 Deputy Timmy Dooley (FF):  timmy.dooley@oireachtas.ie
It is helpful that theatre licences have been removed. I hope the Minister will review the nightclub sector. The Irish Nightclub Industry Association has sought a definition of nightclubs in law, which would be welcome. They should also be granted an annual nightclub permit.

Further to what Deputy Rabbitte said about sequential closing, the Minister should consider ending the prohibition of entertainment during the drinking-up time. At the moment during the half-hour drinking-up time nightclubs and bars are prevented from playing music, which adds to the speed at which people exit the building. If they were allowed play music for that half-hour, albeit with the bars closed, it would delay the exit from the building and allow a degree of sequential movement on to the streets.

Deputy Michael D’Arcy (FG): michael.darcy@oireachtas.ie
Nightclub opening hours are of concern to this side of the House. Gardaí have expressed serious concern over the years about the level of public order offences committed in the time immediately following the closure of nightclubs. Deputy Joe Carey and I still frequent nightclubs on occasion, although not as often as we used to, and it is very obvious to us that when the nightclubs all close at one particular time everybody ends up on the streets looking for a taxi and a burger at more or less the same time. It is a problem that needs to be dealt with and sequential closing is a method of doing this.

Deputy Cyprian Brady (FF): cyprian.brady@oireachtas.ie
The sale of alcohol under a theatre licence will only be permitted during normal licensing hours in future. This is part of the licensing system that was being abused by a small number of proprietors but it is being nailed down in this legislation. An anomaly existed whereby some premises could remain open beyond normal hours without having to obtain special exemption orders. There were approximately 91,000 applications in one year for such orders. Again, this is all about addressing the misuse of alcohol and the consequences of misuse. The Bill is very strong on that. However, the Government can only go so far. This Bill is a start in terms of combating the problems associated with alcohol misuse.

Deputy Denis Naughten (FG): denis.naughten@oireachtas.ie
All Members received a considerable level of representations relating not so much to theatre licences as proposed in section 10, but to closing times and the need to have that differential between the closing times of public houses and nightclubs in place. All of us are aware of people who, because of their profession, cannot go out on Thursday, Friday or Saturday night. For many of them, their only social outlet is on Sunday night. They include people who work in the pub or nightclub trade, nurses, doctors, members of the Garda Síochána and so forth. We need to look at ensuring that the flexibility is maintained within the licensing laws in respect of this issue and that the differential remains. I have concerns about the abolition of that and believe people who want to go out and socialise on Sunday night should be allowed to do so. I do not see where there is any major difficulty with that in principle and I hope the Minister will look again at that issue before Committee Stage. International practice has shown that sequential closing is important in respect of public order. The objective behind this legislation is to improve public order.

Deputy Dara Calleary (FF): dara.calleary@oireachtas.ie
I do not know if the nightclub issue is being addressed in these reforms. Sequential opening times must be examined. It has already been mentioned in the House as assisting public order. It makes no sense to have every night establishment closing at the same time and everyone spilling on to the streets, often with nowhere to go, with transport not available and takeaways closed. This will lead to public order issues. If we can bring people out on a phased basis, particularly in large towns and cities, the prospect of public disorder is lessened.

The matter of drinking up time and the ability to play music during that time seems a small issue but is one that causes much hassle for nightclub owners. It is a small concession to make in this context.

Deputy Seán Sherlock (Lab): sean.sherlock@oireachtas.ie
I want to speak briefly on theatre licences. There should not be uniform closing times for nightclubs. Having hundreds of people spilling out onto the streets at one given time is not an effective method of regularising alcohol consumption, if that is the modus operandi of the Bill. By modifying or regulating closing times in a very uniform way one will not modify behaviour. The core of the legislation should be to seek to change the culture. By staggering closing times, particularly for nightclubs with theatre licences, there would be more of a drip-feed onto the streets and it would be easier to control. The legislation proposes to have CCTV cameras installed and that would be a good way to monitor the behaviour of clientele exiting onto streets at night time. However restricting licences, particularly theatre licences, will not be a good way of modifying alcohol consumption. The two do not correlate.

I have attended the Gaiety Theatre, which has a late licence, on a number of occasions. According to its website, this weekend four different events will take place simultaneously in the theatre’s four bars. There will be a live band playing indie and retro music, on another stage there will be northern soul and there will also be some hip hop. In a city the size of Dublin one is catering for a wide range of musical tastes and a clientele that likes to go out clubbing. These people do not necessarily see themselves as deviant in any way when they have taken alcohol and will go home after enjoying a responsible night out. Curbing that person’s behaviour through legislation will not necessarily create a panacea for how alcohol is consumed in this country. The vast majority of people behave responsibly, like to go out and have a varied night, such as the night provided by a facility such as the Gaiety Theatre. Restricting those types of licences will not necessarily change the culture. Although the alcohol advisory group made recommendations with regard to closing times, not all of its recommendations are necessarily contained in the Bill, from what I have read. 

Deputy Aengus Ó Snodaigh (SF): aengus.osnodaigh@oireachtas.ie
International evidence suggests that staggered closing times, combined with additional measures to mitigate against crawl drinking helps to prevent dangerous late night fracas. This Bill will not address the problem of drinkers spilling out onto the streets at the same time unless we amend it on Committee Stage.

Sinn Féin is in favour of the liberalisation of our licensing laws in line with European models, involving flexible opening and closing times to prevent drink-related disorder. We also promote the involvement of local authorities and local communities in the liquor licensing control process. To this end, local licensing fora should be introduced and should include elected representatives, statutory authorities, licensed trade representatives, community representatives and other stakeholders, such as those involved in addiction services. These licensing fora could operate as part of the existing or forthcoming council structures such as the joint policing committees and play a key role in the process of dealing with or deciding on the number and type of outlets where alcohol can be sold, the number of licences granted and the hours and days of sale. In addition, the local licensing fora could also consider complementary issues in the interests of community safety and quality of life, such as the number of taxi ranks, necessary street lighting and the hours of sale of fast food outlets in their area.

Deputy Michael Kennedy (FF): michael.kennedy@oireachtas.ie
I am also relieved that the loophole allowing clubs and pubs to operate under theatre licences will be closed. It is shocking that over 100 similar licences were applied for in the first three months of this year. These licences perpetuate the heavy drinking culture in our cities, allowing revellers to go from pub to club to late night club before arriving home in the early hours of the next day.

Deputy Brendan Kenneally (FF): bwk@eircom.net
I note the proliferation of theatre licences granted recently, sometimes under very spurious circumstances in trying to get around the liquor laws as they now stand. It is no harm to put a curb on these licences, because I foresee a situation where even the most unlikely theatres, with threadbare productions, will be entitled to licences late into the night.

…
It is time we took a realistic stance on the matter and seriously directed our attention to the advertising of alcohol in public places, the sponsorship of high-visibility mainstream events by drinks companies and the casual promotion of alcohol in television programmes. During a recent home produced television programme, alcohol advertising signs were clearly displayed in a scene involving under age children. This should not have been allowed to happen. There should be an official watchdog for this purpose and we should not have to depend on some member of the public making a complaint.

Deputy Deirdre Clune (FG): deirdre.clune@oireachtas.ie
Regarding on-licences, I welcome the provisions in respect of nightclub opening hours and the important obligation to possess CCTV systems. Cork held a good debate recently following late night public disorder issues. A committee, Cork Cares, was established wherein representatives of nightclubs, bars, the Garda, taxis and fast food outlets tried to develop an arrangement for working together so that, for example, all nightclubs would not spill their patrons onto the streets simultaneously, taxis would be available and fast food outlets would have a direct line to the Garda in the event of disorder in their queues. When people gather together and communicate, they can be effective. Recently, an 18th birthday party in a hotel got out of hand and the hotel evacuated 300 young people onto its grounds. The Garda was called immediately and, accompanied by a fleet of taxis, removed the young people in groups of four. As a result of such communication and co-ordination, a situation that could have become messy, to say the least, was dealt with.

Deputy Mary Wallace (FF): mary_wallace@health.irlgov.ie
I am aware of several pubs whose owners have taken advantage of the loophole in regard to theatre licences. In such cases, the objective is to allow for the sale of alcohol into the early hours and all the publican may have to do to satisfy the Revenue Commissioners of the authenticity of an application for a theatre licence is to provide some live music, additional seating and so on. Section 10 of the Bill closes off this loophole by stipulating that the sale of alcohol before and after performances in premises with theatre licences will only be permitted during normal licensing hours. I am extremely pleased with this provision.

…

I agree with Deputy Clune’s comments on the effectiveness of the television advertisements which feature actors representing nurses, shopkeepers and other members of the community saying they have had enough of the consequences of the abuse of alcohol by others. Next Tuesday, 1 July, new strengthened codes on advertising and sponsorship by the alcohol industry will come into effect. The new codes should not be viewed in isolation but rather as one measure in a package of policy measures to address alcohol-related harm. In tandem with this, the health promotion division of my Department is commencing a process to identify areas in regard to alcohol advertising, promotions and sponsorships where legislative measures may be necessary to afford greater protection to young people. In addition, we are establishing a working group to examine the extent of existing sponsorship, including the terms and length of contracts. This group will seek to give direction on concerns regarding the extent of sports sponsorship by alcohol companies.

Deputy Seán Connick (FF): sean.connick@oireachtas.ie
This is a complicated area and I am not sure tackling them as this legislation proposes is the way to go. They need much more consideration and thought. Citizens have the right to go to nightclubs, leave at a reasonable hour and go to a fast-food outlet without the fear of being assaulted. This is where personal responsibility plays a role. This is a law and order issue. It is a citizen’s right to socialise in a safe and happy environment inside and outside clubs. Sequential closing is working quite well and I am slightly concerned we are moving backwards. Speaking to a number of people, particularly in cities where there is a large number of clubs, sequential closing has worked by moving people around the city at different times.

I wonder about Sunday closing times. We live in a very different time. Why we are making an adjustment on Sunday night closure is beyond me. It may not need to be carried out. I would like to see a much more detailed study on nightclub and theatre licences. There has been a proliferation of theatre licences and this has caused some concern. Some operators trade for approximately 31 hours per week and open only late at night until the early hours of the morning. Some of the recommendations in this Bill will see their opening hours reduced from 31 to 23 hours, which will probably make them unviable. I would like to see a particular study on this area.

Deputy John O’Mahony (FG): john.omahony@oireachtas.ie
I was glad to hear the Minister’s point on the advertising codes which will be introduced, which is related to the issue of sponsorship. As one who has been involved in a sporting organisation for many years, the GAA, which has benefited from sponsorship and funding from the drinks companies, I feel the time has arrived for sporting and voluntary organisations to consider this issue. I accept there is a difficulty and that this will entail major consultation as to how the funding these organisations receive can be replaced. This has to happen right across the board. Over the years, the GAA has been highlighted more than any other organisation, despite the fact it is appointing or will eventually appoint a substance abuse officer in each club throughout the country. Everybody realises there is a problem but we need to work together.

…

With regard to young people and the image of them that is portrayed by abuse of alcohol and the anti-social behaviour and violence that goes along with it, we sometimes forget that there are thousands of young people who can socialise and enjoy themselves without getting into trouble or causing annoyance to anyone. The pity is that their activities never make the headlines. We are not interested in good news. I have seen at first-hand, for instance, the fantastic work done by No Name clubs. The club in my area of Claremorris has more than 200 members, who engage in many activities every week in a drink-free environment. A few months ago I attended the national gathering of the No Name clubs in Castlebar where more than 1,000 young people spent the weekend involved in various events and competitions, all driven and led by themselves, in a wonderful carefree atmosphere where alcohol was not a factor. The event was held in a hotel where drink was readily available in bars. I could not believe the atmosphere and the fun the young people were having. They had a fantastic time. For the young people involved in such clubs there are huge benefits by way of increased confidence, self esteem and empowerment. Unfortunately, such an event merits very little media coverage locally or nationally. One needs to have broken glass and drunken brawls outside nightclubs to make the headlines.

Deputy Charlie O’Connor (FF): charlie.oconnor@oireachtas.ie
The nightclub industry has concerns regarding how the legislation will affect its operations. All Deputies have received representations in respect of theatre licences.

While I support the aim of the legislation, we must remember the point from which we started, namely, an attempt to address the under-age and binge drinking problem in society. The Bill’s remit is wider, but other issues are of concern to interest groups and we should listen carefully to their comments and accommodate them where possible. We are all trying to achieve the enactment of good legislation which will enable us to make progress on the issues that are of concern to our communities.

Deputy Olivia Mitchell (FG): olivia.mitchell@oireachtas.ie
When one examines the evidence here and elsewhere, it is difficult to see that making alcohol less available or more difficult to get will reduce excessive drinking. In countries with almost complete and easy availability of alcohol at any time and in any premises, they do not drink like we do, yet in countries where there is a strict regime of access to alcohol, there are serious alcohol problems. I am thinking of some of the Nordic countries. Neither does the price of alcohol seem to determine how much we drink. Again, the experience here and elsewhere shows a correlation between cheap drink and relaxed drinking habits and between dear drink and serious alcohol problems.

Deputy Catherine Byrne (FG): catherine.byrne@oireachtas.ie
A shortcoming of the Bill is the failure to provide for staggered closing times for nightclubs. It makes little sense to allow customers of all such venues to emerge onto the streets at the same time, particularly in Dublin’s busy city centre. This will serve only to facilitate anti-social behaviour and make policing more difficult.

Deputy Ciarán Cuffe: (Greens) ciaran.cuffe@oireachtas.ie

I am not completely convinced that reducing the opening hours of certain bars will, in one fell swoop, rid us of all the modern day ills of alcohol. Many are concerned about the proposal to reintroduce closing times which they regard as an unwanted intrusion in their lives. I simply wish to voice these concerns; it is an issue on which the Give us the Night campaign has been vocal. The Government has a duty to strike a correct balance between individual freedoms and the proper regulation of the industry.

Proper planning is required, including in the area of opening hours. For example, taxi deregulation eliminated many of the queues for taxis faced by those leaving licensed premises late at night. The vast majority of those who go out late in the evening are clubbing or are, by nature, late socialisers. They go out to have a beer, listen to good music and dance. I am concerned that this group will be restricted by the 2.30 a.m. closing time. Perhaps a more sophisticated approach should be taken to closing times to ensure we do not unduly discriminate against those who wish to socialise, particularly after a hard working week.

The 1 a.m. closing rule for Sundays does not reflect the changed work environment. The large numbers working in the service and retail sectors such as cafes want to enjoy themselves as much as the rest of us. Sequential closing times of bars and nightclubs have been proposed. For obvious reasons, the alternative term - “staggered closing times” - is not considered the best use of words. Joking apart, an argument can be made for some form of sequential closing to ensure people leave premises at different times during the evening. This would relieve much of the pressure on public transport and fast food restaurants and could result in a reduction in the number of public order offences. In short, it would lead to a more orderly dispersal of people onto the streets.

…

There are other matters that could be addressed, namely, the advertising of alcohol. I concur with those who argue for a blanket ban on such advertising. We have a difficulty with alcohol in this country. As a result, it should not be promoted through the medium of sports events or advertisements which, to a certain degree, glamorise it. We should reconsider the position in respect of its advertising.

While we should consider the responsibilities of the users of alcohol, we should also examine those of publicans. There is an onus on them not to serve those who are clearly intoxicated. From my limited knowledge of the Temple Bar area in the centre of Dublin, I cannot but be of the view that many publicans are disregarding this aspect of the licensing legislation, in which it is stated people who are clearly intoxicated should not be served. I am not referring to those who might be tipsy or merry. I refer instead to the many people one sees on the streets of Dublin who were obviously visibly drunk when they were served alcohol in pubs. We should take greater action in respect of this matter.

Deputy David Stanton (FG): dstanton@eircom.net

Staggered closing times for pubs must be explored and encouraged. The alcohol advisory group has done much work in this regard.

Deputy Noel O’Flynn (FF): noel.oflynn@oireachtas.ie
I would like to see an end to the link between sporting events and alcohol. By continuing to link high-profile sporting events with alcohol, we are sending out the wrong message. The reality is that alcohol consumption severely inhibits people’s ability to compete. We must change out attitude to alcohol. Breaking the link between alcohol and sport would be a very positive step in the right direction. I urge all sporting organisations to seek sponsorship from business interests that are not involved in the alcohol industry. If they do so, they will be able to phase out sponsorship from alcohol companies. A number of larger sporting organisations have already commenced the process in this regard.

Deputy Bernard J. Durkan (FG) : bernard.durkan@oireachtas.ie

I am concerned about the activities of the zealots whose ambition it is to close everything down in the hope that this will solve all our problems. The latter will not prove to be the case. I am also concerned with regard to the developing trend of people holding house parties, the alcohol for which is sourced from supermarkets or off-licences. Those attending such events can engage in extremely heavy drinking and this often results in serious rows. The authorities have no control over parties of this nature and people can, unobserved and unsupervised, drink alcohol and take drugs.

Some public houses have been unduly blamed for creating problems. In the past, most well-run public houses had a cranky barman who would tell a customer to go home - either at the end of the night or beforehand - if he adjudged that the latter had enough drink taken. He might also ask whether the person intended to go home at all. In certain instances, the barman might ring the person’s home and alert “she who must be obeyed” as to the current whereabouts of the drinker. There were many aspects of local legislation in this regard which had a serious impact but which have gone by the wayside and been forgotten.

Deputy Joe Costello (Labour): 

The previous Minister emphasised extending the opening hours of public houses but the current Minister emphasises the reduction of the opening hours of off-licences. It is a case of one steps in and the other steps out; a shift in one direction is followed by shifts in other directions.

The provisions of this Bill are pragmatic and should have an impact in addressing the situation they are meant to address. They aim to resolve some of the public order issues that are related to the abuse of alcohol. However, it is seldom that legislation effects a significant improvement in matters of this nature. There is already much legislation relevant to this area that is not being implemented properly. Policing is haphazard and ad hoc and operates differently in different parts of the country, different counties and urban and rural areas. A certain flexibility exists in terms of Garda powers and this is an issue. For example, in County Mayo, for the offence of serving drink to minors, there is a high level of prosecution of owners of public houses and off-licences. In other areas prosecution for such offences hardly occurs. How robustly the legislation is implemented depends on the superintendent or chief superintendent in charge. This area could be addressed without new legislation.

…

We need to consider how alcoholic products are presented in supermarkets and convenience stores. If one goes into a regular supermarket, one will find that alcohol is stocked in the same aisle that contains soft drinks, such as Lucozade, Coca-Cola and Pepsi. A child who is looking for a soft drink has to go to the same aisle as those who are looking for alcohol. There is a lot to be said for separating both types of refreshment. A different type of clientele is attracted to each. If young people find alcoholic products juxtaposed with soft drinks, that will make it easier for them to approach such products, including hard liquor. I agree with the idea of outlawing the below-cost selling of alcohol and certain types of promotion of alcoholic products.

We have not really spoken about the sale of alcohol Bill, which will make certain provisions in respect of sponsorship and advertising by alcohol companies. It is of major importance that associations involved in sporting and other healthy activities distance themselves from tobacco and alcohol companies which have used despicable mechanisms to sell their products. While there is no relationship between the two categories of organisation, they are always linked as if one leads to the other.
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Deputy Terence Flanagan (FG): terence.flanagan@oireachtas.ie
Sequential closing times are not addressed at all in the Bill. We need to look at that, as the vast majority of public offences occur when people come onto the streets of our towns and cities at the same time. There is no evidence that early houses are causing these problems, rather it is our late pubs and nightclubs.

Minister of State at the Department of Enterprise, Trade and Employment (Deputy John McGuinness): john.mcguinness@oireachtas.ie 

The local authority should play an active role with the Garda, to ensure that some of the nuisance experienced in our towns, villages and cities can be eliminated. This legislation will not be the answer to everything. It will take a great deal of effort at local level to ensure that local government and other agencies play their part, with the Garda and in accordance with the legislation, to ensure that what is proposed happens.
Deputy Michael Creed (FG): michael.creed@oireachtas.ie
The real problem of anti-social behaviour stems from people pouring out of public houses and especially nightclubs at 2 a.m. or 3 a.m. looking for taxis and chippers. If one took the free market approach and abolished closing times, people would go home at various hours as it suited either their pocket or their obligation to get up for work the following day and so on. There might be some madness initially while such a proposal took root, but there is some merit in examining the proposition. The moral police will probably crucify me for making the suggestion, but we must acknowledge all the efforts made to date have only tinkered with the problem and not brought about a solution.

Minister for Justice, Equality and Law Reform (Deputy Dermot Ahern): dermot@dermotahern.ie
On the matter of staggered closing hours, I have heard the arguments and there is strong lobbying by night clubowners on the disgorging of large numbers of people onto the streets at the same time. In practice – I said as much to those I met – is it not the case that if one has staggered closing hours, people will leave the bar with normal opening hours, go to the bar with special exemption order and perhaps even go to the nightclub? Such persons will move from one place to the next. That would defeat the purpose in having staggered closing hours.
I read a report recently from the UK Local Government Association which examined the effects of the extension of drinking hours introduced in November 2005 in the United Kingdom. The report stated the Ministers who had promoted the legislation wanted to promote what was called a café culture in an effort to reduce the level of disorder following the calling of “last orders” when everyone emerged out onto the streets at closing time. The survey suggested that nearly one third of primary care trusts had reported an increase in the number of alcohol related incidents. Half of the police authorities had reported that the Act had merely resulted in incidents occurring later in the night. More than two thirds of health authorities believed they had to spend more as a result of alcohol related admissions in accident and emergency units.
Sir Simon Milton, chairman of the Local Government Association, said the new drink laws had no impact whatsoever on reducing the alcohol related violence that blighted towns and turned them into no-go areas on a Friday and Saturday night. The then Minister with responsibility for culture, Ms Tessa Jowell, said the reason they had moved to more flexible licensing hours was all the evidence that crime and disorder were at their peak at chucking-out time. Apparently, the report is now indicating the opposite is the case some two years after implementation. From what I have seen of it, the UK Department of Culture, Media and Sports states there is other research which suggests the overall figures for alcohol consumption are down. I do not believe, therefore, that there is an easy solution to this matter.
…

I referred to the staggering of closing times, which was mentioned in several contributions. The position is that this Bill contains no proposals to change rules covering the duration of special exemption orders. It will remain the case that special exemption orders expire at 2.30 a.m., or 1 a.m. on Sunday night and Monday morning.
…

With regard to special exemption orders, existing law currently provides that these may be extend to 2.30 a.m. on the following day and 1 a.m. on Sunday night and Monday morning. When 30 minutes drink-up time is added, it means that these premises normally close at 3 a.m. The District Court may, for stated reasons, grant orders for a shorter period, which it does. The Bill strengthens the public order ground on which the Garda may object to such orders and, in future, a CCTV system will be a requirement for all events to which the public have access.

…

Question put and agreed to.

Committee Stage ordered for Tuesday, 8 July 2008.

Now the link just contains:
 Deputy Beverley Flynn (FF): beverly.flynn@oireachtas.ie
My main point is that we should try to restrict the number of special exemptions given by the District Court in the first place. This would make it easier, certainly in towns, for gardaí to monitor the level of public disorder and number of premises people leave at a late hour. As is consistently pointed out in debates on this issue, the reason for having pubs and nightclubs close at different times is to prevent the patrons of all licensed premises converging on the streets at the same time. The special exemption orders should be reviewed on the basis that they negate this reason.

