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The need for effective action against alcohol-related crime was highlighted at the Association
of Chief Police Officers’ (ACPO) liquor licensing conference in November 1998. Some are a s
have already begun to identify the need for a local alcohol strategy. 

This review draws on information from the academic, health and policing fields to explore the
links between alcohol and crime, and to suggest methods which might reduce alcohol-re l a t e d
crime and disord e r. No one single measure is likely to be enough but the potential value of
local partnerships in any strategy is underlined. This re p o rt will provide an evidence base that
should aid the development of such local policies and strategies.
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This review gathers together information from the academic, health and policing fields to
e x p l o re the links between alcohol and crime. It identifies recommendations to reduce alcohol-
related crime, and consequently, suggests methods which could reduce the level of policing
and other re s o u rces needed to deal with these offences. 

Alcohol and crime
A l c o h o l - related crime includes not only offences that are alcohol-specific such as drunk and
d i s o rderly or offences against the licensing laws but covers a continuum of offences which
involve alcohol to a greater or lesser degree. Alcohol can be a disinhibitor, can be used as
an excuse, or can result in crime because the individual has a drinking problem. Although
alcohol can cause crime, usually it is no more than associated with offending. 

D runkenness as a crime appears to cross all age boundaries but is associated mainly with the
young, particularly young males where the offence involves aggression. The link between
alcohol and aggression is not a simple one. Situational factors appear to play a strong ro l e
in alcohol-related aggressive acts which are in turn often influenced by the pro t a g a n i s t ’s
expectations of the outcome of a situation. 

A l c o h o l - related aggression often results in facial injury, with beer glasses used as weapons.
Men, particularly young men, are the most likely victims. However, there is also a strong link
between domestic violence where women are the victims, and alcohol. Men who drink heavily
a re more likely to physically abuse their partners. Consequently, women are more likely than
men to be injured in the home, while men are more likely to sustain injury near licensed
p re m i s e s .

Alcohol and aggression on licensed premises
Evidence suggests that controlling elements of the physical and social drinking enviro n m e n t
can reduce the potential for alcohol-related violence. For example, attractive and well-
maintained licensed premises have fewer violent incidents. Discounted alcoholic drink
p romotions and ‘happy hours’ should be avoided. Serving food tends to be associated with
fewer incidents of aggression. Staggered closing times can reduce the numbers of people on
the streets at the same time looking for transport and food. The social environment can be
influenced by expecting drinkers to behave in a socially acceptable way, by staff actively
discouraging any anti-social behaviour. Emphasis should be placed on the intoxication level
of patrons and avoiding selling alcohol to already intoxicated drinkers. Experienced door staff
can often recognise potentially aggressive individuals or groups and pre-empt incidents as a
re s u l t .

(v)
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The role of the criminal justice system and the licensed industry
The police, courts, probation service and the licensed industry all have a role in re d u c i n g
a l c o h o l - related crime. The police obviously enforce legislation but also have an educational
role. The custody suite is recognised increasingly for its appropriateness as a setting to divert
addicted offenders into treatment and as such has potential as a setting to deliver harm
minimisation messages to drunken detainees. The courts and probation service also serve as
points of diversion into treatment and education. Magistrates can apply conditions to licensed
p remises licences. Probation officers help to support and enforce treatment which is a
condition of sentence. The licensee also has an obligation to ensure legal re q u i rements are
met on their premises. The solution to tackling alcohol-related crime may not lie in the individual
roles of these agencies but through a partnership appro a c h .

What makes a successful alcohol-related crime reduction initiative ? 
The re p o rt reviews initiatives from both the UK and abroad. As in the drug arena, eff e c t i v e
i n t e rventions cannot focus solely on enforcement but must also include prevention and diversion
into treatment elements. The initiatives reviewed include work carried out by the pro b a t i o n
s e rvice, the police and in training both door and bar staff. Not all of these initiatives have
been successful, but those that have been have common elements. The most successful
initiatives are those that involve a partnership approach. These partnerships involve written
a g reements, establishment of ownership, adequate funding, active police involvement and an
understanding of the need for businesses to make a pro f i t .

Conclusion 
The re s e a rch points to no one single measure that will alleviate alcohol-related crime. The
i m p o rtance of the drinking culture cannot be under-estimated. Any alcohol educational
initiative must start from the premise that alcohol use is inherently social. As a result, why
people drink and their attitudes to drinking are as important as how and when they drink.
Attitudes towards alcohol can be changed successfully and drink-driving is an excellent
example of such an attitudinal change where through a combination of enforc e m e n t ,
education and moral persuasion, compliance was achieved over the longer term (Summer and
P a r k e r, 1995). A national alcohol strategy as proposed by the Department of Health could
draw together the public health, education and enforcement issues into one planned initiative
to reduce the physical, psychological and social harms related to alcohol consumption.

(vi)

Alcohol and Crime: Taking stock



F o re w o rd ( i i i )

A c k n o w l e d g e m e n t s ( i v )

Executive summary ( v )

List of tables ( i x )

List of boxes ( x )

1 . I n t ro d u c t i o n 1
Defining alcohol misuse 1
The importance of the alcohol consumption of young people 2
The importance of the social nature of alcohol 2
Scope of the re v i e w 3
S t ru c t u re of the re p o rt 3

2 . Alcohol and crime 4
Types of crime 4
D runkenness as a crime 6
Defining the link and the absence of official annual statistics 7
The link between alcohol and aggre s s i o n 8
The consequences of alcohol-related violence 9
S u m m a ry 9

3 . Alcohol and aggression on licensed pre m i s e s 1 1
The physical enviro n m e n t 1 2
The social enviro n m e n t 1 3
C o n t rolling the enviro n m e n t 1 3

4 . The role of the criminal justice system and the licensed industry 1 5
Licensing laws and other legislation 1 5
P roblems with the current licensing legislation 1 5
The role of the police 1 6
The role of the court s 1 9
The role of the probation serv i c e 2 0
The role of the licensee 2 1
S u m m a ry 2 1

(vii)

C o n t e n t s



5 . I n t e rventions 2 3
Initiatives to tackle alcohol-related crime 2 3
What makes a successful alcohol-related crime reduction initiative? 2 6

6 . C o n c l u s i o n s 2 9
The way forw a rd? 2 9
The need for a co-ordinated appro a c h 3 2

A n n e x 3 3

R e f e re n c e s 3 5

Related RDS Publications 4 5

(viii)

Alcohol and Crime: Taking stock



1 A functional model explaining the alcohol crime relationship 4
2 Persons found guilty or cautioned for offences of drunkenness by sex, 

England and Wa l e s 6

(ix)

List of tables



1 Alcohol and aggre s s i o n 1 0
2 Potential elements of good practice on licensed pre m i s e s 1 4
3 The role of the criminal justice system and the licensed industry 2 2
4 Key elements of successful alcohol-related crime reduction initiatives 2 8

(x)

Alcohol and Crime: Taking stock

List of boxes



INTRODUCTION

13



1

Alcohol is the most widely used drug in most countries in the world and has been described
as ‘Our Favourite Drug’ (RCP, 1986). Most people consume alcohol socially and moderately.
H o w e v e r, some people drink heavily with adverse physical and psychological consequences
(Marshall and Alam, 1997). Alcohol has also been linked to crime, accidents and other social
p roblems. It has been estimated that alcohol misuse contributes to 40% of violent crime
( R o b e rtson, 1990), 78% of assaults, and 88% of criminal damage cases (Alcohol Concern ,
1991). One in six cases presenting to the emergency services are thought to be alcohol-
related (Backhouse, 1986). Alcohol is also a contributory factor in many divorces, child abuse
cases and has been linked to domestic violence (Alcohol Concern, 1997). The economic
costs of alcohol to society in a single year are potentially enormous. Godfrey (1996)
calculated that alcohol misuse involved costs of £2.7 billion in 1992, approximately 0.5% of
G ross National Product. Evidence from abroad indicates that the costs of alcohol misuse are
between two percent and five percent of GNP (Alcohol Concern, 1999). 

The fact that alcohol is so widely used makes its control a very public and political debate.
The issue was brought to the fore f ront in November 1998 by the Association of Chief Police
O fficers’ (ACPO) liquor licensing conference, marking the first time that senior officers had
debated the issues nationally. The conference pointed to previous police concentration on dru g
issues leading to the exclusion of alcohol. This review aims to gather together information fro m
the academic, health and policing fields to explore the links between alcohol and crime; to
identify recommendations to reduce alcohol-related crime; and consequently, to suggest
methods which reduce the level of policing and other re s o u rces needed to deal with these
o ffences. 

Defining alcohol misuse
It is not always easy to define when excessive alcohol consumption becomes problematic for
the individual. Alcohol can be, and is used, moderately by the vast majority of people without
adverse side effects and in a socially acceptable way. The problems experienced as a re s u l t
of alcohol consumption can be mild, moderate or severe (Institute of Medicine, 1990) and the
manifestations of these problems can

…sometimes be primarily physical, sometimes social, sometimes psychological; most
often will be variable combinations of all of these. (Institute of Medicine, 1990)

The drinking population can be re p resented by a continuum ranging from those who drink
alcohol without problems, through those who drink with problems at a level which allows them
to function relatively norm a l l y, through to those who are dependent drinkers suff e r i n g
withdrawal symptoms. In between there are many shades of gre y. While, without doubt, crime

1 . I n t ro d u c t i o n
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can be associated with dependent problematic use of alcohol, many of the problems the
police deal with are not a result of dependent drinkers but are ord i n a ry drinkers who have
‘binged’ and cannot control their behaviour.

The importance of the alcohol consumption of young people
An understanding of the alcohol consumption of young people is vital to the alcohol and crime
debate. Alcohol is often the first psycho-active drug used by young people in the UK and can
be consumed legally from the age of five (Parker et al., 1998). The pro p o rtion of 11 to 15
year olds that do not drink alcohol has remained constant at around 40% in recent years
(Balding, 1997). However, those who drink are drinking larger amounts and more fre q u e n t l y.
This is accompanied by increased intoxication and binge drinking (Wright, 1999). A
longitudinal study of 14 to 16 year olds in the North West of England (Newcombe, Measham
and Parker, 1995) suggests that the choice of alcoholic beverage by young people is
susceptible to fashion, attracting them to the designer alcoholic drinks which have re c e n t l y
become a part of the market. While alcopops and other designer drinks have become
established as part of young people’s drinking culture, these drinks do not appear to have
replaced the traditional drinks – most still prefer cider or cheap lagers, presumably because
of cost factors (Wright, 1999). However, recent re s e a rch from the Health Education Authority
(1999) may point to this trend changing. The study found that among children aged 11 to 16
alcopops had been established as the most popular alcoholic drink. Drunkenness is not
uncommon among young people, with one study in Scotland re p o rting that half of the childre n
i n t e rviewed re p o rted at least one episode of being drunk (McKegney, 1996). The peak age
for being arrested for drunkenness is 18.

The use of alcohol by young people is also important because early use can be predictive of
deviant behaviour (Newcombe et al., 1995). Recreational drug use is becoming norm a l i s e d
within youth culture (Parker et al., 1998) and as a result young drinkers are more likely to be
in situations where drugs are off e red for sale (Measham et al., 1994). Studies have
highlighted the use of alcohol by young offenders. A Manchester study, for example, found
that regular young drinkers were much more likely (25%) to have a criminal re c o rd than those
who did not drink or only drank occasionally (6 to 7%) (Newcombe et al., 1995). Heather
(1981) found that 63% of Scottish young offenders in one institution were intoxicated at the
time of their offence, as were 80% of offenders found guilty of breaches of the peace and
88% guilty of causing criminal damage. The Audit Commission (1996) has expre s s e d
c o n c e rns that children not in school are more likely to consume alcohol than those in school
and estimates that 65% of school age offenders are excluded from school. However, often
young people’s drinking is highlighted not by criminal activity but by the fact that they drink in
public places, unsupervised, and as a result cause a public nuisance. 

The importance of the social nature of alcohol
Alcohol use is inextricably intertwined with modern social living and is a visible part of
e v e ryday life. Most young people have seen adult drinkers before they reach their teens
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( Wright, 1999) and often can distinguish alcoholic drinks by appearance and smell and
accurately describe the effects of drinking by the age of ten (Fossey, 1992). As a result, many
young people begin to drink as part of the normal socialisation process (Wright, 1999). One
ethnographic study (Gofton, 1990) described the changing nature of drinking cultures. The
re s e a rch identifies a move away from the high consumption, male-dominated working-class
c u l t u re to a binge-drinking culture, frequented by both males and females who drink mainly at
weekends and in groups. Consequently, as alcohol is so much a part of how society uses its
l e i s u re time, any potential strategy to minimise its harms must do so by educating the public
that alcohol is not bad per se, but that it can have negative consequences when misused.

Scope of the review 
While this review will discuss the relationship between alcohol dependency and crime, it will
also focus on the moderate but ‘binge’ drinkers who are most likely to come into contact with
the police for minor offences. There is a substantial literature about alcohol and crime, fro m
both the criminological and addiction fields. The scope of the review could not possibly give
an exhaustive account of all of the literature. Instead, it focuses on four key are a s :

● exploring the association between alcohol and crime;
● a l c o h o l - related aggression on licensed pre m i s e s ;
● the role of the criminal justice system and the licensed industry; and,
● potential methods of interv e n t i o n .

S t ru c t u re of the r e p o rt
The next section presents an overview of the association between alcohol and crime. The third
section focuses more specifically on the problems of policing licensed premises and adjacent
a reas, and is followed by a discussion of the role of the police, Forensic Medical Examiners,
the courts, the licensee and the probation service in dealing with alcohol misusing off e n d e r s .
The re p o rt then explores the potential avenues to filter dependent alcohol misusers into
t reatment and to provide public health messages, particularly to binge drinkers, and to police
licensed entertainment venues, which together could successfully reduce alcohol-related crime
and its associated costs.

Introduction
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The link between alcohol and crime has been explored extensively. Research suggests alcohol
is often consumed by offenders and victims prior to offences being committed, but there is little
evidence of its precise role (Shepherd, 1994). There is, however, much evidence of an
association between the use of alcohol and offending behaviour. For example, screening of
assault patients in accident and emergency departments has shown that between 65% and
80% were intoxicated at the time of the injury (Yates et al., 1987). Murders committed by
relatives and friends are particularly likely to be linked to the consumption of alcohol (Room,
1983). This section explores the types of crime associated with alcohol consumption,
examines the crime of drunkenness part i c u l a r l y, and explores the links between alcohol and
a g g re s s i o n .

Types of crime
Alcohol can be associated with a wide variety of crimes ranging from minor public ord e r
o ffences which are anti-social by nature, through traffic offences, minor assaults through to

2. Alcohol and crime

Table 1: A functional model explaining the alcohol crime relationship
( P u r s e r, 1995)

CATEGORY EXAMPLE

Offences which specifically
mention alcohol

● Drinking and driving
● Being incapable or disorderly in a public place

having consumed alcohol
● Being in contravention of occupational regulatory

law e.g. railway staf f

Offences against the Licensing Law ● Serving under-age drinkers
● Selling alcohol to under-age drinkers
● Serving people who are already intoxicated

Offences committed while under
the disinhibiting effects of alcohol
where alcohol has affected the
person’s self-control or judgement 

Offences resulting from an alcohol
problem where alcohol need not
have been consumed immediately
prior to the offence being
committed

● Where alcohol is used for ‘dutch courage’ 
e.g. a burglary

● To obtain money or goods where income has been
spent on alcohol

● Stealing alcohol to consume
● Stealing goods to sell to buy alcohol

Offences where alcohol is used as
an excuse

● An account given in court to explain away criminal
behaviour
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serious assaults and murd e r. The relationship is not simple. Purser (1995), in a paper pre s e n t e d
to the All Party Group on Alcohol Misuse, uses a functional model to describe patterns of
drinking and their association with diff e rent sorts of criminal activity (table 1). 

This model states that while alcohol is not always a causal factor in crime, it can both
contribute to and be associated with crime. Offences are distinguished by the role alcohol
plays in the offence. Alcohol can cause the crime to be committed (drink-driving or drunk and
d i s o rderly offences), can be a disinhibitor, can result in a pharmacological effect which alters
the individual behaviour, can be used as an excuse for crime or can result in crime because
the person is a dependent drinker. In addition there are offences which can be committed as
a result of who licensees sell alcohol to, for example if the drinker is underage or alre a d y
i n t o x i c a t e d .

The relationship between alcohol and crime is simplified by Hayes (1993) who divides
a l c o h o l - related crime into three broad are a s :

● causal re l a t i o n s h i p s ;
● c o n t r i b u t o ry relationships; and
● c o - e x i s t e n c e .

Causal re l a t i o n s h i p s include alcohol-defined offences (offences which were defined in law by
v i rtue of the use of alcohol alongside a behaviour which would otherwise be lawful, e.g.
d ru n k - i n - c h a rge of a child, drunk in a public place), alcohol-induced offences (offences which
occur because the offender has drunk alcohol, typically public disturbances and domestic
violence) and alcohol-inspired offences (offences committed to obtain alcohol, typically
shoplifting to obtain drink or goods to sell in exchange for drink).

C o n t r i b u t o ry re l a t i o n s h i p s include drinking for ‘dutch courage’ to facilitate an offence which
re q u i res an element of courage, alcohol acting as a trigger, or used as an excuse for off e n d i n g
b e h a v i o u r. 

C o - e x i s t e n c e w h e re offenders engage in two separate activities which have no re l a t i o n s h i p
with each other. For example, an offender may drink heavily in their private life but this may
have nothing to do with their criminal activity.

What is clear from the literature is that any link between alcohol and crime is multi-faceted.
Some studies have claimed a direct central nervous system/biochemical impact (Berry and
Brain, 1986), a disinhibition effect (Room and Collins, 1983), or the impact of situational
factors such as the drinking environment (Roman, 1981). Other studies have compare d
d i ff e rent alcohol dose levels and associated higher dose levels positively with aggre s s i v e
behaviour (Kelly et al. 1988). There is also evidence that the likelihood of aggre s s i v e
behaviour increases as blood alcohol level decreases (Giancola and Zeichner, 1995) and
following the consumption of spirits rather than beers (Murdoch and Phil, 1988). 

Alcohol and crime
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D runkenness as a crime 
Aspects of Crime and Drunkenness 1995 (Home Office, 1997) gives an indication of the
numbers of intoxicated people found guilty or cautioned for drunkenness. The re p o rt pro v i d e s
a count of those cautioned or found guilty of offences of simple dru n k e n n e s s1 or aggravated
d ru n k e n n e s s2. In 1995, 42,600 people were found guilty of, or cautioned for, offences of
d runkenness. This is a continuing decrease from the peak of 93,000 in 1981. While these
f i g u res do give a picture of drunkenness offending, they do not present the true extent of
d runkenness. The main reduction occurred in the Metropolitan Police area which had
i n t roduced a system of formal warnings in 1995, issuing 7,100 in that year which would not
be included in the 42,600. The re p o rt itself states that changes in the rates of offending are
likely to reflect changes or variations in police practice. Table 2 shows the numbers of people
found guilty or cautioned for drunkenness offences between 1985 and 1995. 

.
On the face of it, there would appear to be a massive drop in offences – a diff e rence of
32,726 offences (43%). However, the diff e rence lies mainly in the reduction of the number of
o ffenders found guilty of drunkenness between 1985 and 1995 (a decrease of 29,387, 90%
of the total drop in offences) not in the numbers being cautioned for the offence. The
d runkenness offence data also supports findings from other studies that point towards this
primarily being a ‘young’ problem, particularly it would seem for aggravated dru n k e n n e s s .

Alcohol and Crime: Taking stock

Table 2: Persons found guilty or cautioned for offences of drunkenness by sex,
England and Wa l e s

Year Found Guilty Cautioned Total Number found
Found Guilty Guilty or
or Cautioned Cautioned per

100,000
Population

1985 49,176 26,148 75,324 183
1986 38,413 29,154 67,567 163
1987 42,313 40,723 83,036 200
1988 45,261 48,630 93,891 226
1989 42,910 49,912 92,822 223
1990 37,838 48,554 86,392 207
1991 29,355 45,995 75,350 180
1992 23,813 44,957 68,770 164
1993 18,799 41,108 59,907 142
1994 20,196 37,694 57,890 137
1995 19,789 22,809 42,598 100

Source: Aspects of Drunkenness 1995, Home Office Crime and Criminal Justice Unit, 1997.

1Simple drunkenness: being drunk on a highway or other public place, whether a building or not, or any licensed premises; and
being drunk in a vehicle or when entering a designated sporting event.  
2Drunkenness with aggravation: offences under section 91 of the Criminal Justice Act.
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F i g u re 1 presents the number of warnings issued by the Metropolitan Police by age of off e n d e r
in 1995 both for simple and aggravated drunkenness. 

The numbers of drunkenness warnings issued rises rapidly from the under 18 age group to the
21 to 29 age group. Both simple and aggravated drunkenness peaks at the 30 to 59 year
age group and falls in the 60 plus group. The 30 to 59 age group is much larger than the
other age groups, so cannot be compared with them. However, it is worth noting that
aggravated drunkenness is as big a problem in the 21 to 29 age group as the 30 to 59 gro u p
but simple drunkenness is pro p o rtionally more of a problem in the older gro u p .

Defining the link and the absence of official annual statistics
T h e re is much anecdotal evidence of the link between alcohol and certain types of crimes.
H o w e v e r, there is no way of determining if various types of crime are actually alcohol-re l a t e d
as data are not collected systematically nationally. The collection of such data is made more
d i fficult because of the range of criminal offences involved (Purser, 1995). In addition, dru n k e n
o ffences are not currently notifable to the Home Office. Consequently, it is very difficult to
describe accurately the scale of the problem nationally. However, a recent Home Office study
(Bennett, 1998) has provided useful information about arrestees in police custody. The study
found that 25% tested positive for alcohol and that those arrested for alcohol/drug off e n c e s

Alcohol and crime

F i g u re 1: D runkenness warnings issued by the Metropolitan Police in 1995 by age 
of of f e n d e r

60 plus
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21 to 29

18 to 20

under 18 
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or for disorder offences were more likely to test positive for alcohol than those arrested for other
o ffences. In addition, 16% claimed to be dependent on alcohol at the time of the interv i e w.
Hospital data, part i c u l a r l y, accident and emergency department data may also provide more
i n f o rmation about alcohol-related violence, and in part i c u l a r, incidents which are not re p o rt e d
to the police (Shepherd, 1990).

The link between alcohol and aggression
The early experimental re s e a rch on the relationship between alcohol and aggression had
conflicting results, with one study suggesting a causal role for alcohol in aggression (Shuntich
and Ta y l o r, 1972), while the other found no relationship (Bennett, Buss and Carpenter, 1969).
This led to re s e a rch into other factors which might have an effect on the relationship between
alcohol and aggressive behaviour such as dose level, beverage type, alcohol expectancies,
t h reat and third - p a rty intervention (Graham et al., 1998). The overall conclusions from this
re s e a rch were that:

● t h e re is no simple relationship between alcohol and aggre s s i o n ;
● situational factors play a significant role; and,
● t h e re is a complex role between expectations and aggressive acts.

A considerable body of re s e a rch has addressed the issue of alcohol and violent crime and
has consistently shown that a high pro p o rtion of violent crime (50 to 80%), including assault,
rape and homicide, is committed by an intoxicated person (Taylor and Leonard, 1983).
Studies of violent offenders have found them much more likely to be heavy drinkers than
demographically matched samples of the general population (Welte and Miller, 1987).
R e s e a rch in two English southern towns indicates that in 67% of cases where an arrestee had
consumed alcohol, the arrest was for violent or public order offences (Saunders, 1998). While
the precise role of alcohol has yet to be fully understood, what is clear is that aggre s s i v e
behaviour is influenced by a complex mix of social, personal and situational factors (Tu rn i n g
Point, 1998). These include the amount of alcohol consumed, the predilection toward s
a g g ressive behaviour, expectancies re g a rding the effects of alcohol and the social context of
drinking. 

In the case of homicide it has frequently been found that the perpetrator and victim have been
drinking (Welte and Miller, 1989). Studies have found that expectations of alcohol-re l a t e d
a g g ressive behaviour are higher among males (Brown et al., 1980), heavy or dependent
drinkers (Fishbein et al., 1993) and more aggressive individuals generally (Leonard and
Blane, 1988). Alcohol consumption by young men has been shown to increase the likelihood
that the behaviour of others will be perceived as insulting or challenging (Pihl, 1983). It also
i n c reases the tendency of male drinkers to project aggression onto others, and to respond to
imagined hostile behaviour more aggressively as a result (Gibbs, 1986).

Alcohol and Crime: Taking stock
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The fact that situational and cultural variables can affect the relationship between alcohol and
a g g ression suggests that there is not a direct pharmacological link between alcohol and
violent behaviour. Instead, it is more likely that alcohol increases aggression by influencing the
social and cognitive processes (Bushman, 1997) thereby escalating events. 

The consequences of alcohol-related violence
A recent survey estimates that half a million people in Britain suffer facial injuries every year,
125,000 of them in violent circumstances. A significant pro p o rtion of these assaults involved
young people and in the majority of cases (61%) either the victim or the assailant had been
drinking alcohol (Magennis et al., 1998). Half of the facial injuries sustained by persons
between 15 and 25 years of age were the result of assaults, nearly half were in or near bars
and 40% were severe enough to necessitate specialist surg e ry. This study pointed out that
while four times as many men as women sustained facial injury in assaults, in domestic
situations the reverse is true. Half of all facial injuries sustained by women occurred in the
home and almost half of these assaults were associated with either the victim or assailant
having consumed alcohol. Alcohol Concern re p o rt that women who drink heavily are more
likely to be assaulted, but, most domestic abuse is directed at women who do not have alcohol
p roblems. However, abused women often develop alcohol problems as a consequence of the
abuse (Jacobs, 1998).

Magennis et al. (1998) conclude that the consumption of alcohol is linked to assault, but,
underline that the importance of the effect of alcohol may lie in increasing vulnerability as much
as in its effect on aggression. Furt h e rm o re, injury re s e a rch has shown that beer glasses are the
most frequently used sharp weapons in assaults and are an important cause of perm a n e n t
d i s f i g u rement (Shepherd et al. 1990). The mandatory use of toughened glass3 on licensed
p remises would seem to be an obvious first step in lessening the likelihood of severe facial
injuries. 

Alcohol and crime
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Alcohol and Crime: Taking stock

S u m m a r y
Box 1 summarises the findings of this section.

Box 1: Alcohol and aggr e s s i o n
A L C O H O L - R E L ATED CRIME INCLUDES:
● alcohol-specific offences 
● o ffences against the licensing laws
● o ffences while under the disinhibiting effects of alcohol
● o ffences while the offender is in alcohol-induced psychotic state
● o ffences because the offender has an alcohol pro b l e m
● o ffences where alcohol is used as an excuse

DRUNKENNESS AS A CRIME:
● appears to be decreasing overall
● h o w e v e r, cautioning appears to be up while court appearances are down

A L C O H O L - R E L ATED AGGRESSION:
● t h e re is no simple re l a t i o n s h i p
● situational factors play a significant ro l e
● t h e re is a link between expectations and aggressive acts
● is less likely to be pre m e d i t a t e d
● alcohol makes a victim more vulnerable
● often initiated by the victim
● often escalates from lesser incidents

CONSEQUENCES OF ALCOHOL-RELATED AGGRESSION:
● facial injuries common
● often beer glasses used as weapons
● men more likely to be victims
● women more likely to be a victim in their own home
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Many studies have shown that drinking in bars is associated with greater violent or aggre s s i v e
behaviour than in other drinking settings (Homel et al., 1991), and there is evidence that much
police work is focused on licensed establishments at weekends (Ramsay, 1982). The
i m p o rtance of the environment in channelling behaviour has long been recognised (Stokols,
1992) and the role of situational factors in aggressive behaviours has been incre a s i n g l y
studied by re s e a rchers (Goldstein, 1994). 

Australian re s e a rch has found that 60% of alcohol-related street offences (assault, off e n s i v e
behaviour/language, criminal damage, domestic violence, noise complaints and drink-
driving) occurred on or in the vicinity of licensed premises (Ireland and Thommery, 1994).
Evidence suggests that a range of situational and environmental factors impact on the level of
a l c o h o l - related violence around licensed premises. A situational analysis of incidents of
violence in 23 licensed premises in Sydney found that a combination of factors led up to the
incident with no single factor being enough in itself to spark the violence (Homel and Clarke,
1994). 

British studies have also identified key issues. The most recent relevant work stems from the
British Crime Survey – the national household survey of people’s experiences of crime – which
indicates that 16% of all violent incidents took place in and around pubs and clubs (Mayhew
et al., 1993). This equates with Brown and Ellis’ work (1994) which found that 15% of
o ffences most commonly occurring in the street, were linked to licensed premises, either
o c c u rring on those premises or originating inside and spilling out onto the street. A study in
Southampton, examining both direct/immediate and indirect/less immediate links between
licensed premises and offences of violence and disord e r, has shown that 21% of all re l e v a n t
re c o rded offences were associated with specific pubs and clubs. When offences were
explicitly violent, the pro p o rtion rose to one in three (Ramsay, 1982). 

Not all pubs and clubs are equally associated with violence and disord e r. In central
Southampton, a mere half-dozen out of literally scores of licensed establishments were dire c t l y
or indirectly linked with half of all the violence and disorder attributable to this kind of location
(Ramsey 1982).

The common pattern emerging from these studies is one of incidents that tend to be a
combination of criminal damage offences, drunk and disorderly offences and other public
o rder offences. Young males between the ages of 18 and 30 years tend to be the main
p rotagonists. Activity tends to occur on or very near licensed premises, to cover a very small,
distinct entertainment area of a city or town centre, and involve travel from the out-skirts of the
town (Ramsay, 1982; Purser, 1995). 

3. Alcohol and aggression on licensed premises
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manliness are re i n f o rced by the marketing and advertising of the product. At a fixed
time, well before most of the participants are motivated to re t u rn home, we would close
the places that sell drink. Before doing so, however, we would encourage a peak of
consumption resulting in a peak of intoxication just prior to leaving. At closing time, we
would roughly expel the drinkers on to the street, suddenly increasing the density of
people and maximising the potential for conflict. We would ensure that there was very
little in the way of transportation so that people would have to queue for the few buses
and taxis and remain in the town centres even longer. Food facilities, if available at all,
would be of poor quality and, again, people would have to stand in line even to obtain
a hamburg e r.

Lessening public order problems on licensed premises would appear to be more likely if
attention is paid to the controllable aspects of the physical and social environment of the venue
and surrounds. Maintaining premises, training staff to deal with intoxicated customers,
p romoting alcohol in a sensible manner, filtering patrons from licensed premises by using
s t a g g e red closing times can all be elements of an overall strategy. Box 2 lists some of the
issues raised by the re s e a rch reviewed for this re p o rt. Many of these have been included in
the interventions and models of good practice explored in the final section, where their merits
and demerits will be discussed in detail.

Box 2: Potential elements of good practice on licensed premises 

ENVIRONMENT CAN BE CONTROLLED BY:
● Attractive, well-maintained pre m i s e s
● Design of venue: raised bar area, adequate seating etc.
● Ensuring the premises are well-ventilated and numbers are controlled to re d u c e

f rustration for patro n s
● Ensuring the premises are staffed by trained servers and door staff
● Ensuring safe glassware is used
● Avoiding discounted alcoholic drink promotions and ‘happy hours’
● S e rving food
● Staggering closing times
● Expecting drinkers to behave in a socially acceptable way (i.e. not condoning

swearing, the sale of drugs, sexual activity etc.)
● Not selling alcohol to already intoxicated drinkers
● Employing bar and door staff who discourage anti-social behaviour
● Employing experienced door staff who can recognise potentially aggressive individuals

or groups and who do not admit them to the pre m i s e s

Alcohol and Crime: Taking stock
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This section documents and explores the roles and responsibilities of the police, the Fore n s i c
Medical Examiner (FME), the courts, the probation service and the licensee. All have diff e re n t
p a rts to play in managing the problem of alcohol-related crime, but like most issues curre n t l y
facing the criminal justice system, the solution may lie not in their individual roles, but in
maximising their potential through a partnership approach. To begin, the current legislation is
e x a m i n e d .

Licensing laws and other legislation
T h e re is much legislation aimed at preventing or reducing the problems associated with
alcohol intoxication. A list of legislation and the conditions applied is presented in the Annex.
The legislation covers the responsibilities of the licensee, the behaviour of the drinker and the
powers of the police to deal with both. There are specific offences which are alcohol-re l a t e d ,
the most basic of which are that of being drunk in a public place or being drunk and
d i s o rd e r l y. In addition, the police have various powers of arrest under the public ord e r
legislation, which are often used to control situations where alcohol is involved.

The responsibilities of the licensee are clearly indicated in current legislation. The sale of
alcohol cannot be undertaken without a Justices’ License (The National Licensees’ Cert i f i c a t e
Aw a rding Body, 1994). There are two types of Justices’ Licence – On-Licence which authorises
the holder to sell alcohol for consumption either on or off the premises of a named public
house, and Off-Licence which authorises the holder to sell alcohol from named premises, but
only for consumption away from those premises. On-Licences are only granted to persons who
a re considered ‘fit and proper’ and for premises that are structurally adapted for the purpose. 

Licensing laws lay down permitted hours within which alcohol may be sold with 20 minutes
‘drinking-up time’ at the end to allow customers to consume alcohol already purchased. Yo u n g
people between 14 and 18 years are allowed in a bar during opening hours. However, it is
an offence to sell alcohol to any person under 18, for a person under 18 to attempt to buy or
consume alcohol in the bar, or for any other person to purchase alcohol for them. The licensee
has discretion over who is allowed to enter the public house, who is served and who is
allowed to remain on the premises. However, the licensee also has a responsibility to re f u s e
s e rvice to anyone who appears intoxicated or to anyone purchasing on behalf of a dru n k e n
person. A Public Entertainment Licence, issued by the local authority, is re q u i red if there is live
music by more than one perf o rmer at the venue, dancing, karaoke or other forms of
e n t e rt a i n m e n t .

P roblems with current licensing legislation
Licensing legislation is an important plank in any strategy to minimise the harm caused by
alcohol. However, any case for changes in the law will always be problematic because of the
d i fficulty of enforcement, and the co-operation re q u i red from a wide range of agencies

4. The role of the criminal justice system and the licensed
i n d u s t r y
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including the drinks industry, magistrates, police and local authorities. The previous section has
discussed at length the problems caused by fixed closing times, particularly in city or town
c e n t res where several licensed venues empty at the same time. Marsh and Kibby (1992) re p o rt
that much of the alcohol-related disorder experienced in many town centres could be avoided
by less restricted closing times for licensed premises. Under-aged drinking has been of
p a rticular concern to the Magistrates’ Association and the Justices’ Clerks Society who have
called for heavier penalties for selling alcohol to under-age drinkers (Alcohol Alert, 1998).
T h e re is concern that the current maximum penalty for offences involving breach of licensing
laws is inadequate, resulting in the law being deliberately broken because sanctions are
minimal. The Magistrates’ Association and the Justices’ Clerks Society recommended that all
c o u rts make arrangements to ensure that convictions of licensees are brought to the attention
of the licensing committee. This enables the committee to examine the circumstances of the
o ffence and decide whether it is serious enough to warrant revocation of the licence. 

A number of loopholes exist in the present legislation that could be addressed. For example,
in the case of a 14 year old boy killed while running across a main road while under the
influence of alcohol, prosecution could not go ahead against two employees of a national off -
licence chain because of precedents set by appeal in 1997 (Russell versus the Director of
Public Prosecutions). Russell v. DPP confirmed that people selling alcohol to persons under 18
can be found guilty if they are the licensee or the directly employed servant of the licensee.
H o w e v e r, in Russell v. DPP, it was stated that “a trainee branch manager employed by a limited
company was not a ‘servant’ of the licensee...but a ‘servant’ of the employing company”. In
this case, the alcohol was sold by employees of a national off-licence chain and not by the
licensee whose name appeared above the door of the licensed premises. This technically
s e rved as immunity from pro s e c u t i o n4.

The role of the police
The police service has the potential to play a key role in both preventing and responding to
a l c o h o l - related crime. Pivotal to any role the police can have in this area is the support of the
local community, because alcohol plays a central part in the social life of any town or city.
Manning (1996) re p o rts that this group of offenders are often arrested because they are a
danger to themselves or the general public, and claims that these offenders are rare l y
p rosecuted. The responsibility on police officers is great. Once detained, drunken off e n d e r s
a re vulnerable and drunkenness is a common feature in many deaths in police custody. 

Dealing with anti-social behaviour as a result of drunkenness is perhaps one of the gre a t e s t
b u rdens on police re s o u rces. Urinating in the street, throwing missiles, minor public disord e r
conduct and minor criminal damage may seem insignificant, but, if left unchecked, can lead
to fear of crime in the local community and a gradual acceleration of public disorder in an
a rea. Manning (1996) states that a highly visible police presence is re q u i red to deter such
b e h a v i o u r. This is re s o u rce intensive. In addition, when arresting such offenders, police off i c e r s
may face personal risk both from the offender and anyone in the vicinity. Such arrests are often

Alcohol and Crime: Taking stock
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viewed as unnecessarily heavy handed in an environment where inhibitions are low and
p e rceptions of aggression high. This can result in further aggression and violence that can
continue into the custody suite. 

A recent publication by West Yo r k s h i re Police in conjunction with the Portman Group (1998)
details some of the strategies and initiatives currently being used in England and Wales to
tackle the problem of alcohol-related crime. The re p o rt shows a pro g ressive attitude to dealing
with this problem – focusing not only on enforcing the legislation but also on education and
the larger social environment. In terms of enforcement, there are already various initiatives in
place around England and Wales. These include:

● using under-18s to test purchase alcohol from off-license premises to prevent the supply of
alcohol to young people; 

● using local by-laws to prevent drinking in public places;
● backing local proof of age identity card schemes;
● using the Inebriates Act, 1898, to prevent individuals who are consistently pro b l e m a t i c

because of being intoxicated from purchasing alcohol;
● setting up intelligence gathering systems and licensing units;
● i n t roducing Pub-watch schemes to improve communication with local licensees; and,
● e n f o rcing drink-driving legislation.

F o rces have also become involved in educational initiatives designed to inform the community
about the dangers involved with inappropriate use of alcohol. Many schemes focus on childre n
and are run in schools as part of a multi-agency approach to the issue. However, the police
have also been involved in schemes which are run outside of school hours and are designed
to demonstrate the lack of necessity for young people to drink alcohol to have a good time.
Two outreach workers, for example, patrol with South Yo r k s h i re officers on the beat with the
aim of identifying groups of young people on the streets at risk from substance misuse and
o ffering advice and educational literature (West Yo r k s h i re Police, 1998).

Social problems as a result of alcohol-related crimes are also tackled by many forc e s .
Community safety teams are one of the methods of dealing with, and attempting to pre v e n t ,
many of the problems associated with alcohol misuse in towns and city centres. Police forc e s
a re becoming increasingly involved in helping to run door supervision schemes with local
authorities, and Pub-watch schemes with local licensees and other agencies. 

Of particular interest is one of the first alcohol strategies to be developed by a police forc e .
N o rth Yo r k s h i re Police alcohol strategy was launched in November 1998 with a view to
developing consistency in decision-making and standards around alcohol and licensing. The
strategy is divided into four sections and sets out clear objectives and perf o rmance indicators
under each with the aim of: 

The role of the criminal justice system and the licensed industry
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● reducing alcohol related offences; 
● establishing minimum standards of training;
● c reating safe drinking venues; and,
● incorporating alcohol/licensing strategy within local community safety part n e r s h i p

development. 

C a re in custody and the pivotal roles of Forensic Medical Examiners and police custody
s t a ff
T h e re is evidence to suggest that many detainees have consumed alcohol prior to arre s t .
Bennett (1998) found that 25% of arrestees in police custody tested positive for alcohol. The
c a re of drunken detainees must address issues of fitness to be detained/interviewed, alcohol
withdrawal, general well being and safety. How important these issues are in individual cases
will depend on how much the detainee has drunk and if they are dependent on alcohol.
D runken detainees are a major problem for the police and are one of the main groups to die
in custody. Recent re s e a rch (Leigh et al., 1998) re p o rts that 25% of all deaths in police custody
w e re a result of the arrestees’ use of drugs or alcohol. Aside from the obvious problems of
managing a drunken person while they detoxify, there are issues of the cost of this care .
R e s e a rch most certainly points towards the care of drunken detainees being a significant
p ro p o rtion of the Forensic Medical Examiner’s (FME) workload. Hunt (1996) estimated that
80% of a FME’s work is connected to alcohol misuse. A more recent study of the work of the
FME in the Metropolitan Police found that almost 40% of their calls in an average 24 hours
on call were to drunken detainees. The majority of these were to ascertain whether they were
fit to be detained or fit to be interviewed (Deehan et al., 1998). Each visit by an FME costs
in the region of £70. 

The discretion of the custody sergeant in deciding if, and when, a detainee needs medical
attention is also pivotal, as is the arresting officers’ understanding of the effects of alcohol use
and withdrawal symptoms. A recent survey carried out by the Metropolitan Police Federation
found that the vast majority of custody sergeants had not received training in the role (Jenkins,
1998). Yet, major responsibility is placed on sergeants for the care of prisoners in custody –
this issue is even more vital when the detainee is intoxicated. Drunken detainees under PA C E
guidelines must be checked regularly and roused by custody staff if unresponsive. This is a
huge responsibility to place on non-medically trained police officers and has implications for
the use of police re s o u rces. The existence and impact of basic substance misuse training on
how to manage and care for users is a central issue. 

The police custody suite is also an ideal setting from which to filter problem drinkers into
t reatment or to provide basic health education. Hough (1996) describes this setting as useful
because the detainee is at a vulnerable point and this may provide an instance where the
individual might want treatment. Arrest re f e rral schemes currently focus primarily (or only) on
d rug users. The main focus of an alcohol arrest re f e rral scheme might well be younger ‘binge’
drinkers, rather than filtering dependent drinkers into treatment. Like the drug schemes, such an
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availability of and swift access to treatment places is the primary issue and the role of the
p robation service is simply to identify and refer offenders for tre a t m e n t .

The role of the licensee
The control of licensed premises by a well-trained licensee can go a long way to pre v e n t i n g
a l c o h o l - related public order offences. Norton (1998) writes that the Magistrates’ Association
is keen to see a national mandatory standard of training of licensees which educates them
about their responsibilities in selling alcohol, as well as their legal obligations. Moves have
been made towards such training by the British Institute of Innkeeping in the creation of a
National Licensee Certificate. The certificate covers both the legal and social re s p o n s i b i l i t i e s
of the licensee. It also includes basic information about the effect of alcohol on the individual.
H o w e v e r, this training while encouraged by the drinks industry is not mandatory. 

Legally the licensees’ responsibilities are laid down in the Licensing Act of 1964. This outlines
p e rmitted opening hours, the serving of alcohol to young people, rights of entry to licensed
p remises, rights of the landlord to refuse entry or to eject a patron as well as other issues
a round service and entertainment. The issues relevant to the control of the physical and social
e n v i ronment of licensed premises are discussed in detail earlier in the previous section.
H o w e v e r, what is clear is that the licensee has a responsibility to make the drinking enviro n m e n t
as safe as possible for all drinkers. The use of trained staff, well-maintained premises and the
encouragement of minimum standards of behaviour by customers contribute to the lessening of
a g g ression and other alcohol-related problems within the drinking enviro n m e n t .

The role of the criminal justice system and the licensed industry
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S u m m a r y
The issues discussed in this section are summarised in Box 3.

Box 3: The role of the criminal justice system and the licensed industry

P O L I C E
● e n f o rcement of legislation
● educational ro l e
● diversion into tre a t m e n t
● h a rm minimisation while drunken detainee in custody

C O U RT S
● point of diversion into treatment and education
● can apply conditions to license

P R O B ATION SERV I C E
● point of diversion into treatment and education
● also have an educational role in one-to-one supervision of off e n d e r s
● s u p p o rt and enforcement of treatment as a condition of sentence

LICENSED INDUSTRY
● need for recognition not only of legal obligations but also of social re s p o n s i b i l i t i e s
● establishment of licensee training 

Alcohol and Crime: Taking stock



23

Initiatives to tackle alcohol-related crime
This section describes some of the initiatives, both in this country and abroad, which tackle the
consequences of alcohol-related crime. Bars have been the focus of many successful pre v e n t i v e
initiatives. Much of this work has been carried out in Australia, but important initiatives have
also been undertaken in the UK. Initiatives have included addressing transportation issues, the
location of fast food outlets, encouraging licensee codes of practice, training and re g i s t r a t i o n
of door staff (Purser, 1997), training of bar staff, Pub-watch and Pub-ban schemes (MCM
R e s e a rch, 1993), as well as intelligence gathering strategies. The projects and strategies
discussed here incorporate many of the issues already raised in this re p o rt and offer an
o p p o rtunity to see their practical application. Many of the schemes that appear to have
worked best have employed a multi-agency approach. This section could not possibly cover
e v e ry existing alcohol-related initiative, but does give an overview of many of the pro b l e m s
and benefits of such schemes. 

● The Coventry Experiment: This project began with a survey of crime in the Coventry city-
c e n t re area (Purser, 1997). It found that 70% of assaults, 35% of criminal damage, 26%
of theft from motor vehicles, 24% of burglaries and 9% of thefts were related to the
consumption of alcohol. Most of those who were prosecuted for crime in the city-centre
lived in estates in the suburbs and travelled in to attend entertainment venues. Crime was
restricted to a small geographical area of nightclubs and fast food outlets and tended to
happen at entertainment venue closing times. This crime was associated with young
employed males. An action plan was developed to address the problem. The first part of
the plan was to enforce licensing laws locally. The police met all licensees and visited
individual premises to check licenses. Any establishment which was in breach of the law
by serving under-age drinkers, allowing violent drunkenness or serving an intoxicated
person, appeared before the magistrates for removal of their licenses. In addition,
magistrates increased the frequency of both announced and unannounced visits.
M a n d a t o ry training for licensees and door staff was introduced. Practical issues were also
a d d ressed. A single taxi rank had existed where up to 200 people would queue for
t r a n s p o rt. This was one of the flash points for disturbances. Clubs were encouraged to
allow taxis to collect customers directly at the door to minimise queues, and a late night
bus service was provided to the suburbs. The evaluation of this project was hampered by
the lack of an on-going data collection system. However, indications are that alcohol-
related crime and fear of crime have been significantly re d u c e d .

● The Torbay Enforcement Study: Torbay is a seaside town with a large influx of visitors
during the holiday season. It has a higher ratio of licensed premises per resident than the
national average. The local police initiated a high profile licensing initiative, which

5. I n t e rv e n t i o n s
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included visits to local pubs/clubs, both announced and unannounced, to check for
violations of the licensing laws (Jeff and Saunders, 1983). Alongside this, they ran an
a rrest project not unlike the Last Drink Project described below. Arrestees were asked where
they had been drinking prior to arrest. The re s e a rch team noted significant reductions in
crime with a reduction in re c o rded crime of 15.7% with alcohol-related crime reducing to
a significantly greater degree than non alcohol-related crime.

● The use of the Inebriates Act 1898: N o rthumbria Police have warned 300 shops in South
Tyneside that they risk losing their drinks license if they are caught selling alcohol to a
named ‘violent dru n k a rd’ (West Yo r k s h i re Police, 1998). The police have issued posters
telling them they could be fined £500 if they allow the named man to purchase alcohol.
The ban, issued under the 1898 Inebriates Act, prevents the individual from buying alcohol
in Tyne and We a r. The man was convicted of drunken behaviour four times in a year and
had been arrested 208 times in the previous three years for drunkenness, violence and
theft. The 100 year old law was also used successfully by police to clear 20 street drinkers
f rom the city centre. 

● P u b - w a t c h : Pub-watch schemes are set up with the aim of improving communication
between the police and licensees to facilitate a reduction in crime on or near licensed
p remises (Nowill and Lavin, 1988). Within the Sheffield policing area there are a total of
865 on-licensed premises, of which almost 520 are members of the Pub-watch scheme
(personal communication, Sheffield Police). This scheme involves a number of initiatives.
Bar and door staff use pagers to provide an early warning system of instances of disord e r.
P i c t u res of individuals excluded from local licensed premises are published in a quart e r l y
newsletter ‘Last Orders’. It is hoped that the newly introduced local council-run door
registration scheme will become an integral part of all licensed premises subject to
extended hours. The police conduct superv i s o ry visits to premises giving cause for concern ,
resulting in two licensees re p o rted for supplying intoxicants after hours, and a further two
cautioned for operating without a current licence. The scheme has seen alcohol-re l a t e d
crime fall throughout its first year: drunkenness – 398 proceedings compared with 425 for
the previous year (-6%); drink driving – 265 proceedings compared with 297 (-11%) and
a fall of 18% for assaults. The figures for 1998 show a continued downward trend. 

● D rug and Alcohol Related Offenders Project (DAROP): This project undertaken in We s t
G l a m o rgan (Raynor and Honess, 1998) devised a new system of organising services for
people who came to the attention of the Probation Service with substance misuse pro b l e m s .
The project devised a new screening pro c e d u re which re q u i red probation officers to
complete ro u t i n e l y, a standardised form concerning drug and alcohol problems. Whenever
they pre p a red a pre-sentence re p o rt they routinely re f e rred all who had substance misuse
p roblems for an assessment interview by a specialist project worker; and developed,
w h e re appropriate, a plan for treatment or assistance which could be drawn to the
attention of the sentencing court. This plan was implemented if a probation order was
made (or perhaps voluntarily if the offender remained at liberty on some other basis).

Alcohol and Crime: Taking stock
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Evaluation of the scheme’s early impact revealed positive results. DAROP raised aware n e s s
of substance misuse issues within the local probation service. More significantly, the
i n t roduction of DAROP appears to have roughly doubled the pro p o rtion of pre - s e n t e n c e
re p o rts (PSRs) in which substance misuse issues were addressed. PSRs produced as part of
the project also became clearer in terms of the proposals for dealing with the substance
m i s u s e r, and there were indications of more use by the courts of substance misuse re l a t e d
disposals. DAROP led to more access to assessment services for offenders under
s u p e rvision by the probation service at the PSR stage, and to more access to assessment
s e rvices for offenders about whom a PSR was being written. About half of the assessments
picked up offenders who were new to the substance misuse agencies, although they had
been in trouble in the past for offending related to substance abuse. Thus, the scheme acts
as an outreach service making contact with offenders whose needs would probably not
o t h e rwise have been addressed. Both probation officers and sentencers welcomed this
positive approach to substance misuse problems. 

● The West End Forum Pro j e c t: This is an Australian project which was set up to make the
main entertainment area of Melbourne safer by reducing or eliminating violence (Lang and
Rumbold, 1997). Safety audits were used to identify services and amenities which re q u i re d
involvement. At the same time, the perception of an increased likelihood of being arre s t e d
was gained by increasing police presence. Wilson (1996) re f e rred to this method as
‘ o p p o rtunity reduction’. A voluntary code of practice was introduced for licensees that
aimed to reduce consumption and to train bar staff. During the early months of the pro j e c t ,
crime did drop significantly; however, this would appear to be part of a trend that had
begun prior to the start of the project. Despite a reduction in crime, local media continued
to focus on the violent incidents that still occurred. The police reacted with a tougher
strategy to beat the problem but at the same time alienated licensees. The code of practice
that was finally agreed with licensees contained no specific strategies to deal with alcohol-
related problems. The project did contribute to the decrease in violence but it is difficult to
say how much as it failed to evaluate its work fully. It did not document its aims and
outcomes, set up appropriate perf o rmance indicators or adopt a suitable evaluation
m e t h o d o l o g y. 

● The Geelong Local Industry Accord : Again this is an Australian initiative, but a much more
successful one than the West End Project. Geelong is the second largest populated centre
in the state of Victoria. Its problems with alcohol-related violence began in the mid 1980s
reaching a peak in the early 1990s. Like the West End Project, the local media re g u l a r l y
re p o rted alcohol-related violence and problems associated with under-age drinking. Police
a g reed a verbal Code of Conduct with local licensees to tackle the problem through self-
regulation, but this had little impact. Success was eventually achieved by the re p l a c e m e n t
of the Code of Conduct with a written Geelong Local Industry Accord (Tu rning Point,
1998). The main objective was to decrease the incidence of violence by adopting simple
strategies to reduce the movement of patrons between venues. The Accord introduced an
e n t ry charge to venues after 11pm, not allowing people to re-enter a venue without paying
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again, and ceased the practice of ‘happy hours’ where cheap drink is sold early in the
evening. The implementation of the Accord was followed by a marked decrease in violent
b e h a v i o u r. This reduction was sustained up until the end of a two year evaluation pro j e c t .
The evaluation points out that the reduction in violent crime cannot be attributed only to the
A c c o rd and that external factors played their part in the success of the project. 

● The Last Drink Pro j e c t : This is a joint initiative by the Liquor Licence Board of Ontario and
Peel Regional Police (Kinross, 1997). The aim of the project is to reduce the number of
d runk drivers by reducing ‘over- s e rvice’ of alcohol. As part of the initiative, every individual
a rrested for drink-driving in the area is asked where they had their last alcoholic drink.
Twenty six per cent named a bar or other licensed establishment. The names of these
establishments are then forw a rded to the Liquor Licence Board. In the first year of the
p roject, 142 licensed premises were named by 264 individuals. Some bars were much
m o re likely than others to be named, with three bars accounting for 56 individual re p o rt s .
A system of written warnings and investigations with licence suspensions, and orders for
training of bar staff, are in place as deterrents. Early evaluation of the project indicates
reductions in arrests near named bars in the following year.

What makes a successful alcohol-related crime reduction initiative ? 
The initiatives reviewed in this re p o rt provide some evidence of the potential effectiveness of
a l c o h o l - related crime reduction initiatives. Box 4 at the end of this section, provides a summary
of the elements which are part of many of the successful projects. Issues around setting up the
p rojects, the practicalities of running them and sustaining success are re l e v a n t .

Codes of practice and the necessity of self-re g u l a t i o n
One of the main motivating factors in any successful project is that the participants and
agencies involved all feel they ‘own’ a part of it (Lang and Rumbold, 1997). Issues of
ownership are never simple but can be ironed out in the initial negotiation process by involving
stakeholders in deciding the pro j e c t ’s aims and objectives, and providing a written agre e m e n t
to which everyone has contributed. Enforcement of a code of practice is often expected to
become the responsibility of those covered by the code. Without full support from all intere s t e d
agencies self-regulation exists in name only. The evaluation of the Geelong Accord, for
example, attributed much of the pro j e c t ’s success to the leadership role played by the police
licensing off i c e r. In fact, many of those involved in the Geelong evaluation felt that had the
police role not been so strong and so visible, many of those who had agreed to the Accord
would have re t u rned to the discounting ‘happy hours’ and other irresponsible pro m o t i o n s
which had caused the initial problems. This is evident in a number of studies where
e n f o rcement has been found to be a critical element in ensuring responsible alcohol serv i n g
practice (Levy and Miller, 1995).
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Obtaining the licensees’ co-operation
The co-operation of all licensees in such projects is essential. Projects which have confined the
initiative to a small number or cluster of licensed venues, while allowing adjacent premises to
continue trading as before, have reduced the motivation of those involved to be co-operative.
F u rt h e rm o re, a displacement effect has occurred where troublemakers could continue as before
by simply moving to another nearby bar (Homel et al., 1997).  

L o n g - t e rm licensees tend to be easier to motivate into joint action, to obtain agreement fro m ,
and to sustain that agreement over time, because of common interest in the entertainment are a .
Lang and Rumbold (1997) found that a key factor in the success of any initiative is the ability
to ‘sell’ it to licensees as a good business idea that will not reduce profits. Again the issue of
ownership is critical, and that can only be achieved by working together on the aims of the
p roject. 

S u s t a i n a b i l i t y
The issue of sustainability is perhaps the most important factor with re g a rd to alcohol-re l a t e d
crime reduction projects. The projects reviewed show that it is possible to set-up and manage
successful community initiatives to alleviate the problem of alcohol-related crime. Success
would appear, from the lessons to be learned from previous work, to depend on eff e c t i v e
p a rtnerships with a project worker with strong leadership skills, and the involvement of local
police in an enforcement and support role. In addition, success re q u i res every agency to have
a stake-hold in its accomplishments to promote willingness to self-regulate. Implicit in the
success of these models is the belief that alcohol-related violence cannot be solved by simple
e n f o rcement and opport u n i t y - reduction strategies (Lang and Rumbold, 1997). Data collection
systems that evaluate and monitor a pro j e c t ’s aims often provide hard proof of the benefits of
taking part in, and continuing with, such initiatives. 

Attention must also be given to social attitudes towards alcohol and violence. The local
community should have an input into projects. Lang and Rumbold (1997), in a review of
successful Australian initiatives, found several factors which were key to the promotion and
sustainment of any successful project. The project must be relatively isolated from extern a l
factors and ideally should evolve from, and be re s o u rced and managed within the community.
T h e re must be close co-operation between licensees and police and any agreement must be
seen to make ‘good business sense’ to the licensees. The value of these issues are evident in
the initiatives discussed earlier in this section.
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BOX 4: Key elements of successful alcohol-related crime-reduction initiatives

1 . GETTING A PROJECT UP AND RUNNING
● Written agre e m e n t
● All agencies have sense of ‘ownership’ 
● Adequate project funding
● Employment of project off i c e r
● Consistent police enforc e m e n t
● Evidence that profitability will be maintained
● Appointment of a project manager

2 . PRACTICAL ELEMENTS
● S e l f - re g u l a t i o n
● Training of part i c i p a n t s
● Retention of licensed venues in pro j e c t
● Retention of profitability 

3 . S U S TAINING SUCCESS
● Maintenance of partnership through regular contact
● Good working relationship with the police (Support and Enforc e m e n t )
● On-going monitoring and evaluation 
● Local community involvement
● Retention of pro f i t a b i l i t y
● S t rong leadership
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While it is clear that alcohol is a factor in a pro p o rtion of criminal activity, the extent to which
alcohol actually causes crime is unclear. With the exception of when drunkenness itself is the
o ffence or an indispensable ingredient of the offence, most offences are caused by a variety
of factors. However, there are certain types of crime in which alcohol is so strongly implicated
that it is reasonable to assume that effective measures to reduce alcohol abuse would re d u c e
their occurrence, particularly offences of violence and disorder around licensed pre m i s e s
(Home Office Standing Conference on Crime Prevention, 1987). 

The way for w a rd? 
The re s e a rch points to no single measure which will alleviate the problem of alcohol-re l a t e d
crime. A national alcohol strategy as proposed by the Department of Health White paper,
Saving Lives, Our Healthier Nation (1999) could encompass the key government depart m e n t s
responsible for alcohol policy. Such an initiative could draw together the public health,
education and enforcement issues into one planned strategy to reduce the physical,
psychological and social harms related to alcohol consumption. The drinking culture is highly
relevant. Any alcohol educational initiative must start from the premise that alcohol use is
i n h e rently social. Why people drink, and their attitudes to drinking are as important as how
and when they drink. Significant changes to behaviour can be made. Drink-driving is an
excellent example, where through a combination of enforcement, education and moral
persuasion compliance was achieved over the longer term (Summer and Parker, 1995). An
alcohol strategy could include the following strands:

● The need for education
R e s e a rch points to several avenues that could be explored to lower the likelihood of alcohol-
related violence and other crime. Mass media campaigns have been successful in heightening
a w a reness (Blane and Hewitt, 1980). To maximise the effect of mass media methods Rootman
(1985) suggests that they need to be sustained over a long period of time, to focus on one
p a rticular behaviour and to target specific groups in the population that cannot be re a c h e d
t h rough other methods. One-to-one methods have been shown to be more effective in
changing health behaviours than mass methods (Bartlett, 1980). The most obvious example of
successful use of one-to-one methods in health promotion are the brief intervention studies
u n d e rtaken in primary care during the 1980s (for example, Wallace et al., 1988), which
found that GPs were credible and effective health promoters. Community-based interv e n t i o n s
(for example, Meyer et al., 1980) have also been found to be effective in modifying health
b e h a v i o u r. The integration of health promotional activities into existing health and social
s e rvices such as primary care may be particularly successful. However, Foxcroft (1997)
cautions that alcohol education purchased from some organisations can be expensive and that
p u rchasers of these services must ensure where possible that the initiatives have been

6. C o n c l u s i o n s
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evaluated. Health education that focuses attention on guidelines for binge drinking, part i c u l a r l y
among young men, could go some way to help to reduce alcohol-related instances of anti-
social behaviour.  

● Reducing the availability of alcohol to young people
The law is very clear on the availability of alcohol to young people. However, young people
do obtain alcohol from pubs, clubs, off-licences and supermarkets. About 10% of 12 to 13
year olds, 16% of 13 to 14 year olds and 25% of 14 to 15 year olds claim to have bought
alcohol re c e n t l y, with off-licences being the most widely used outlet (Balding, 1997). Over half
of 14 to 16 year olds in a London study re p o rted buying an alcoholic drink at some time, and
a quarter had done so in the 90 days before the interview (Stillwell et al., 1998). The most
common place for purchasing alcohol was off-licences and small stores with a substantial
p ro p o rtion also purchasing alcohol in public houses and nightclubs. Over half of the
respondents who had bought alcohol themselves, re p o rted that they had never been asked for
ID to prove their age. Most had no difficulty in persuading a stranger, older brother or sister
to purchase alcohol for them. Many police forces are already enforcing current legislation by
u n d e rtaking test purchases of alcohol by under 18 year olds to deter licensees from selling
alcohol to young people and encouraging the use of ID. In the US it is an offence for adults
to buy alcohol for supply to children, and it can attract a fine of $500. Consideration should
also be given to the minimum age for the purchase and consumption of alcohol. There are
examples of the effect of the enforcement of minimum legal drinking age laws intern a t i o n a l l y.
In America and Canada, road traffic accidents involving drivers under the age of 21
i n c reased after the minimum age for purchasing alcohol was reduced during 1970 to 1975
(Dumochel et al., 1989). American studies have estimated that substantial reductions in night
time road accidents occurred as a result of the re - i n t roduction of the minimum alcohol
p u rchasing age to 21 (Womble, 1988). A Ministerial Group has been proactive in
encouraging both the drinks industry and the criminal justice system to tackle the problem of
underage drinking, including, the marketing of drinks to children (Home Office, 1997). It
should be re m e m b e red that the way many young people view alcohol is shaped by society
and in particular by parents. Most young people have seen adult drinkers in the home before
they reach their teens. As a result, many young people begin to drink as part of the norm a l
socialisation process (Wright, 1999). Consequently, any public education should by default
filter down to children through their pare n t s .

● C o n t rolling the licensed enviro n m e n t
The enforcement of the licensing laws is a key issue in reducing alcohol-related pro b l e m s
a round licensed premises. This re p o rt points to key situational factors that can reduce the
likelihood of problematic behaviour, such as the use of toughened glassware, the availability
of fast food and transportation. The use of re g i s t e red doormen schemes has been viewed
positively by the police and local authorities as a means of strengthening control of licensed
venues. Training bar staff to deal with intoxicated customers and to manage the licensed
e n v i ronment better has had positive results. In addition, the question of more flexible hours has
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been raised as an issue for consideration, particularly in the light of the benefits many
continental countries appear to experience (Marsh et al., 1992). The Scottish experience of
m o re liberal drinking hours appears to have worked well, changing the masculine binge
drinking culture to a slower drinking, female-friendly environment. The key players are the
magistrates who hold the power to apply conditions on a license or to remove that license. As
such, the magistrates have great leverage, which can ensure that the licensees do all that is
possible to reduce problematic behaviour around their venue. This power is only of any re a l
use if used consistently. The Home Office is currently undertaking a review of the licensing
l a w s .

● Tr a i n i n g
T h e re is evidence to suggest that a significant pro p o rtion of detainees in police custody have
consumed alcohol (Bennett, 1998). Recent re s e a rch (Leigh et al., 1998) points towards 25%
of all detainees who die in police custody having consumed alcohol or drugs. The discre t i o n
of the custody sergeant in deciding if and when a detainee needs medical attention, and the
understanding arresting officers have of the effects of alcohol use and withdrawal symptoms
a re paramount in the care of these individuals. As such, the existence and impact of basic
substance misuse training on how to manage and care for users is a central issue. Equally,
p robation officers and other criminal justice workers would benefit from such training.

● Diversion of problem drinkers into tre a t m e n t
Many offenders who pass through custody, the courts and the probation service may be
p roblem drinkers either because they have a dependency problem or because they ‘binge’
drink. Accident and emergency departments have been identified as sources of unre p o rt e d
violence data and also as possible points of intervention with alcohol misusers (Shepherd ,
1998). Consequently, there is huge potential not only to divert offenders into treatment but also
to deliver a public health message about the dangers of the inappropriate use of alcohol. Thus,
t h e re are two preventive issues to be considered; the re f e rral of dependent alcohol misusers to
a p p ropriate treatment, and the delivery of ‘sensible’ drinking messages to other pro b l e m a t i c
or potentially problematic drinkers. Any initiative to divert offenders into treatment will
obviously need to consider the impact on the alcohol serv i c e s .

● The lack of official statistics
The main obstacle faced by policy and decision makers about the role of alcohol in crime is
the lack of official statistics. Drunken offences are not currently notifiable to the Home Off i c e .
Consideration needs to be given to the feasibility of collecting official statistics routinely at a
national level which will provide a true picture of the impact of alcohol on crime. However,
the new Crime and Disorder partnership audits gather information from a variety of sourc e s
(e.g. accident and emergency units) and should identify the extent and nature of the pro b l e m
enabling the development of effective local strategies.

Conclusions
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The need for a co-ordinated appr o a c h
Alcohol Concern have recently published their proposals for an alcohol strategy for England
(1999) which underlines the need to tackle alcohol-related problems focusing not only on the
individual but on society as a whole. What is clear after examining many successful and
innovative initiatives both in the UK and from abroad, is that there is no single solution to the
p roblem. However, what appears to work best is a multi-agency approach which brings
together all interested parties. The Department of Health’s recent white paper Saving Lives Our
Healthier Nation (1999) endorses this view underlining the need for co-operation from health
and social services, schools, the alcohol industry, law enforcement agencies, government and
the general public. 

The drug field has already produced a national strategy. Alcohol misuse must also be tackled
f rom the point of view of prevention, diversion into treatment and enforcement at a national
level, and needs a clear and comprehensive national strategy to do so. Local Crime and
D i s o rder partnerships may well already provide an infrastru c t u re suitable for tackling alcohol-
related problems. 

Alcohol and Crime: Taking stock
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A n n e x

L E G I S L AT I O N C O N D I T I O N S

Inebriates Act 1898 ● P revention of the sale of alcohol to habitual
d ru n k a rd s

Licensing Act 1872 ● Simple dru n k e n n e s s
● D runk in a public place
● D runk in any highway or other public place
● Drunk in charge of a carriage, cattle or steam engine
● D runk in possession of a loaded fire a rm

Licensing Act 1902

Licensing Act 1964

● D runk in charge of a child

● Justices’ Licences
● P e rmitted hours and extensions
● Sale to persons under 18
● Sale of intoxicating liquor to a drunken person

Criminal Justice Act 1967 ● D runk and disord e r l y

Alcoholic Liquor Duties Act 1979 ● Duties payable on alcohol

Licensing (Occasional Perm i s s i o n s )
Act 1983

● Occasional licenses to sell alcohol not for the
purpose of private gain

Police and Criminal Evidence Act
1 9 8 4

● Powers of arrest to prevent person injuring
themselves or a member of the general public. This
does not specifically refer to dru n k e n n e s s ;
h o w e v e r, it is commonly used by the police to
p rotect drunk individuals

S p o rting Events (Control of
Alcohol etc) 1985

● Causing or permitting the carriage of alcohol on a
specified vehicle on route to or from football matches

● Being in possession of alcohol on such a vehicle
on route to or from football matches

● Being drunk on a specified vehicle
● Possession of intoxicating liquor at any time during

the period of a designated sporting event when in
any area of a designated sporting ground fro m
which the event may be directly viewed

● Possession of intoxicating liquor while entering or
t rying to enter a designated sporting gro u n d

● Being drunk at a designated sporting ground at
any time during the period of a designated
s p o rting event

● P e rmitted licensing hours during designated
s p o rting events does not include any part of the
period at a designated sporting event or the off -
supply of alcohol

● Entering or trying to enter such a ground during
the period of a designated sporting event
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L E G I S L AT I O N C O N D I T I O N S

Weights and Measures Act 1985 ● Units of measurement of alcohol for use for trade

Road Tr a ffic Act 1988

Tr a n s p o rt and Works Act 1992

Confiscation of Alcohol (Yo u n g
Persons) Act 1997

● O ffences involving drink or drugs on transport
s y s t e m s

● Power to confiscate alcohol from young people
drinking on the stre e t

Prisons (Alcohol Testing) Act 1997 ● Power to test prisoners for alcohol

Finance Act 1997 ● Rates of duty on alcohol
● Labelling of alcohol

● D runk in charge of a motor vehicle
● Riding a bicycle while unfit through drink
● To drive or attempt to drive a motor vehicle after

consuming so much alcohol that the pro p o rtion of
it in the breath, blood or urine exceeds the
p rescribed limit

● Causing death by dangerous driving while under
the influence of drink

● B reath tests and provision of specimens
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