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GETTING THE BALANCE RIGHT

The Government has adopted the slogan ‘Getting the Balance Right’ for its 2008 Alcohol Action Plan yet the plan is in fact completely unbalanced. Almost half the funding provided will be spent on employing more public servants to further target the late night entertainment industry.

The plan does not identify or target the problems of anti social or violent behavior in society. 

Violence will always be with us at some level, and no city in the world can function without adequate law and order. It would be surprising if another comparable city could be found that rosters on such a skeleton police force at night in busy precincts.

The Number 1 immediate priority in Melbourne is law enforcement. How does the government expect 350,000 people out a night every weekend to all behave perfectly without a visible police presence and with the added problems of poor public transport and minimal public toilet facilities?

The Government should then develop more holistic strategies to address the wider social context of violence as articulated in this paper. 

Only then can the Government be truly seen to be ‘Getting the Balance Right’.
PUTTING VIOLENCE IN CONTEXT
Melbourne’s late night entertainment industry has been the subject of a concerted media campaign which has falsely attempted to make the public believe that violence is out of control in entertainment precincts and furthermore that late night entertainment venues are the primary cause of the violence that does occur.
This paper addresses the underlying causes of violence in society to put the issue in its proper context and demonstrate that it is Government neglect that is to blame for the levels of violence which do occur in the wider spectrum of social settings.
This is not to say we live in a perfect world. Violence is to a certain degree inherent in human nature. We also live in a global society and cannot isolate ourselves from violent influences we inherit from other cultures or from the mass media.

In previous papers available on the Nightclub Owners Forum website - http://nightclubownersforum.com/adocacypapers.html it has been demonstrated that:

· Alcohol does not cause violence

· The level of assaults in Melbourne’s entertainment precincts is not disproportionate to the levels occurring in other sections of our society

· The level of assaults in Melbourne’s entertainment precincts is not increasing relative to increases in population and visitor growth; in fact is probably in decline in relative terms

· The causes of the violent incidents that do occur in Melbourne’s entertainment precincts are complex and can be attributed to a range of factors including grossly inadequate police numbers, public transport deficiencies, and ingrained cultural and social attitudes

Likewise, violence in entertainment precincts will not be solved by simplistic and arbitrary measures such as lockouts; in fact, they will make the problem worse.
In the short term, what we urgently need is:

· more visible police on the beat. At present, we only have approximately 8 police on foot patrol on busy nights in Melbourne City with a further 75 in a mobile response team on standby to respond to 000 incident calls right across all inner Melbourne entertainment precincts. Even these numbers are a significant increase on numbers less than two years ago when the mobile response team did not exist. It is not surprising Victoria Police rejected a Freedom of Information request for details on the numbers of police rostered on each weekend. The Government must urgently boost resources to ensure constant visible proactive police foot patrols. To not do so would be grossly negligent.

· A zero tolerance approach to public order offences including drinking in the streets, on public transport and in party buses

· Vastly improved and more orderly train, tram, taxi and night-rider bus services

In the longer term, the underlying causes of violence in our culture must be identified and specifically addressed if current levels of violence are to be reduced. 
This paper will expand on the reasons why violence occurs in society and what needs to be done to reduce and mitigate levels of violence and its social impact.
Violence can occur as a result of mental illness or a ‘temporary act of insanity or depression’ caused by a traumatic event or circumstance. It is easy to get the impression from the media that this is the reason behind most tragic events. There is no doubt the rates of mental illness and depression are on the increase in Victoria and this will be expanded on later.
However, the Government also needs to understand that violence performs many functions in society that are perceived to be ‘useful’ to ‘normal’ mainstream individuals or groups. Violence can be a means of:  

· dispute resolution

· gaining power / advantage / status

· acquiring material wealth

· revenge/retribution

· survival, defence or maintaining control; and increasingly

· a source of entertainment (which the mass media exploits)
While people and groups perceive a benefit in the use of violence or can profit from the exploitation of violence, it will continue to be a regular occurrence in all social settings. 
Viable alternatives to the use of violence in social interactions need to be developed and promoted. 

Violence covers a wide spectrum of behaviours ranging from:

· verbal abuse
· neglect
· restriction of activity
· harassment
· sarcasm
· intolerance
· racism 

· physical assault and murder
These traits often occur in tandem and this can escalate the level or extent of a violent episode.

The underlying symptoms which give rise to violence include rejection, ignorance, fear, guilt, lack of power, insecurity, jealousy, anger, hatred and cultural traits which promote prejudice, dominance or exclusion. 

Developing social skills and allowing people to socialize in ‘culturally neutral’ environments are vitally important in addressing the negative symptoms which give rise to violence. 
The late night entertainment industry actually performs a very important social function in this regard and the Government’s recent attempts to cripple the industry can only have longer term negative consequences.

PROFILE OF A VIOLENT PERSON AND OR GROUP
There are no physical features that identify a violent person. It is a learnt response.
By the time people are old enough to enter one of Melbourne’s world class late night entertainment venues, their attitudes and cognitive processes are already entrenched. 

Psychologists, criminologists, sociologists and public health scholars are unanimous in agreeing that it is overwhelmingly evident in childhood if an individual is at risk of becoming a violent adult.

Common predictors of childhood aggression and adult violence are factors such as low IQ, low school attainment, high impulsivity, poor concentration and family factors such as low family income, large family size, parents with criminal histories, poor parenting skills, poor supervision, harsh discipline, and separation or alienation from parents.

Specific childhood indicators of aggression include temper tantrums in infancy, physical aggression towards peers and siblings, cruelty to animals, disobedience and quarrelling, and disruptiveness in class. 

THE SOCIAL CONTEXT OF VIOLENCE
Historically, how society has viewed violence has always been selective according to prevailing cultural attitudes (for example, family and workplace violence was not considered a significant problem in the past, and violence on the sporting field used to be condoned and encouraged).

Equally, many factors which can lead to violence have simply been regarded as part of the normal social order. For example, patriarchy, gender inequality and lack of respect for women were not considered a cause of violence until the latter part of the 20th century in Western culture, and these attitudes are still the norm in other cultures. Often, this causes conflict in our society today with newly arrived migrants and refugees.
Social values play a significant part in defining which forms and settings of violence are given most weight. For example, prisons are probably our more violent setting and a significant breeding ground for later violence in other social settings such as the home or public place; and the homicide rate for Aborigines was 8 times the national average in 1991/2, yet these statistics would not rate highly in the awareness of the average member of the public, given their lack of focus in the media.
Young people are the most likely victims (and perpetrators) of violent behaviour overall. One of the strongest motivators in life for young people is social recognition and status and in particular when one is looking for a partner.

Rejection is therefore a common and powerful motivator of violent or self destructive behaviour in young people. 

Ridicule is the most common form of rejection and is used by bullies in the school or workplace. If sustained and unchecked, this form of attack can emotionally scar a person for life. At the bottom of all health issues and negative body image is the perception of rejection in some form.

Most violence occurs in the home. This covers child abuse by parents, sibling abuse, spousal abuse and elder abuse. Often, rejection in some form is the underlying basis of violence in abuse. When one partner attacks another following rejection, this is often labeled a ‘crime of passion’. Passion however must have some underlying psychological motivator.

A high proportion of violence in the home is not reported to police and therefore is not reflected in published crime statistics. 

Violence is also a continuum in many people’s lives.  Many people are both victims and perpetrators (eg severe abuse as a child is often a characteristic of violent adults and adult victims).  We should therefore avoid the tendency to simplistically label victims & perpetrators in opposing terms.
Social class is an important determinant of physical violence. The 1993 National Crime Victimisation Survey, for example, found that the victims of personal crime (assault, robbery, sexual assault) were more likely to be unemployed, unmarried, and to have lived at their current address for less than one year. 

The overwhelming majority of violent offenders are male (research in the early ‘90s suggests that males comprise 89% of homicide offenders, 91% of violent property offenders, 90% of assault offenders, and almost all sexual offenders in Australia).

Overall, violence by males against males is the most common form of physical violence; however, women outnumber males as victims in some categories of physical violence, most notably family violence and sexual assault.

There is a strong correlation between illegal drugs and violence, not because of the physical effect of the drugs themselves, but because their manufacture and supply is controlled by the criminal ‘blackmarket’. This was likewise the case with alcohol when prohibition reigned in the USA in the early 20th Century.
There is also a strong correlation between violence and repressed sexuality. This is evident with the epidemic of children being assaulted by priests in recent times.
MENTAL HEALTH AND VIOLENCE

Victoria has very high levels of mental illness and youth suicide rates.

We hear almost every week of a senseless act of violence in wider society caused by a person who has a mental illness and is receiving hospital and /or drug treatment.

We know that such people visit entertainment precincts and can act irrationally particularly if they have stopped taking medication, combine it with other drugs or suffer rejection.

Much attention has been given in the media to binge / excessive drinking, and quite independently to binge / excessive eating. Government tends to treat these behaviours separately, and focuses more on the symptoms rather than the underlying causes.

Binge / excessive drinking and eating have the same psychological basis, namely social and personal problems associated with anxiety, stress, inability to cope, perceived rejection, lack of meaning & purpose, etc.

These problems are increasing rapidly. According to the Australia Government’s website: http://www.aihw.gov.au/publications/index.cfm/title/10381 statistics for 2004/05 indicate that 116,787 persons were admitted to hospital for mental health related illnesses across Australia, an increase of 28.5% from just 4 years prior (2001/01). Of this figure, 84.8% were for residents of major cities and 29.3% were in the 15 – 34 age group.

Quite disturbingly, almost 37% of the total hospital admissions were from Victoria, making Victoria – The Place To Be ......Mentally ill !!

Even more disturbing are the statistics on prescription drugs for mental health related illnesses. In 2005/06, 20.7 million prescriptions (11.3% of total prescriptions) were issued for mental health related illnesses or more than one for every person in Australia. 
This of course includes multiple prescriptions for many people but it also suggests that many people ‘doctor shop’, and inappropriately combine licit and illicit drugs, and take more than the prescribed dosages.

It is quite likely that there is a huge correlation between these statistics and those persons who binge / excessively eat and drink.

People who wish to abuse prescription drugs, illicit drugs, or excessively consume alcohol or food will find a way to do so. 

In this context, targeting late night entertainment venues for these symptoms of a broader social problem is no more logical or productive than targeting doctors or fast food outlets.

People are naturally gregarious in nature – if opportunities to socialise, meet friends, find creative and purposeful outlets, release stress, etc is denied, mental health illnesses will only continue to escalate further.

The Government has a responsibility to support and develop the mental health of its young people. There are many ways it can do this and the attached letter to the AGE recently from the CEO of the YMCA should be a pointer to the Government of the right direction to follow:

“SCRAPPING the happy hour is all very well (The Age, 30/4), but like many other proposals to tackle binge drinking among our young people, it smacks of big brother and will do little to address the root cause. Why are so many young people so sad and dissatisfied that they need their own version of happy hour so frequently? How can we as a community help build their restraint and resilience in the face of such overwhelming pressure to drink to excess?

Research involving 2.3 million young people in Canada and America by The Search Institute (see http://www.search-institute.org/assets/ ) shows that there are 40 essential assets or building blocks (values, experiences and qualities) that young people need in their lives to grow into healthy, caring and responsible adults. It consistently shows that the more blocks a young person has, the less likely they are to engage in problem alcohol use and other high-risk behaviour. Not surprisingly, those with the biggest pile of blocks are also the happiest and most resilient.

Unfortunately, parents have been given the repeated message that they have little control over binge drinking. The good news is that by becoming asset builders, they can help build strong teenagers who can make smart, informed decisions about their alcohol use.

Peter Burns, chief executive, YMCA Victoria”
THE EFFECTS OF TELEVISION & MULTI-MEDIA ON CHILDREN & FAMILIES IN VICTORIA

The Family and Community Development Committee of the Parliament of Victoria released a discussion paper in August 1998.

Of six references, reference # 5 was to examine the relationship between violence on television and violent behaviour within families.

The paper indicated that three major areas of concern regarding the effects of television violence on children:

· The ‘direct effect’;

· ‘desensitisation’; and

· fear of the world around them, or the ‘mean world’ syndrome;

Fear of crime and violence developed by children will more than likely evolve to become part of the adult belief system and impact on factors such as self-esteem, proper learning and development, anti-social and abusive behaviour, and active participation in community life.’

By the time an American teen turns 18, he or she has seen an estimated 200,000 acts of violence on TV alone including 40,000 murders. There is ample evidence that exposure to violence on TV and in movies can make people aggressive for up to a few days after they've seen the violence. 
Media violence can also have a lasting effect, according to an ongoing study by Leonard Eron, professor of psychology and senior scientist at the University of Michigan's Institute for Social Research. 
Eron has been studying 856 people since they were 8 years old. He has gathered information about their aggression levels as rated by their peers, and the amount and types of TV programs they watched when they were 8, 10, 19, and 30. "We found evidence at each stage that the more violence they watched, the more aggressive they were. 

Those subjects who were not very aggressive at age 8, but who were watching violent TV, were more aggressive by the time they were 19 than others" says Eron.
The American Medical Association asserts media violence is a significant problem and should be treated as a public health issue as well as criminal justice concern and calls for education campaigns designed to increase awareness about the dangers of media violence similar to drunk driving and tobacco campaigns.
An excellent contemporary example of the ‘selling’ of violence in the media is the current teen hit movie “Never Back Down” http://www.neverbackdownthemovie.com/   - a trailer of the movie can be viewed at http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_JIiXPBm_bE 

This movie features glamorous high school students and promotes violence as the way to achieve peer status and attracting the opposite sex.

It features gratuitous violence with people being regularly kicked in the head. In the movie, the combatants survive repeated blows but as we know in real life, a single blow to the head can kill.

The movie clearly promotes the posting of violent incidents on websites such as ‘youtube’ as a badge of honour.

This movie is but one of a myriad of examples of how young people are being brainwashed that violence is cool and sexy, all with the blessing the Government and its sensors.  The Government is in fact an accessory to violence by not addressing the true causes and attempting to deflect blame onto easy targets such as the late night entertainment industry  
Understanding the way in young people’s belief systems are formed, and adoption of appropriate early intervention strategies are vital factors in violence prevention.
The Government must urgently tackle the culture of violence through schools, public awareness campaigns and stricter control of mass media influences on young people.

It is far healthier for young people to be actively involved in outdoor activities, sport, cultural activities and socially interacting in well supervised entertainment venues, licensed or otherwise, than being constantly subjected to the negative influences of the mass media.

ADDRESSING THE PSYCHOLOGY OF VIOLENCE
Violence will not be effectively controlled if government and social responses simply re-act to ‘external’ symptoms and behaviours, and not address society’s underlying reliance on, and fascination with violence.

Effective long term reduction of assaults and violent behaviours requires a better community awareness of the underlying factors that can trigger violence, and a recognition that these factors are often present in some form in the everyday thoughts and actions of all people (road rage is a good example). 

These underlying factors are best addressed through measures which create a self awareness of violent tendencies within an individual or social grouping, and provide a means and motivation for these individuals or groups to address these tendencies.

Such measures can be promoted through mainstream education, community awareness programs, personal counselling, anger management programs, parenting programs, victims support, crisis intervention, and similar programs. 

These measures also work best when they occur in a ‘joined up’ environment which allows and accepts interaction of cultures, ideas and ideologies.

They can also form the basis for codes of conduct for acceptable behaviour in sport, at work, in entertainment venues and in public places).
A Conceptual Model

There are many theories, biological, sociological and religious, which attempt to explain (and, in many cases justify) violence.

If we are to move forward as society and end the ‘blame game’, it is important is able to construct conceptual models or common understandings, which provide a basis for understanding how we can make our community less violent.

The following is one option. This conceptual model distinguishes between a belief system which encompasses violence as a means to an end, and an alternate belief system, which moves beyond the need for violence.

Implicit in this model is that people have a personal capacity to choose either, with appropriate awareness and support.

The first belief system is one which encompasses such emotions as guilt, anger, shame, jealousy, fear, and elation, often referred to in psychology as the ‘ego’ thought system. 

Relationships under this belief system can be categorised as either ‘special hate’ relationships or ‘special love’ relationships. 

The latter includes our notion of romantic love and any other relationship where we are selective in our feelings towards other human beings (ie. we view some people as more or less attractive; better or worse off than we are). 

Actions resulting from this belief system will inevitably result at some stage in a form of ‘attack’, no matter how well disguised. 

This may manifest as an internal ‘attack’ against ourselves in forms of sickness, depression or suicide, or as emotional or physical attacks against others.

The violence may not necessarily be interpersonal or direct; it may be incited or encouraged through, for example, the media or political processes. 

The second belief system is characterised by a state of complete acceptance, tolerance and lack of judgement, or, as some religions and philosophies define it, peace of mind and love in its true sense. 

Actions arising from this belief system are not based on judgements arising from the perceptions of past actions and, in this context, sees everyone as ‘equal’ at any given moment. 

Actions arising under this belief system are not motivated by or reliant on violence, and therefore do not promote violence.

The first belief system is arguably predominant in our society and has been throughout history. 

It is also quite obvious that few, if any people, can claim to operate under the latter belief system, at least not all of the time. 

However, if peace and equality are to be achieved within a diverse society, individuals and social groupings must be capable of introspection, and honestly and openly identifying feelings of guilt, jealousy, anger, hatred or fear.

They will then be in a position to accept and take steps toward overcoming negative feelings and emotions. 

A strong means of breaking down these negative and destructive beliefs is through promoting positive social interaction, and this therefore highlights the importance of strategies to promote access and equity.

A simple test of where people stand on the continuum between each belief system is to analyse the level of ‘investment’ they have in the outcomes of their activities, beliefs or perceptions, no matter how good, bad or ‘neutral’ they deem them to be. 

If they have a substantial ‘investment’ in any outcome (ie they experience disappointment, guilt, anger or a sense of lack if things don’t go our way, or, alternatively, elation [at beating others] if things do go their way, if they try to push their own beliefs onto others, or they are very upset by the actions of others or by external events), they are operating largely within the ego thought system.

By way of example, if a person has an ‘ego’ investment in the changing of gun laws or the control of excessively violent videos, that person is still engaging in ‘attack’ whether it be against the gun lobby, the film industry, or any other ‘scapegoat’ that person chooses to reflect their guilt, fear or anger on. 
This is clearly what is happening with the Government’s and media’s vendetta against the late night entertainment industry.
Despite appearing well intentioned, actions motivated by anger or fear, will not solve society’s attraction to violence, which will continue to manifest itself in many different forms, times and locations. 

If people remain locked within a recurring, negative belief system, they will simply take their turn to be victims, perpetrators or consumers of violence, whether they understand this is happening to them or not.

Every event in life and social interaction thus becomes an opportunity or ‘classroom’ for learning, and overcoming the underlying symptoms or ‘programmed’ reactions, which may lead to violence. 

Government strategies which promote tolerance, participation and better awareness of social and cultural issues can move people beyond simplistic ‘black and white’ notions of good or evil, and right or wrong.

Such extreme positions are basically ego interpretations of events used to judge and classify people and events as different (for example, killing is right in war but ‘evil’ in other circumstances). 

Whether people are Christian or Muslim, Collingwood or Carlton supporters, Arab or Jew, young or old, male or female, ‘gay or straight’, by diminishing their investment in their beliefs and thereby diminishing their need to defend or promote their beliefs, people will be more able to accept others with less judgement.

Society can then move beyond the need to constantly project blame onto others. 

All people in society must accept the role their thoughts have played in a society where violence, and an attraction to violence, are interwoven into the social fabric; but then only as an error to be corrected together, and not as a reason for placing even more blame and guilt onto other individuals. 

In other words, it is all about ‘breaking the cycle’ of violence.

The diagram below seeks to demonstrate how violent and self destructive (or, alternatively, peaceful and tolerant behaviour) can be perpetuated through a recurring cycle of projection of existing values when interpreting ‘external’ events, perceiving and judging the events according to these values, and consequently reinforcing the existing belief and value system.

In this context, an analogy can be drawn with a movie projector. Our mind projects the movie and script onto the outside event, or screen. Even though we know a movie to be not real, there is a natural tendency to believe what we see on the outside (ie ‘perception is reality’).

If we believe what we see and see it as a real event, it ‘proves’ our judgement or belief was right.

This cycle of projection, judgement and reinforcement can remain unchanged throughout a lifetime.

Changing a violent script to a peaceful script requires the person to develop an understanding of how their script is formed, and adopting a personally suitable strategy to change the script.

Counsellors, professional workers, families and friends can help violent people in this process of self-change.

As part of this process, new behaviours are required to reinforce changes to existing belief systems.

Positive role models, codes of behaviour, and well designed and implemented management systems for cultural events, concerts, sporting events, work places, public places, and other environments where people interact, can all positively influence changes to behaviour.

Good management includes a strong emphasis on people friendly processes, and training of police, security, management, receptionists and other people ‘controllers’ in sound conflict management and interpersonal skills.

This would suggest, for example, that Victoria Police continue to place a strong priority on developing improved relationships with young people through camps, involvement in sporting and cultural activities, school visits, etc and change their current reactive response in entertainment precincts to a more proactive, public friendly approach.
It would also suggest that much more effort is required to improve security on public transport to reduce anti-social behaviour, assaults and passenger fear levels.
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