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16th May 2008

The Hon John Brumby

Premier

Victorian Government

2 Treasury Place 


MELBOURNE         3002

Dear Premier

LOCKOUT DECISION NOT SUPPORTED BY FACTS
I have stated on many occasions that the Government needs to take much more positive social action and move away from a constantly negative approach, including the demonising of the late night entertainment industry.
The Government has been very loose in labelling young people as binge drinkers, bar hoppers, drunken louts, etc without any critical research or understanding of the true dynamics of our entertainment industry or underlying social factors. This seems to be just another propaganda ‘smokescreen’ for hiding the real causes of the Government’s failure to address  a range of critical measures including the mental health and well being of our young people (see my recent letter to the Minister for Mental Health - copy attached).
Furthermore, the proposed 2am lockout is a classic use of the late night entertainment industry as a scapegoat, while doing little to combat the true causes of anti social behaviour and invest in proper infrastructure in our vibrant entertainment precincts, bearing in mind that the extent of problems which exist are still relatively small in proportion to the hundreds of thousands of people who go out each weekend and socialise responsibly.

Rather than introduce an ill-considered and counterproductive lockout, the Government should instead be focussing on:

· Delivering the right message to young people and their parents, and providing a much greater range of support services
· Recognising that bottle shops are responsible for the bulk of liquor sales and that the spend per head in late night entertainment venues is relatively small
· Significantly increasing police rosters by adopting a formula based ratio of police permanently stationed in the streets in proportion to the actual number of people known to attend each entertainment precinct

· Acknowledging the fact that alcohol as a substance does not cause or ‘fuel’ violence any more than caffeine, junk food or other stimulant – it is the interaction of underlying social & cultural predispositions, premeditated & opportunistic actions, environmental factors, and unsupervised settings that results in anti social and violent incidents.  [ Most experts in the area of public, domestic and sexual violence now emphasise quite strongly that alcohol should not be used an excuse for violence. In this context, it was therefore quite disturbing that you would take a cheap shot by blaming licensed premises for the actions of alleged murderer, Christopher Hudson, whilst at the same time accepting that it was the judiciary that had failed the public. In any event, a lockout would have had no bearing whatsoever on the tragic consequences of his actions, and will likewise not prevent future incidents of this nature ]
· Effectively enforcing other public order offences [through a strong permanent police presence ]
The State Government has, in particular, failed to act to protect our young people and put in place appropriate measures to ensure their resilience, self esteem and well being are sufficiently well developed for them to make healthy choices and avoid problem behaviours.

While the State Government has been negligent in this regard, the UK’s Institute of Alcohol Studies confirms what we already well and truly know: “Binge drinking does not begin out of the blue at the age of 18. It is also common in children of school age” (see http://www.ias.org.uk/resources/factsheets/binge_drinking.pdf )
In taking ill informed actions against the late night entertainment industry and putting out propaganda and confusing messages, the Government is turning young people (and current and future voters) against it. The term ‘binge drinking itself is confusing and even the academics cannot agree on a suitable definition. What hope then do our young people have in interpreting Government warnings??

What is the Victorian Government’s definition of binge drinking? Has it simply become part of common derogatory political terminology to demonise certain groups within the community and hospitality industry? Isn’t it time that the Government accepted that this is not a perfect world and that people, young and old need to, and will, let their hair down from time to time?
In a very recent article in the UK (The Observer Sunday May 11 2008 p21 - News section), new research indicates that: 

“Ministers should accept that people enjoy getting drunk from time to time and stop labelling Britain a 'nation of binge drinkers', says a new study.

Research from the University of Bath found that the government's constant emphasis on the dangers of drunkenness had failed to change people's behaviour.

Public health messages instructing people to stick to moderate drinking were widely ignored, it concluded, especially among young people who thought the number of units recommended were 'unrealistically' low.

Dr Andrew Bengry-Howell, an expert in young people's behaviour who carried out the research, said efforts to shame heavy drinkers by branding them 'binge drinkers' had also failed.

The problem is that the definition of a binge drinker - someone who drinks to get drunk - could encompass the majority of people at some time in their lives, he said.

When the sociologist presents his findings this week, at a conference on young people's health at the Institute of Education in London, he will call on health ministers to devise radically different public health messages, which accept the reality that many people enjoy getting drunk from time to time. 

He likened the existing sensible drinking campaign to the 'just say no' message about drugs in the Eighties. This failed to stem use of heroin and cocaine.

'A more sensible approach would be to say to people, "We know you are going to drink to get drunk, so make sure you do not do it very often",' said Bengry-Howell. 'Or helping them to plan a night out so that it is safer, or suggesting they drink soft drinks in between alcoholic ones. Not just lecturing them about the number of units, because the guidelines are so low.'

'A binge is seven units for a woman and 11 for a man,' he said. 'So many people are doing it, it is as if the government message categorises everyone as a binge-drinker and so speaks to no one. People draw on their own experience and most people just ignore the message.' “
As you can see in the article above, binge drinking is defined as “seven units for a woman and 11 for a man” In the IAC fact sheet quoted above, binge drinking was defined as consuming five or more alcoholic drinks in a single session. 
The US based National Institute of Alcohol and Alcoholism (NIAAA) defines binge drinking as a pattern of drinking alcohol that brings blood alcohol concentration (BAC) to 0.8g/L or above (or in other words the legal drinking limit in the USA).

As can be seen from the above, binge drinking at the moment is simply a term that is loosely bandied about and manipulated to suit a particular objective or ideology, without having any practical relevance to improving social outcomes.

In previous letters I have strongly advocated the Government should enforce an 8pm closing time for all bottle shops in on Fridays and Saturdays in entertainment precincts and not provide any favourable treatment for gaming venues.
Instead the Government seems intent to continue to allow late night trading for bottle shops and gaming venues, and penalise late night entertainment venues where a strong security presence, video surveillance, and responsible service of alcohol practices are in place, and the average sale of alcoholic drinks is only around 2 – 3 per head per night.

Did the Government research the average drink sales per head in late night entertainment venues before making its decision on lockouts and, if not, why not? We will certainly be presenting this information to VCAT along with other factual information to have the lockout proposals defeated.
Bar Hopping
Another term which the Government has simply pulled out of the hat is ‘bar hopping’ to demonise away the many people moving about our busy entertainment precincts on the weekend.

Just like during the daytime, there are many people out and about for a variety of reasons. Some people are knocking off work after a late shift, some have just been to a show or event, had a late dinner, or simply arrived late from out of town.
Very few people actually aimlessly wander from bar to bar, and are willing or able to pay several door entry fees on the one night.
And how would the Government know in any case? It cannot be the police providing accurate and objective information, as they do not a have permanent presence at this time of night. Has the Government had other independent observers out in the streets conducting surveys of people’s movements? This is another question we will pose to the Government at VCAT.

I urge your Government to once again to undertake some proper research, consult with those people that better understand the dynamics of the late night industry and reverse its ill thought lockout proposal.

If you do not, you risk a huge backlash, and the reputation of Melbourne’s nightlife as one of the world’s best could be irreparably damaged.

I look forward to your urgent response.

Yours sincerely
Peter Iwaniuk    
Director           Mobile: 0411 75 11 99
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