AN INTEGRATED APPROACH TO THE SALE AND CONSUMPTION OF INTOXICATING LIQUOR: A

PROPOSAL

Current Government proposals (a) to extend or abolish the permitted hours

for the sale of alcoholic drinks, (b) to transfer liquor licensing from

magistrates to local councils and (c) to deal with binge

drinking have attracted comments from a wide variety of agencies and

individuals.  Many of these comments have been about dealing with the

physical, social, financial and health consequences of heavy drinking and,

therefore, they all miss the point.

There is no reason to accept the problems of drinking as a foregone

conclusion and to attempt, probably in vain, to deal with them reactively.

We have models of proactivity in problem-oriented policing and in the

national intelligence model which we can use to deal with the problem before

it occurs, and the combination of the above reforms offers a rare

opportunity to act more intelligently. Elements of the drinking issue can be

identified and planned for, in a way which deals with drinking before it

happens, whilst it happens and, where necessary, after it happens.

The national component of this is to take all the licensing provisions which

have grown incrementally since the Defence of the Realm Act in the First

World War ( clearly anachronistic, but proof of the long and fruitless

pursuit of the problem ) and to set the terms for the sale and consumption

of intoxicating liquor, including age restrictions, hours, and a permissory

framework for the next level, which is local strategic planning.

Anytown Council would have a framework within which they would define the

streets, areas and/or premises fit for leisure and recreation purposes

within an evening economy (or similar) strategy, dovetailed into a formal

Local Strategic Plan and Crime and Disorder Reduction Partnership work. This

could define the proportion of premises to be given over to such purposes,

linking with fire and other safety consideration for customer numbers and

governing (as in planning law) the proportion of premises for different

retail or trade purposes, or the proportion of employment within an area for

alcohol sales.

In such defined areas there would be a clearly defined partnership between

(a) licensees and their staff; (b) other agents of social control such as

council street wardens, etc., and (c) the policing family. Licensees and

their staff would be qualified, as is beginning to happen with door staff,

but to higher levels (NVQ?) with defined competencies for managerial staff

who carry licensees’ responsibilities. They would include skills in handling

people and interventions, from stop and search at entry through to the

proper use of different lighting and mood music to defuse tension.

Intelligence would be shared with council and police staff on troublemakers

and banned individuals. The routes and habits of drinking in an area would

be the subject of proper analysis; one pub is very often a start point for a

drinking ‘circuit’ and that knowledge improves intervention skills too. Many

of these skills and techniques would have a good controlling influence on

drug use and other matters such as the possession of offensive weapons, let

alone the moderation of any attempted criminal influence over licensees, or

running illegal substances through control of taxi firms, etc.

During drinking times, the supply and price of drinks merits control. Happy

hours have become markedly abused and could be built into the local plan

for their duration and for a proportionate cost for the drinks, set by

reference to a local tariff or customary sale price. This would avoid an

illegal cartel or price fixing. The strategy would also be able to prescribe

the proportion of vertical drinking spaces in some way, leaving parts of

the licensing trade open for the enjoyment of the older, slower or family

customer. This would be the most delicate part of the balance, frankly, to

avoid excessive restraint of trade.

When the drinking ends is traditionally the worst time. There has been

research over the last twenty years, however, showing how the structure and

use of the environment around licensed drinking areas can be modified to

become (in part at least) problem-solving, not a cause of additional

problems. Many people, on leaving a pub or club, want a toilet, but rarely

find one, with offensive consequences. Many people want food, often fast

food, to round off the evening (or morning) and such premises or vehicles

are not presently integrated into the pattern of drinking and going home.

Litter is dropped everywhere and fights occur over queues or imagined

slights. A strategic approach would recognise these needs and provide for

them in well marked, brightly lit and supervised areas which would provide

guidance and incentives towards good behaviour, principally by making it

simply the easiest and most natural behaviour. The supervision would be

partly by the partnership above, but include CCTV, for which the lighting

would also be helpful. Best practice and existing knowledge would aim to

make this all preventative, not merely a detective tool after seemingly

inevitable problems.

Transport home is the final phase. Buses and trains, including local light

transit systems, commonly stop too early and the only viable mode of travel

may be the taxi, after what may be inordinately long or disorganised

queuing. Virtually every council in the country restricts the number of

taxis and the midnight scenario is of a struggle to get transport, followed

by a flying trip home for the taxi, within a monopoly trade but effectively

paid by the antiquated piece rate, to dash back into town for another

party to go home. Supply and demand would be better matched to reduce crime

and disorder. It is even possible to fit CCTV with remote transmission in

cabs to reduce racism to minority ethnic drivers, aggression or fare

evasion.

Finally the hospitals would need to be linked into an intelligence system

because of the human debris which ends up there, sometimes spoiling to

continue a fight interrupted. In any event, the National Health Service has

a larger role to play in terms of alcohol habits, both preventively and in

the consequences.

Issues of costs - who pays for what and why - will need to be

considered elsewhere.

Little of this is rocket science and many of the skills and techniques

described are already fact or well researched somewhere. All we lack is the

strategic integration, to keep our young people, including young front line

police officers, from harm. Seize the opportunity now.
