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Welcome  

• Welcome to all, and special 

welcome to Honourable 

Members of Parliament and 

Ministers. 

• Welcome to Mayors, 

Councillors and other noted 

guests. 

• Acknowledgement of Country 
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 The research by the  F.A.R.E. has now put the 

total economic impact of alcohol misuse at $36 

billion per which is over double 2005 

estimates. This comprises $24.7 billion in 

tangible costs, which include out-of-pocket 

expenses, forgone wages or productivity and 

hospital and childcare protection costs. There 

are a further $11.6 billion in intangible costs, 

which includes lost quality of life from 

someone else's drinking...   

Australian Education and Rehabilitation Foundation - Range and Magnitude of 

Alcohol’s Harm to Others August 2010 

 



ORIGINS 
After opposing the lowering of the drinking age in 

the late 1960’s, our movement launched a 

campaign in 1988 to raise the drinking age back 

to 21. 

 This project ‘21 Be There’ was relaunched in 

2009 in very famous Hotel in Collingwood, 

Melbourne. The small gathering of 8 people 

discussed the need to revisit the Minimum 

Drinking Age issue. That night a small petition 

was started.  

The very first person to sign that petition was 

Head Bar Keep of Choppers Pub! 

  

 



Some Narrative  
People are talking, I keep encountering… 

1) Bar Tenders -  Talking to a young adult bar tender 

at a large inner city Melbourne pub about the 

drinking age issue and he forcefully communicated 

that he was over ‘young pissheads coming in 

stuffing it for all the other patrons’. 

2) Herald Sun Journalist researching recent article on 

under 21’s not drinking, Interviewed owner of four 

of the largest ‘night club’ venues in Melbourne 

about raising the drinking age. He said 21 was a 

worthwhile idea and though not believing it would 

have instant impact, he believed it would bring 

change for the coming generations. 
 

 



What today isn’t about! 

Today isn’t merely data 

sharing. 

Today isn’t about promoting a 

‘one dimensional’ legislative 

solution to a complex problem. 

Today isn’t just a sit and listen 

event. 
 

 



What we aim to do! 
Today is about starting a national 

‘conversation’ 

Today is much more than telling stories of 

concern, it is about inviting you and the 

Australian communities to look with us at 

the evidence based science around this 

issue and the attending concerns that 

accompany it. Today we are going to hear 

from just two prominent people on this 

evidence and the call for us all to seriously 

enter the conversation for change. 



Introduction to  

Shane Varcoe 
WWW.21BETHERE.ORG.AU 





                Warnings don’t count when… 

o My home is like world war III./Parents don’t care 

o Risk is a ‘myth’, nothing will happen but good 
times! Besides Youtube hits + Facebook rep = less 
risk!  (Classic sucker punch) 

o Peer Pressure is screaming at me and I really need 
to fit in – I got to belong – this is the only scene? 

o My emotional/relational pain is too strong and       
‘the junk’ will make it go away, if only for a while. 

o My life doesn’t count anyway – There’s only now! 
Better to burn out than just fade away – At least 
you get noticed when you’re ‘partying’ to burn out, 
no one notices someone who just fades away. 



So why don’t we listen to warnings? 

What’s making us this careless? 

• Normalisation messages 

• Consensus seduction 

• Consensus intimidation 

• Risk is manageable 

• Damage is repairable 

• Friends affirm its ok to use 

• Hedonistic nihilism 
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Over 4 million Australian adults 

admit to drinking to get drunk, 

with over 60% of Gen Y 

drinkers engaging in such risky 

drinking behaviour… There are 

more than 70,000 Australians 

who are victims of alcohol 

related assaults each year.   
 

Annual Alcohol Poll: Community Attitudes and Behaviours FARE 2010 

 



Drinking cultures and social 

occasions – public holidays  
Young people  

• People aged 25 and under are most likely to experience 

acute intoxication and assault related to alcohol on New 

Year’s Eve, Australia Day and ANZAC Day and Queen’s 

Birthday, in that order.  

• On Australia Day, ambulance attendances for intoxicated 

young people more than double, compared to the average.  

• Australia Day also heralds a 50 per cent increase of 

intoxicated young people presenting to Melbourne’s 

emergency departments, while there is a 200 per cent rise in 

young people treated for injuries due to assaults.  

• On ANZAC Day, ambulance attendances due to alcohol 

intoxication and emergency department presentations for 

assault increase by around 50 per cent.  



Must change culture not drinking age! 

Education not legislation is the answer! 

Whilst we agree wholeheartedly with the first idea of 

changing culture, we also agree that ‘education’ is 

key. However, it is important to note that legislation 

is a key element in both processes. 

We need to change attitudes - to do that you need to 

educate in the cognitive and affective domains – we 

must talk more about character, maturity and ethics 

than just ‘warning’ based data. However, when we 

introduce the judicial education domain (legislation) 

it helps complete the transition into wiser, safer and 

most definitely less addled brain matter 

We hear said… 





This is the ‘elephant in the room’ – the 

key education arena that culture avoids.

Arena 

One 



“Between stimulus and 

response is the greatest 

power – the power to 

choose!” 
Steven Covey, Author Seven Habits of Highly Effective People 

Ah, but what is influencing your 

choice, are you aware? If you 

are, you can influence it, if not, 

you are easily manipulated. 
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Big bucks to push booze! 

“$130 million is the annual 

spend on alcohol industry 

advertising in Australia…  

 $90 million annual alcohol 

sponsorship of sport in 

Australia. 
 ‘Community Hangover’ Seminars Nathan Hawkins, Director ADRA 

(Ph D Candidate University Newcastle) AHA Conference Aug 2012 



Kid’s Don’t Get it! 
Responses to an on-line “Alcohol Ads and You” survey by more than 2,300 

children and young people in the UK and Wales, show that overall, under 18’s 

are not fully aware that some forms of ‘below the line’ alcohol promotion are in 

fact advertising the use of alcohol. For example, 

• Only 48.6% recognised that joining a Facebook group for an 

alcohol product was marketing alcohol 

• Only 50.4% recognised sponsorship of sports team shirts as 

alcohol marketing (note: young people who own alcohol 

merchandise such as T-shirts and baseball caps are 1.5 times 

more likely to try drinking alcohol than those who don’t) 

• Only 48.3% recognised a festival named after a product as 

alcohol marketing 

• Only 51% recognised a piece of alcohol product merchandise 

as alcohol marketing 

• Only 43.4% recognised brand ambassadors (people paid to 

promote brands at events) as alcohol marketing  
 



Impact of Alcohol Advertising and Media 

Exposure on Adolescent Alcohol Use: A 

Systematic Review of Longitudinal Studies.  

A thorough review of worldwide longitudinal research has 

concluded that exposure to alcohol marketing: 

• Reduces the age at which young 

people start to drink, 

• Increases the likelihood they will 

drink and 

• Increases the amount of alcohol 

they will consume once they have 

started to drink.   Anderson P, deBruin A, Angus K, Gordon R, 

and Hastings G.  



Permissive Norms and Young Adults' Alcohol and Marijuana Use: The 

Role of Online Communities 
Journal of Studies on Alcohol & Other Drugs:  Volume 73, 2012  Issue 6: 

November 2012 

A 3500+ young adult in the USA study found that… 

• Alcohol use was associated with more 

alcohol content online. Anticipated regret 

and online peer support were associated 

with less alcohol use. Anticipated regret was 

negatively associated with marijuana use. 

Peer AOD use was positively associated 

with both alcohol and marijuana use.  

• Conclusions: Peers play an important 

role in young adult alcohol and 

marijuana use, whether online or in 

person.  



Are YOU adding to demand or 

reducing it? Making the justice call! 



STORMY WITH A 

CHANCE OF 

MEATBALLS – one 

mothers story 

Modelling, who’s 

modelling????? 



So what are we teaching? 

Medicating &  Alleviating? 
Relentless Pain: Michelle’s story: sexual abuse + 

emotional pain + no supports + negative peer pressure + drugs 

= Hell on a stick! 

However, more and more AOD use is not about pain 

management, it is about… 

Relational Poverty: We are the most ‘connected’ 

generation, but real engagement and authentic non-sexual 

intimacy is disappearing (87% of year 10 students said the thing that 

would be most useful to help prevent them getting involved in destructive 

behaviours was the involvement of a significant other) 

Residing absurdity: Helen Keller: Blind and deaf 

from birth had no way to learn at this stage… her behaviour 

was feral – parents wanted her institutionalised. 



Paul Williams, of Griffith University says yes. 

Writing for QLD Newspaper he wrote that 

Aussies are basically self–medicating. He said 

“It's the Australian way to turn to 

alcohol in times of stress. And for 

the two million "at risk" drinkers in 

Australia today, it is indeed the 

preferred method of stress 

management.”  



  “Young people have a particular 

vulnerability to the failure of the 

modern Western Culture to do 

well what cultures are 

supposed to do: provide webs 

of meaning that shape the 

way people see the world, 

locate themselves within it 

and behave in it.” 
 excerpt from “Well & Good: morality, meaning and happiness” – Richard Eckersley 



To cope with the 

hassles, grief, boredom 

and disappointments of 

life – there are good 

and bad ways. Drugs 

might make you ‘feel’ 

better, but you’re only 

getting worse. We need 

to learn healthy ways to 

manage and resist, we 

need...  



 is… To Build Resiliency             
  

“Managing complex issues of 

difficulty, duress, trauma or 

disappointment with well developed 

problem solving skills – persistence 

of will – founded on HOPE.” 

Hope is not only the positive expectation of 

good, but the reasonable grounds for it. 

What are your ‘Reasonable Grounds’? 





Meaning

Family

Education

Community

Key Elements of 

Resiliency 

Boredom and Meaning 



Arena 

Two 







…

are we having fun yet? 



• Alcohol stimulates the release of Dopamine – so you feel 

‘good’ quicker. Also messes with GABA hormones which 

monitor behaviour and manage impulse control and you 

can ‘drop your moral guard’ – it ‘takes the social mask 

off’ and reveals what’s really going on underneath. 

• Alcohol impacts the frontal lobe of the brain, affecting 

memory, decision-making, planning and coordination. 

Everything becomes about ‘now’ and regard for later 

goes out the window! 

• This also can facilitate a behavioural regression, like the 

following…. 

../../../../../../_videoclips/How Alcohol Impacts Your Body.wmv
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• Men have an enzyme in their stomach that breaks down 

alcohol faster. Women have a lot less of this enzyme, 

therefore women can’t ‘hold their booze’ as well as guys. 

• Women’s body mass influences how quickly or how much 

alcohol affects them. 

• Testosterone levels don’t change much in men when they 

drink a lot. If there is any change in levels it is usually down. 

However when women drink, testosterone levels can 

increase up to 3 times. Testosterone will add to a) aggression 

and b) sex drive… These are the key elements of ‘flirting’.  



Alcohol as a Gateway Drug: A 

Study of US 12th Graders   
Results from the Guttman scale indicated that 

alcohol represented the “gateway” drug, 

leading to the use of tobacco, marijuana, and 

other illicit substances. Moreover, students who 

used alcohol exhibited a significantly greater 

likelihood of using both licit and illicit drugs. 
Tristan Kirby MPH1, Adam E. Barry PhD2,* Article first published online: 19 JUN 2012 

http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/j.1746-1561.2012.00712.x/abstract  

I’ve never met a heroin addict yet who didn’t 

start with alcohol and then cannabis!”  
Judge Roger Dive of Paramatta Drug Court 

 

http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/j.1746-1561.2012.00712.x/abstract
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/j.1746-1561.2012.00712.x/abstract
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/j.1746-1561.2012.00712.x/abstract


 Several emerging theories of addiction have described how abused substances 

exploit vulnerabilities in decision-making processes. These vulnerabilities have 

been proposed to result from pharmacologically corrupted neural mechanisms 

of normal brain valuation systems. High alcohol intake in rats during 

adolescence has been shown to increase risk preference, leading to suboptimal 

performance on a decision-making task when tested in adulthood…         

A history of adolescent alcohol use alters 

dopamine signalling to risk but not to reward. 

Thus, a corruption of cost encoding suggests that 

adolescent alcohol use leads to long-term 

changes in decision making by altering the 

valuation of risk. 
Risk preference following adolescent alcohol use is associated with corrupted 

encoding of costs but not rewards by mesolimbic dopamine 

http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3069180/pdf/pnas.201017732.pdf  

 

http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3069180/pdf/pnas.201017732.pdf
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! 
The driver had a blood alcohol level of .139, the 

other young men in the car had been drinking, and 

it looks like Ebony had been also.  

“We can’t blame anybody else – she 

knew better but after a bit of alcohol it 

all becomes fun,”  
Judge Frank Gucciardo said alcohol abuse had 

become an epidemic in Australia and attitudes towards 

its use had to change. "As a community we've let it 

go too far. It has to stop otherwise we're going to 

have tragedies like this all the time." 
http://knox-leader.whereilive.com.au/news/story/ebony-dunsworths-dad-pleads-with-kids-to-be-safe/  
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EARLIER YOU START, THE GREATER THE RISK! 

www.greaterrisk.com  

http://www.greaterrisk.com/
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Judicial Education – 
Demand reduction 

supporting legislation is 

the last key piece to 

facilitating culture shift. 



‘ ’

“Permissibility, accessibility and 

availability all increase consumption.” D.I. 

The permissibility transaction! 

In attempting to be either ‘palatable’ or 

‘pragmatic’ we move through… 

Objection/Concern        Tolerance 

Acceptance/normalisation   

Entitlement  Necessity       

Cultural intractability (‘It’s the Aussie way Ain’t it?) 





“Human Beings are qualified for liberty 

in exact proportion to their disposition 

to put moral chains upon their own 

appetites... Society cannot exist, unless 

a controlling power upon will and 

appetite be placed somewhere; and the 

less of it there is within, the more there 

must be without.  It is ordained in the 

eternal constitution of things, that men 

of intemperate minds cannot be 

free.  Their passions forge their 

fetters.”       

 Sir Edmund Burke  



“I think South 

Australia is ready 

for this!” 
Brad Crouch – Adelaide Advertiser 

 
(After interview with our team and hearing the 

evidence) 



Introduction to  

Professor  John Toumbourou 
WWW.21BETHERE.ORG.AU 





CRICOS Provider Code: 00113B 

ADELAIDE FORUM  
IS IT TIME TO RAISE 

THE DRINKING AGE TO 21? 

Professor John W.Toumbourou, PhD 

Chair in Health Psychology, Deakin University 
Honourary Research Fellow, Centre for Adolescent Health, Murdoch 

Children’s Research Institute, 

 

Chief Executive Officer, Communities That Care Ltd., 

Royal Children’s Hospital, Melbourne Australia 

Professor John W. Toumbourou, PhD 
Chair in Health Psychology, Deakin University 



Why is an academic 

supporting this change?  



The International Youth 

Development Study 





 
1. Establish which areas of the large prevention science 

investment in the U.S. may be relevant in Australia 
 

2. Compare rates of health & behaviour outcomes in 
Washington State and Victoria – in particular substance 
use, antisocial behaviour and mental health 
 

3. Compare the longitudinal influence of a range of risk & 
protective factors -  in particular how families, schools, 
communities and peer groups influence young people's 
behaviour  
 

4. Compare the developmental impact of alcohol and drug 
policies that emphasise abstinence or harm 
minimisation in the two states 

 
Data collection funded by the National Institute on Drug 
Abuse (NIH) R01-DA012140-05 

 

Original Aims 



Student Recruitment – Wave 1 in 2002 

 
State representative cohorts in Grade 5, 7 & 9  

3859 3949 Eligible sample (N) 

2885 2884 Final sample (N)      

74.8 73.0 Participation rate (%) 

Washington (WA) Victoria (VIC) 

Retention W3 (2004) = 98% 



Lifetime Alcohol Use 
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Victorian IYDS and USA Monitoring the Future: 
High school graduates substance use past 30 days 

Variable Victoria IYDS 2010/ 11 USA MTF 2011 

   

Age 19 to 20 N= 609  

Alcohol 86.2% (83.5 - 88.9%)   52.3% 

Cigarettes 34.3% (30.6 – 38.1%)   18.5% 

Marijuana  17.2% (13.8 – 20.6%) 20.4% 

Other illicits *  10.1% (  7.8 -  12.5%)    8.0% 

   

Age 21 to 22  N= 678  

Alcohol 84.9% (81.3 - 88.6%)   69.3% 
Cigarettes 33.0% (29.1 – 36.9%)   23.3% 
Marijuana  17.1% (14.0 – 20.2%) 21.9% 
Other illicits * 12.8% ( 9.8 -  15.8%)    8.8% 
   

Age 23 to 24  N= 271  

Alcohol 88.1% (84.2 - 92.2%)   75.5% 

Cigarettes 31.7% (26.2 – 37.3%)   22.0% 

Marijuana  12.9% (  9.4 – 16.4%) 18.1% 

Other illicits * 15.1% (10.9 - 19.3%)    9.9% 

 

* Other illicits =  LSD or other psychedelics; cocaine or crack; volatile substances; 

stimulants; ecstasy; heroin; other illegal drugs.   



AUDIT 
1.    How often do you have a drink containing alcohol?  

 Never (0) to 4 or more times a week (4) 

2.   How many drinks do you have on a typical day when you drink?  

 1 or 2 (0)  to 10 or more (4) 

3.   How often do you have 6 or more drinks on one occasion?  

4.   How often during the last year have you found that you are unable to stop 

drinking once you had started?  

5.   How often during the last year have you failed to do what was expected 

from you because of drinking?  

6.   How often during the last year have you needed a drink in the morning to 

get yourself going after a heavy drinking session?  

7.   How often during the last year have you had a feeling of guilt or remorse 

after a drink?  

8.   How often during the last year have you been unable to remember what 

happened the night before because you  had been drinking?  

 Never (0)  to Daily or almost daily (4) 

9.   Have you or someone else been injured as a result of your drinking?  

10. Has a relative, a friend, or a doctor or other health worker been concerned 

about your drinking or suggested that you cut down on your drinking?  

 No (0) Yes, during the last year (4) 



AUDIT scores histogram         N = 2,085 
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All           = 42.6%, (95CI 40.1 – 45.1%)  

Males     = 50.5%   (95CI 47.1 – 53.9%) 

Females = 35.8%  (95CI 32.4 – 39.2%) 



Is there any debate that 

youth alcohol use is a 

problem?  



Would raising the 

drinking age reduce 

youth alcohol problems?  



Shults R. A, Elder R. W., Sleet DA, et al., 2001, American Journal of 

Preventive Medicine.  Figure 3.  

Australia 

Canada 



Binge Drinking 

Monitoring The Future, 2003 

From the early 1980s 

age 21 was introduced 

in all US states. Binge 

drinking declined ten 

percentage points 

(down 25%). During 

this same period binge 

drinking increased in 

Australia, UK, and Nth 

Europe, moving down 

into younger ages.  



Is it feasible?  



6. The appropriateness of the current legal age for 

consumption of alcohol  



Reasons for raising the 

minimum drinking age 
 rising rates of youth violent offending and alcohol 

related-harm 

 evidence that in the early twenties the brain is still 

developing and therefore vulnerable to damage 

through common patterns of youth alcohol use  

 solutions such as taxation and regulation are not 

included in any major political party platform 

 support for this policy change has increased to 

50.2% of Australians 



Is it feasible?  

 South Australia  

 scientific evidence that in the early twenties the 

brain is still developing and therefore vulnerable to 

damage through common patterns of youth alcohol 

use  

 solutions such as taxation and regulation are not 

included in any major political party platform 

 support for this policy change has increased to 

50.2% of Australians 



Building a case for minimum 

drinking age reform 

 the problem is sufficient to warrant 

“politically led” cultural change 

 legislative change has evidence that it would 

significantly impact the problem 

 legislative change would address underlying 

influences that are driving harmful youth 

alcohol use 



Is youth alcohol use a 

problem?  



increasing the drinking 

age is not the only thing 

we need to change    



but what ever else we 

need to raise the 

drinking age 





Forum Feedback: 

The Conversation 
Possible strategies/tactics for implementation 

• Probationary drinking period – I.e. the ‘right’ to drink must be 

considered with other’s rights to public safety. 18 yo’s have P 

Plate restrictions, currently have zero BAC to drive until 21 

possibly use similar ‘tiered’ system to permit alcohol 

purchase/consumption and where. 

• More aggressive ‘demand-reduction’ strategies - Comments on 

the need to have Campaign like anti-tobacco lobby did i.e. Quit 

campaign 

• Make the economic argument stronger about the benefits of 

MLDA21 

• The idea of incentive based road funding from federal 

government for States to take up  

• MLDA legislation as was done in USA. 

 



Comments and feedback on current data from 

Discussion time 

• Onset of Drinking: The onset of drinking is a key issues - The 

evidence reveals that the later the onset of drinking reduces 

risk (percentage wise) of lifelong alcohol issues 

• Family Influence: Families are very important – 10 years 

study showed young people who are eat dinner with their 

parents were 50% less likely to have alcohol and other drug 

issues – suggest a collection of data/Stats on non-drinking 

families – Comments of the Influence/modelling of alcohol 

use/non-use by families is a key issue – comments on the 

impact of families break down on alcohol use.  

• The need to have a safety net in place 

•  ‘Baby boomers’ could be recruited to support MLDA21 to 

reduce health care expenses from alcohol issues as much 

funding for health care for the aging is diverted to health harms 

done by alcohol misuse with the 16-24 demographic. 

 



• FASD Issue: FASD/Binge drinking teenage 

girls-issues affecting babies for life. Evidence 

supports the fact that young girls drink more as 

boys encourage them to increase change of 

sexual encounter. Reference to Isabella’s list 

regarding this issue and women’s health - More 

information/research be done on the potential 

impact of the drinking laws on FASD 

• Concerns that the current education process for 

young people isn’t helpful i.e. ‘How to use 

alcohol and other drugs safely’ message is 

pushed in schools but consuming alcohol and 

drugs is NOT safe 

 



• Seems that people are ready to consider 

options to tackle the alcohol issues/damage 

• Comments on use of Secondary Supply Laws 

to minors/young people (more evaluation of 

this) Also suggestion from floor to look at 

DRAM shop laws in USA (This law holds the 

seller of the alcohol liable for the damages 

done by the intoxicated person to both 

property and livelihood) 

• Concern about the often not considered 

impacts of the drinkers behaviour on others 

and public safety, known as ‘Passive drinking’. 

 



Engaging the  wider community in 

conversation 

• Comments from the floor stating we need the 

‘voice’ of youth hard. Good to have young 

champions (non-drinkers) 

• Youth forums are already being planned by 

21 Be There Consortium. 

Possible objections/blocks to this initiative 

• Restricting alcohol to 18 year olds people 

who can vote/fight in war etc is a political 

problem that will have to be overcome. 

• If the 21 age is implemented, what will stop 

18 year olds drinking – panel address that 

issue. 
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Immediate Steps 
Complete the sign up/follow up sheet 

being circulated if you want to 

continue to be part of the 

conversation and receive 

updates/invites 

Take the Petitions and DVD’s and 

engage with you networks 

Visit the website and follow us on 

twitter and  Facebook  

www.21bethere.org.au 

http://www.21bethere.org.au/



