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EDUCATION AND ENFORCEMENT KEY TO TACKLING UNDERAGE DRINKING IN IRELAND

Off-Licence Association frustrated over lack of progress

Educating young people from a very early age and a ‘zero tolerance’ approach to adults who make alcohol purchases for minors, are two of the areas that need to be tackled immediately, if Ireland is to stand any chance of dealing with the issue of underage drinking, according to the National Off Licence Association (NOffLA).

Jim McCabe, Chairman of NOffLA, said that despite numerous expert studies and recommendations in addition to repeated calls from interest groups, the law was not being strictly or consistently enforced and practical initiatives were not being implemented, on the ground.”
Mr McCabe was addressing NOffLA delegates at the Associations Responsible Trading in the Community seminar in Dublin today, 30th April, where a range of measures to deal with underage drinking were discussed. 
“There is no shortage of lip service being paid to the problem of underage drinking by those in power,” said Mr McCabe, “but how long do we have to wait for fundamental steps to be taken so that we can help abate the problem; steps such as the introduction of a mandatory ID card and the implementation of hefty fines and prosecutions for those who insist on purchasing alcohols for minors. 
“It may sound like a cliché, but it really is time for us all to take a zero tolerance approach to the issue and indeed, adopt a similar approach to those who insist on fuelling underage drinking, through secondary purchasing. 
“We all have a role to play and a multi-agency approach to the problem that uses joined-up-thinking across Government departments, law enforcers, health officials, the drinks industry and marketers must be taken. This collaborative approach is vital for agreeing and carrying out a range of measures that can only serve to improve a major problem in Irish society. 

“NOffLA is playing its part and our view is that we are responding to the problem proactively. We have put in place a training and self-regulating enforcement scheme for all of our 330 members, which means that premises are open to random, mystery spot checks and are obliged to adhere to a number of conditions in order to qualify for accreditation to the scheme,” said Mr McCabe.

The Responsible Trading in the Community Scheme (RTC) was established with the support of the Cider Industry Council, following high level discussions between the two groups, aimed at tackling the problem of underage drinking. 

To qualify for RTC Accreditation, members are required to satisfy a number of criteria which will be strictly enforced, including:  

· Completion of a comprehensive Induction Course which, not only covers legal and legislative issues, but deals with enforcement of ID requirements, liaison with  An Gardai and a study of the influences and possible solutions to underage drinking and alcohol abuse;

· An obligation to ensure that staff working in retail outlets are fully briefed on the law, on their responsibilities and on how to deal with attempts at underage or secondary purchasing;

· Training staff on “how to say NO to underage drinkers”;

· The participating outlets are obliged to prominently display materials, highlighting the relevant section of the law dealing with the sale of alcohol to the underaged, and the penalties and consequences of being found to be in breach of the law;

· Members are also obliged to participate in a self-policing initiative, which includes random spot checks ensuring compliance with the law.
NOffLA is the representative body for over 330 off-licences nationwide and participation in the RTC scheme will be a mandatory requirement for all members by the end of 2007.

The course was sponsored by the Cider Industry Council which, for almost 20 years, has pro-actively supported interest groups and has worked with key stakeholders in addressing the growing problem of underage drinking in Ireland. The Council has been instrumental in driving many initiatives and practical programmes in the area of research, education and training.  
The panel of expert speakers at the conference included; 
· Prof Mark Morgan, St Patrick’s College, Drumcondra


Preventing and tackling alcohol problems

· Inspector Derek Dillon An Garda Siochana   

Identifying fake ID’s; Working together to improve cross-sectoral cooperation

· Ms. Lorraine Compton, Matheson Ormsby & Prentice

           Legal, Legislative and Equality Issues 
· Richard Barry, NOffLA
An Off-Licence Perspective; why responsible trading is vital
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