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19th April 2011
The Hon Michael O'Brien MP
Minister for Consumer Affairs 
GPO Box 4400
MELBOURNE  3001
Dear Michael
URGENT NEED FOR OVERHAUL OF LIQUOR LICENSING AND CRIME STATISTICS, AND IMPROVED RESEARCH AND PUBLIC INFORMATION
I would like to thank you for your two replies both dated 8th April (ref: CD/11/83990 & CD/11/121102) to my previous letters.

It was pleasing to note that in one reply you indicate that “this Government intends to be open and transparent” yet in the other reply you effectively refused to supply me with the much quoted but never seen list of the 454 licensed venues in inner Melbourne that can trade past 1am.

This is the mysterious list the Brumby Government quoted to justify its botched 2am lockout debacle, yet refused to make publicly available.

Instead you refer me to the Government’s alcohol website “which contains an online publicly accessible register of liquor licences”. 

Whilst enhancements have been made to the online register of liquor licences, it is still cumbersome if you want to use search parameters such as venue capacity or trading hours. You first have to work postcode by postcode and work through the more likely licence categories. While some such as ‘late night on premise licences’ are obvious as far as trading hours are concerned, others such as general or club are not.
So it would be a very tedious and time consuming exercise to identify the quoted 454 late night venues, with no guarantee of accuracy. Furthermore, there is no way using the online register to search venue capacity, and therefore differentiate between small and large venues. 

This is hardly open and transparent and I cannot understand why it is so difficult to simply provide a copy of the list, which has obviously been previously prepared.
So again, I would like to request a list of the 454 venues in inner Melbourne that can trade past 1.00am. This should be a simple matter of photocopying the existing hard copy list or better still emailing me an electronic database. I am reluctant at this stage to use FOI or complain to the Ombudsman over something that should be readily accessible by any member of the public.
We have already seen the Ombudsman get involved in the investigation of police crime statistics so this is probably a good opportunity to order a review of liquor licensing data, to avoid similar embarrassing scrutiny by the Ombudsman in the future.

This should also include a review of what is termed a ‘beer barn’. I asked you this question in my previous letter but I have yet to be provided with anything definitive. 
I have also raised with you the general lack of understanding which exists in both Government and academia about the social dynamics of the night time entertainment industry, and the value to Victoria of the night time economy.

As soon as a problem arises, alcohol is simplistically cited as the cause. To raise public awareness about this misinformed approach, I have joined with the Australian Sex Party in offering $10,000 to the first person that can provide credible scientific evidence that alcohol causes violence.

So far the silence has been deafening!

In one of your replies you quote “that a substantial body of empirical research identifies operating hours as a key determinant of alcohol related harm. Research literature also identifies a link between extended trading hours and assault after 11pm. Further, research indicates that the risk of alcohol related harm increases with the size of a venue and that the pattern of risk is linear, meaning that the level of risk increases proportionately with the size of the venue. Accordingly there is considerable evidence of a link between the late night sales of alcohol and violence”. 

What essentially this says is that the more people that go out, or the bigger the venue, the greater the likelihood there is of incidents occurring! 

This is simply common sense and applies to any setting. For example, a larger shopping centre will have more incidents than a smaller shopping centre, a comparable school of 1,000 children will have more incidents of bullying than a school of 500 children, and so on.

In Melbourne after 11pm on weekends, up to 400,000 people go out and the vast majority behave responsibly. It is naive to suggest that you will not have some incidents with such a large crowd.
What is generally accepted in regards to Melbourne’s late night entertainment precincts is:

· There are only a handful of large venues 

· Venues that provide security including the larger venues, and state of the art video surveillance systems have very few serious incidents

· Most of the incidents that do occur, do so in the streets

· Smaller venues, public bars, etc cannot hold people for very long and therefore result in more people being on the street

· Since Victoria Police has put police back on the beat and better trained its officers, street assaults have declined significantly.

· Other environmental factors such as the lack of public transport and rogue taxi drivers contribute significantly to the frustration of people in the street and therefore a greater risk of violence and anti social behaviour.
What even these basic facts suggest is that there are many social and environmental factors that have a significant causal influence on anti social behaviour and violence.

Broadly labelling all incidents under the banner of ‘alcohol related harm’ is simply lazy, and misleading from both a policy and scientific perspective.

What is even more damning is that none of this so called “substantial body of empirical research” has been undertaken in the context of the Melbourne environment and most of it is outdated in any event. Virtually no ‘in the field’ research has been undertaken in an Australian context in the past 10 years at least. Very little of the research focuses on broader social issues such as the cultural underpinnings of violence, or infrastructure issues such as transport.
Everybody, including your advisers, seem to be happy to ride on the shirt-tails of others and simply accept what has been said previously as gospel.
That is why I have been forced to raise this as a major issue of public concern. The $10,000 challenge is just the beginning. Newspaper advertisements and billboards will follow.
I am hopeful that your Government will re-examine this issue with an open mind and commission new independent research into Melbourne’s vibrant nightlife that is contemporary, evidence based, and takes into account a broad range of social and economic factors.

I look forward to your cooperation on this matter and your urgent response to the other requests for information in this letter.

Yours sincerely

Peter Iwaniuk

Convenor      0411 75 11 99
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