Let’s briefly look at why our alcohol control policies are failing.

Test purchasing. An exercise heavily influenced by the drinks industry and allegedly designed to deter servers from selling to anyone under 18. Many more tests purchase operations are now carried out than three years ago, but to what effect? The server, usually a student or part-timer gets a £80 fine and possibly the sack. The bar owner or operator carries on. 

Test purchasing is a legitimate and well-intentioned exercise, but hardly informed. As more and more young people get their alcohol from corner shops and from home anyway, is it really making a difference? 

Server training. Where this happens, which is certainly not in every pub, the emphasis is on keeping the till straight, not pouring ‘mistakes’ (wastage), and in recent times on not serving anyone under-age or without proof of indentity. There’s usually very little or nothing about how to serve properly, what’s in a drink (alcohol content), customer care, taste, style, and don’t serve anyone who has had too much. Compare this, as I often do, to service in France or Germany, where your server knows about the products and knows her / his responsibilities.

Advertising. The simple fact is that if we multiplied the resources allocated to alcohol education in schools by 1000, it would still be dwarfed by the spending power of the big brewers. Little wonder then that so many young people choose the products that are marketed at them, and that they chose the drinking environment that is created by those only interested in increasing shareholder value. Interestingly, those same young people often speak knowledgeably and passionately about the environmental impact of food miles and of additives in food.

What we have is a dog’s breakfast of policies, pursued by people with little knowledge of what the real problems are and even less knowledge of alternative solutions. It’s essentially an exercise by grey suits in looking after yourself and hitting meaningless targets, that’s why there is so much resistance to change despite the obvious failure of the present arrangements.

So let’s just accept that it isn’t working and let’s do something different. We are sitting on a timebomb of alcohol-related ill health and public disorder, and it is ticking. 

