The Ministry of Social Development’s submission to the Youth Parliament Social Services Select Committee - 6 July 2010

“Inquiry into how young people can be supported to be safe with alcohol”

Key points:

· In supporting young people to be safe with alcohol we need to work towards changing the drinking culture within New Zealand. Culture, as a way of life, is a primary and fundamental influence that shapes how we learn to drink, our drinking behaviours, and our attitudes towards drinking. In New Zealand culture, alcohol is a fundamental part of recreation and leisure, celebrations and events.
· Compared to most other countries, New Zealand has a very high proportion of alcohol users. Young adults (aged 18 to 24 years old) are the heaviest drinkers and most likely to engage in risky drinking such as binge drinking and becoming intoxicated.
· MSD support the moves that discourage and reduce the consumption of alcohol by teenagers. We favour the following:

· raising prices or introducing minimum prices as a means of reducing consumption, particularly amongst young people

· increasing controls in liquor advertising

· increasing controls in or banning products that are targeted at, or particularly attractive to young people, such as Ready To Drinks (RTDs)
· limiting the availability of alcohol, including reduction in the number of outlets and controls on the hours of sale

· strengthening enforcement, especially around liquor licensing and drink driving
· providing young people with opportunities to have greater control over what happens to them, through seeking their advice, participation and engagement.
· MSD also supports the Law Commission’s position on raising the purchase age to 20 years old. Evidence indicates that raising the purchase age is likely to have a positive impact on the level of alcohol-related harm, through increasing the age at which people start drinking and reducing the amount they consume in their youth.
· The 2007-08 ALAC monitor report classed 24 percent of New Zealand’s young people aged 12-17 as binge drinkers. This research also found that almost two-thirds of the respondents who had got drunk on their last drinking occasion stated that they had planned to get drunk.

· There is a long tail of young people who are drinking earlier. This is a concern, given alcohols toxicity and the research that shows that its effect on the developing brain can be significant and lasting. We acknowledge that there needs to be a targeted response to under-age drinkers.
· Most young people are introduced to alcohol at home by family and friends. There has been extensive research on the role of parents in influencing young peoples drinking behaviours. Key influences have been identified as parenting practices, parents’ own drinking behaviour and family conflict. Often these factors work together as influences.

· Within the broad range of influences, many people experience specific triggers that prompt the desire to drink. Some examples of these are :

· Emotional issues and personal state of mind

· Social situations

· Availability and proximity of alcohol

· Alcohol advertising

· The price of alcohol

· In addressing the issues an inter-sectoral response is likely to be most effective, with central government, local government and non-government organisations working together. We would also be interested in and support services that are designed and developed by young people for young people. The responsibility in creating a healthier environment is shared among us all.
