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Lord Mayor & Councillors

City of Melbourne

GPO Box 1603 


MELBOURNE         3001

Dear Cr Doyle 

COUNCIL HAS A DUTY TO ENSURE 

MELBOURNE HAS GENUINE OUTLETS FOR SOCIALISATION
In my recent letter to you dated the 1st June, I emphasised the need for Council to actively market and restore public confidence in Melbourne’s late night entertainment industry.

I also touched on the importance of providing culturally relevant outlets where people of all ages but, in particular, young people can meet and socialise in harmony.

Late night entertainment venues are small businesses and play a vital role in Melbourne’s economic development. Like all segments of the business community, they need to be actively supported by Council.

However, what has not been widely appreciated and understood is the role played by the industry in providing essential outlets for safe socialisation.

This ignorance is largely as a result of the demonisation of the industry by the Brumby Government and tabloid media, through malicious propaganda and misinformation.

Slowly but surely, however, the true facts are emerging. The Brumby Government and tabloid media are finally waking up to the fact that violence is unfortunately ingrained in our social fabric, and the home is by far the most dangerous location!

Some interesting statistics have emerged in recent weeks which highlight the totally unbalanced and disproportionate way in which this vital social issue has been reported and managed.

In a small article entitled “Home Not a Safe Haven” buried in the Sunday Herald Sun published on 30th May, it is stated that “the most common location to become a victim of crime was the home where...32.9 per cent of all crimes were committed. Despite the appalling reputation of Melbourne’s nightclub precinct, pubs, hotels and other licensed premises were surprisingly safe. Only 1.9 per cent of the total were recorded in night venues”.

Why is this so surprising to the Herald Sun? 

These statistics are not new.

In 2006/07, the Victoria Police LEAP database then indicated that only 4% of assaults were associated with licensed premises – daytime and night time (i.e. 96% occurred elsewhere) and the Nightclub Owners Forum (NOF) has consistently pointed this out on many occasions since in its media releases and research papers.

In Melbourne of course, it is ludicrous to expect over 400,000 people who visit the city on weekends to all behave perfectly, with no criminal or anti social element. Since police have returned to the beat, crime rates on weekends have dropped significantly even from the proportionately low base, at least 18% according to recent police media releases.
The Herald Sun recently (7th June 2010) further highlighted the under- recording of assaults reported by emergency OOO calls, so the proportion of assaults occurring in the family home, shopping centres, on public transport, etc is actually much greater than what is officially recorded on the LEAP database. Most domestic violence in fact goes unreported.

And finally, as an interesting aside, the NSW Bureau of Crime Statistics and Research recently indicated that in 2008 people were nearly 6 times at risk of becoming a victim of crime in a church than in a strip club (see Sunday Telegraph article April 11, 2010 “Aussies safer in a strip club than a church figures show”)
So why does Melbourne’s nightclub precinct have such an ‘appalling reputation’ according to the Herald Sun? Clearly obviously because of a vendetta by the Brumby Government and tabloid media conducted for their own selfish political and commercial interests, and pandering to special interest groups, with no basis in fact.

What the true facts clearly establish is that violence is inherent in all our social institutions and most notably the home. We cannot obviously ever expect to totally eliminate violence but through better understanding of ‘cause and effect’ we can reduce the level and impact of violence, and provide greater deterrence through a tougher stance on hard core offenders by our police and Courts.

All human beings have a basic need to:

· Socialise, and find partners and friends ; and

· Take time out or escape from everyday ‘reality’ and stress

Late Night Entertainment Venues cater for both of these basic needs in safe, secure environments where people from all different cultural backgrounds can mix together.

Of these two basic needs, socialisation is the most important to mental health. Escapism can have negative consequences if not combined with adequate opportunities for healthy socialisation – it can unfortunately manifest in the form of drug abuse, depression, withdrawal from society and suicide.
The home, if dysfunctional, is actually the worst environment for such ‘escapist’ behaviour and, unfortunately, Government policy is making this situation worse by increasingly restricting the public’s opportunity to socialise in late night entertainment venues.

As I highlighted in my previous letter, we are already seeing an explosion in private house and apartment parties as a result of the Government’s efforts to wipe out the late night entertainment industry. 
Private parties:

· Do not, as a rule, have security and people trained in first aid

· Have no controls on underage drinking and the levels of drinking

· Have no controls on the supply and use of illicit drugs

· Do not encourage people from different ethnic and cultural backgrounds to mix together

· Are at constant risk of gate crashing by gangs
· Constitute serious nuisance for neighbours

· Are harder to monitor and control by police, and place a greater burden on the taxpayers’purse
If young people are denied socialisation or must find it in private house parties or by hanging around in gangs in public places, then they are a greater risk of harm as individuals, and family members and innocent members of the general public are a greater risk of becoming victims of young people in these circumstances. 
As well as the home, there has also been a significant increase in violence on our streets, public transport and other public places. This is where the rate of assaults is increasing, as a direct result of flawed Government policies. 

The Brumby Government and Council alike must not underestimate the importance of mental health in formulating its social, economic and planning policies.

So perhaps the following statistics are the most important of all.

According to mental health expert and Australian of the Year Professor Patrick McGorry as reported on the ABC Lateline program (11/03/2010 Mental Health System in Crisis: Reporter: Tony Jones http://www.abc.net.au/lateline/content/2010/s2843609.htm) “4 million Australians have mental health problems in any given year. Only one third of them get access to treatment. 65 per cent of those in Australia with mental health problems have no treatment at all, no treatment access whatsoever
“[Of these] 1 million [are] young Australians aged 12 to 25. It's the peak period across a lifespan when mental disorders appear. And 750,000 of them have no access to mental health care currently.
“500,000 people presenting with mental illness have been turned away from hospital emergency wards
“The burden ..... falls squarely on young people -children, adolescents, emerging adults - where 75 per cent of the emerging mental health problems appear for the first time.

“There's no doubt that the people with mental illness and mental disorders are the most disadvantaged in terms of access to care and also in terms of quality of care”

Unfortunately, the Brumby Government has obviously found it more convenient to scapegoat small businesses when mental health problems manifest into anti social behaviour and violence, rather than tackle the problem at its source.

It must be understood that dysfunctional behaviour is but the first indicator of a deeper problem – the abuse of alcohol and drugs are symptoms of an underlying behavioural problem or worse still, a mental illness.

The fundamental causes of violence are psychological issues, cultural factors and criminal activity, not alcohol as is often blamed.

The major predictors and precipitators of violence are mental health, inadequate socialisation opportunities for young people, conflict within and between ethnic sub cultures, socio economic disadvantage and criminal activity associated with the black market economy (eg illicit drugs).
As this relates in particular to the City of Melbourne, you and your fellow Councillors have a duty of care and responsibility to ensure there are adequate socialization facilities for the greater good and health of our multi-cultural society and visitors.

You cannot allow resident groups and special interest groups to ruin the vibrant amenity that characterises a genuine 24 hour City.

The CBD is for use of the people 24/7 without curfews or restrictions of any sort – people should be allowed to walk the streets safely any time and it is Council’s duty to ensure this. 

AMENITY in the context of the CBD of a 24 hour cosmopolitan city is about a range of mixed uses coexisting. It is not a case of simply demarcating residential areas, office areas, retail areas, business areas, banking areas, etc. While it is natural and functional that discrete uses will form precincts, there overriding philosophy must be one of mixed use. 

The Melbourne CBD is constantly evolving. For example the top end of King Street will soon have an extra 900 apartments, as well as extra retail outlets, etc. The existing entertainment precinct is ideally placed to cater for the socialisation needs of the new residents, and new and existing venues will adapt their style and format accordingly to meet demand. 

Your town planners must anticipate such extra demand and ensure entertainment precincts have the necessary services and infrastructure to cope. Where the responsibility for services and infrastructure lies with the State Government, such as police and transport, Council should be actively lobbying the State Government well in advance. Unfortunately, up to now, Council and the State Government have both been in catch up mode.
The answer certainly does not lie with more and more regulation of small business such as lockouts, queuing restrictions, etc

So again I urge Council to stand up to the government in this election year and get behind its vibrant late night entertainment industry and:

· Undertake comprehensive marketing campaigns to attract responsible young people back to our entertainment precincts

· Lobby the Brumby Government to provide the necessary resources in regard to police, public transport, etc to cope with existing and future demand
· Commission qualitative research on the social and economic drivers of demand for services provided by the night time economy, how this will be impacted by the ongoing rapid growth in residents and visitors, and the positive social benefits for young people in being able to socialise in safe, vibrant, and culturally relevant outlets
I do acknowledge that allocations of $3.4 million for city safety initiatives and $2 million for extra festival activities are contained in Council’s draft 2010/11 budget which I welcome. 
But I believe this will not be money well spent unless it is accompanied by a comprehensive marketing campaign to restore the public’s confidence to once again make the City their premier destination for leisure and socialisation.
After all, Council’s total budget is approximately $330 million and a further investment of several million dollars is not only achievable but will actually pay for itself in terms of the extra revenue generated and the less tangible social and economic benefits. 

I have appreciated the many positive responses I have received from Councillors and other stakeholders to my previous letter and I again look forward to your positive response.

Yours sincerely

Peter Iwaniuk

Convenor     0411 75 11 99 
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