be at night because we were involved in the leisure industry.  Now I’ve got other people doing that, of course, I have had for many years.  But I’ve got lots of other interests.  I’m still a keen skier although I did my knee in a few months ago.  It’ll get better I hope.  And I’m a lover of music and not much of a watcher of films.  There’s not time.  But, look, I’ve got a very full life.  I’ve got a country place I go down to at the weekend.


Janine Perrett:  Doesn’t sound like you entertain the idea of retirement?

Len Ainsworth:  I’m too happy with what I’m doing.

Janine Perrett:  What changes will we see in your industry in the future?

Len Ainsworth:  Well I think it will stay rather much about the same.  There are lesser attendances these days.  Many, many different factors.  I think the GST is taking quite a lot of money out of people’s pockets.  We’ve got a development of the Nanny State, as I call it, where at least as our former Prime Minister thought he knew best for everybody,  and I think there’s quite a lot of people who didn’t agree and that’s why he’s no longer Prime Minister.  But I think the state has got its finger in probably too many pies in Europe, in particular, and now in Australia. 

Janine Perrett:  Well, while you’re mentioning Governments, what do you make of the changes in Canberra and the new Prime Minister?

Len Ainsworth:  Well I think the former Prime Minister was a very nice fellow but I think he had the attitude of a public service mandarin that the population of Australia should do as he said and do as he thought and I think it was a lack of communication between the former Prime Minister and those people he was seeking to have do one thing or another, particularly the mining industry.  I think that Julia Gillard whom I’ve met is a far more level-headed person who will talk to people and seek to arrive at a consensus.
Janine Perrett:  Some business people are concerned about her, the fact she’s from the left, her strong union ties, they still see the Libs as a better alternative from a business point of view.  What do you say to that?

Len Ainsworth:  I’d be rather surprised if she doesn’t move quite rapidly to a central position and her attitude to the union bosses, if we like to call them that, is likely to be one of well, thank you very much for the hand-up, but now I have to run the country for the benefit of the population as a whole.  During her tenure as a minister, she did a lot of very sensible things. There’s no question about it that education’s the bottom of everything and she was looking to get some standardisation into achievements and, for heaven’s sake, if you’ve got kiddies, you certainly want to know how they’re getting along because what they do today has a lot of influence on what they’re going to be able to do tomorrow.

Janine Perrett:  What do you think is the biggest challenge facing the new Prime Minister for the Australian economy?

Len Ainsworth:  I can’t say I really really know.  Australia, in terms of its economy, is relatively small.  We’re well and truly on the back of the mining industry.  It is, I think, very difficult for Australian manufacturers to get ahead of the game.  Against that, on the other side of things, standards of living are increasing in these low cost countries, particularly China, and there will be higher wages and better conditions, I’m sure there’ll be changes in the currency.  But China has been giving everybody a belting in terms of their pricing of things that they manufacture and that can’t go on forever.

Janine Perrett:  While we’re on governments at the moment, the NSW State Labor Government. Your opinion on them?

Len Ainsworth:  Well, I think the New South Wales State Labor Government has a long way to go.  They need to establish something definite on the transport side because anybody driving to work or catching a train knows that it’s an impossible situation.  As against that, we’re very lucky in this industry that we’ve got a truly wonderful gaming minister who has a background on the club side and understands the way these things function.

Janine Perrett:  Well, that’s a criticism that you all get it too light.  There’s talk this week of cutting taxes on poker machines.  I mean they’re good for you but for business overall do you understand the complaints?

Len Ainsworth:  Well, I think that a previous minister, (Michael) Egan, overtaxed machines and particularly in the case of clubs, where they are in effect joint ventures and all profits go back to the members.  Yes, they make some money out of their visitors but they are providing a tremendous service to the community.  Where would older people go were it not for the clubs?  It would come back to the Government.  The pubs, well the pubs, also provide a service and I think that they deserve to be fairly treated so I think the Government has been very sensible in that direction.

Janine Perrett:  From an overseas point of view, you’ve been in the US, you’ve had some problems there in the past, you dabbled with Russia.  Where are you looking now?

Janine Perrett:  Well, the biggest single market is the United States but throughout the entire world, except the Muslim world where there is an objection to gaming,   throughout the entire world, save for that, if you pick any continent you like whether it’s Europe, England, South Africa, South America, United States, gaming in one form or another is on the increase and there are very simple reasons for that.  One is that Government needs the money or the various Governments need the money.  The other is that no country can afford to see large amounts of money going, for example, to an adjoining country.  That’s why you see a very conservative country like Singapore has just put in two of the biggest casinos you’ve ever seen.  They were packed when I was there some two or three weeks ago so obviously there was the demand.
Janine Perrett:  So if you’re hoping to increase sales so much with the new machine, where’s the offshore growth going to come from?

Len Ainsworth:  We think that the major growth will come from the United States but there you’re up against some pretty tough people.  They’re very well financed, their finance costs are very little and they’re very, very professional.  I would say that the United States is perhaps the most professional country in the world in terms of education so they’re hard nuts to crack but we’ve cracked it before and we’ll crack it again.

ENDS.
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