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CALL FOR MANDATORY TRAINING FOR ALL OFF-LICENCE STAFF
Mandatory Staff Training Programme imperative says National Off-Licence Association
Jim McCabe was addressing delegates at the Responsible Trading in the Community (RTC) seminar in Dublin today, 16th October, the Association’s own training programme for staff, which has been in operation since 2004.

Delegates discussed the routine problems encountered by checkout and counter staff, that make the work of those in this industry increasingly more difficult. 

Jim McCabe said: “Staff in off-licences and mixed retail stores are routinely confronted with difficulties in terms of threats from customers who are refused service; trying to ascertain the ages of customers; secondary purchasing; customer aggression from people who are intoxicated and, indeed, sometimes those who are not and impatience from other customers who are delayed while staff deal with refusals.  
“Therefore, when you are dealing with difficulties at this level, it is vital that all those engaged in selling alcohol must have a precise knowledge of the liquor licensing laws and must be capable of dealing with situations where customers must be refused service, either on grounds of age, suspected secondary purchasing, intoxication or potential anti-social behaviour. 
“In order to be competent in these areas, a nationwide mandatory training and accreditation programme is essential.
“The selling of alcohol carries with it a significant level of responsibility and, in the absence of a mandatory training scheme, it is important to ensure that all staff are fully aware of their responsibilities.  Selling alcohol and making a decision to refuse a customer alcohol is a far cry from selling milk, sweets or bread and needs to be treated as such. There is no room for error when it comes to alcohol,” said Jim McCabe.
“The problems faced by staff highlight the seriousness of the situation and the need for generating more awareness amongst the general public about liquor licensing laws and the creation of an environment in which the public should automatically produce ID when making alcohol purchases.” 
According to Jim McCabe, training courses, such as the existing RTC, are very important to staff in preventing sales to underage customers, as staff learn to identify warning signs and deal appropriately with problem situations.

“In a market where the problem of alcohol abuse is repeatedly highlighted, we are playing our 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 which all our 330 members must undertake as a requirement for membership.  The Responsible Trading in the Community scheme 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.  The scheme has been acknowledged both in Ireland and internationally as the most positive, proactive initiative to promote responsible retailing of alcohol and, as such, it is a ready-made blueprint for a nationwide training project.

“The National Off-Licence Association would welcome and support the establishment of a national training programme and we would be prepared to make our considerable expertise as specialist retailers available to it.  We would also be prepared to take on the training of non-members in order to bring them in-line with our standards,” stated Jim McCabe.

The Responsible Trading in the Community Scheme 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.
The RTC seminar 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 in premises
· Sergeant Greg Mekitarian, An Garda Siochana   


The role of An Garda Siochana & Community Relations Issues;  Working
together to improve cross-sectoral cooperation
· Mr. Darragh McElligott, Matheson Ormsby Prentice

           Legal, Legislative and Equality Issues 
· Richard Barry, NOffLA
Responsible Trading – A Practical Guide
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