To whom it may concern,

I am writing to you to express my concern over certain aspects of the proposed Intoxicating Liquor Bill 2008, specifically, the limitation of availability of alcohol sales in both off and on-licensed premises, and it’s affect on opening hours.
While there are parts of the Bill that I believe hit the nail on the head, such as the separation of alcohol products from regular food and drink products. The aim being to curb the association children make from a young age that alcohol is just another type of commodity. It is my opinion, and the opinion of a large and growing number of people, that reducing the supply of a drug like alcohol will not affect its demand, consumption, or more importantly - the reason and manner in which it is consumed in our society - but actually serve to exacerbate the problem.

Rather than restricting the freedoms of everyone due to the behaviour of a troublesome minority, and thereby admitting defeat by accepting anti-social behaviour as a cultural norm, I believe that liberalising the opening hours of licensed premises will encourage self-regulation of acceptable behaviour. One such example of the success of this in Ireland is the smoking ban. My local supplies its customers with a smoking room (40% open to the elements to comply with the law), now if someone was to light a cigarette in the pub, even the smokers would quickly tell them where to go. This sort of compliance was never envisaged by the many nay-sayers at the time of the ban.
Currently nightclubs operating under the theatre license loop-hole (as nightclubs are still not recognised as a legal entity and operate under criteria from the Public Dance Hall Act of 1935) can sell alcohol for half an hour before and after their performance. It is my understanding that if this bill passes there will be a blanket last orders time of 2.30am with a half hour drinking up time. Not only will this cause a huge strain on our public transport services causing everyone to spill out onto the street at the same time, I think it is this very link - tying alcohol to entertainment and opening hours - that adds to our drinking culture.
There’s no reason why consumers, some of which might work non-standard shifts or Friday and Saturday nights, should be denied their night out should one of their favourite musical acts play. By separating an alcohol license from a performance license an extended cooling off period could be used to test the waters, allowing the music to continue long after alcohol sales have been electronically blocked from a premises’ cash register, at least until the public show that given these freedoms they can behave themselves whilst under the influence.

As previously mentioned, I believe that the only way to tackle the problems of binge drinking is to change the root causes of such behaviour. This, as I am sure you are aware, is a huge endeavour and one which requires an entire cultural shift, not simply more legislation to move the problem elsewhere. 
Regardless of my age and the legality involved, if it was my intention to get dangerously drunk I could probably do so in under an hour. Further restrictions through artificial price hikes in off-licenses, while they might deter some young people, don’t tackle our desire as a nation to do this. However, marketing directly influences this, and we’re repeatedly exposed to it from a young age.

As the UK is known to have a similar drinking culture to our own, and has taken a different approach at tackling this issue, I have summarised an evaluation of the impact of their 2003 Licensing Act reform below, as I believe that while their problems are far from over, it has taken them in a more sensible direction, and is a step forwards rather than backwards. The full documents can be found in the Department for Culture, Media, and Sport archives found here:
http://www.culture.gov.uk/reference_library/publications/3574.aspx
The UK government Licensing Act 2003, introduced in 2005, abolished set licensing hours in England and Wales, transferring the regulation of the sale of alcohol from Magistrates’ Courts to local authorities. It simplified the licensing law by introducing a single premises license in place of the six types of licence that previously existed, and it replaced the statutory licensing hours with opening hours set locally through the conditions of individual licences.
The aim was to liberalise and democratise a rigid system whilst reducing the problems of heavy drinking and disorder associated with a standard closing time. A more wholistic approach that encouraged partnership-working between the local authority, the police, and other groups involved in national and local alcohol strategies was taken, with the hope to bring about a more sensible drinking culture which attached less value to heavy drinking and drunkenness as ends in themselves.
Most premises used the opportunity to extend their opening hours.

Average closing times across all outlets: increase of 21 minutes.
· Pubs: up 27 minutes to a 23:30 average closing time

· Bars: up 28 minutes to a midnight average closing time
- Some have applied for 2.00am closing to compete with nightclubs

· Registered Clubs: up 56 minutes to a 23:56 average closing time

· Nightclubs: up 31 minutes to 02:21 average closing time, 3am becoming popular
- Doubling in number of nightclubs trading to 4.00am (8%)
- Majority of customers still beginning to head home at 1.00am

· Hotels (closing time to public): up 9 minutes to 23:27 average closing time

· Restaurants: up 6 minutes to 23:06 average closing time

Most common changes to terminal hours: +30-60 minutes.
56% of all premises in survey still closed at 11pm (68% under old regime).
Little change in hours beyond midnight (1% more closing at 1am and 3am)
Of the 5,100 premises that have 24 hour licenses, 3,320 are hotel bars, which have always been able to serve their guests alcohol for 24 hours, 920 are supermarkets and stores, 470 pubs, bars, and nightclubs, but there is no evidence that more than a handful operate on this basis. The majority of respondents (87%) reported that premises were using their new hours at the weekend only or for particular occasions such as parties (26%), bank holidays (22%) and sporting events (17%).

In terms of public health and disorder, its introduction has not led to the widespread problems some feared. Overall, crime and alcohol consumption are down, but alcohol-related violence has been spread out over a longer period of time with incidents tending to occur more so in the early hours of the morning rather than predictable peak periods.

In terms of public opinion, police, local authorities and licensees generally welcomed

the changes, the new powers it gave them, and the Act’s partnership philosophy. They 
did not report significant problems with implementation – once teething problems were solved – and did not think generally that alcohol-related problems of crime and disorder had worsened. 
In surveys, local residents were less likely to say that drunk and rowdy behaviour was a problem after the change than before it, and the majority thought that alcohol-related crime was stable or declining.

The majority of respondents to the Home Office survey in five case study areas who had visited the city or town centre in the last 12 months and been into pubs, bars and clubs agreed that rapid drinking close to last orders had decreased since the introduction of the Licensing Act. 

The main conclusion to be drawn from the evaluation is that licensing regimes may be one factor in effecting change to the country’s drinking culture – and its impact on crime – but they do not appear to be the critical factor. The key issue is how they interact with other factors

From what I gather this is very late in the game to be trying to amend a bill. It has been brought to my attention however that another bill is due later in the year on the 'Sale and Consumption of Alcohol' so if we fail at this point, I, campaigning with a group called Give Us the Night shall be stepping up our lobbying and public awareness and we are hoping your party will support some if not all of our goals publicly.
I am aware that the UK has an entirely different infrastructure to Ireland and their approach might not necessarily suit us, but hopefully it might bring to your attention some possible alternatives to what is currently being proposed. I genuinely believe that now is the time for our cultural shift and that a continental mindset towards alcohol is possible within one generation if we make the right decisions now. 

I look forward to hearing your thoughts on the matter.

Regards.

--

Niall

