You may have got the message now that I’m a fan of policies which promote individual responsibility.  I don’t think that changing individuals’ behaviour is easy for Government, and I understand the temptation to regulate to demonstrate activity rather than trusting in people’s ability to act responsibly.  But ultimately if we don’t promote individual responsibility, we will only be papering over the cracks and probably imposing undue costs on businesses and the responsible majority while we’re at it.  Given this, two developments in the past weeks or so have prompted optimism.  Both relate to alcohol.

The first was the launch of the Campaign for Smarter Drinking.  ACS has been involved in this project, but it’s been led by drinks producers and retailers.  What has impressed me about the campaign is its tight focus on trying to promote individual responsibility among a very specific group of people: those who are prone to drinking too much and endangering themselves and others when they do it, but who can also recognise the consequences of their behaviour if they are encouraged to confront it.  The basic message of the campaign: “Why let good times go bad?” is designed to build on those young people’s sense of personal responsibility for the way they behave.  I think the campaign will make a difference.

The second – and more controversial – development was the launch of Drinking Banning Orders.  DBO’s are targeted at individuals who cause alcohol related problems and can prohibit an individual from either entering named premises that sell alcohol, from entering any premises that sell alcohol in a geographical area or from consuming alcohol in a public place.  Some groups have viewed this new power as an attack on civil liberties and an affront to personal freedoms.  I would view it as a justifiable attempt to redress the balance and place the proper onus on the individual.  Too often we have retailers targeted and treated as if they are the sole cause of alcohol-related disorder and a host of other issues.  The truth is of course that no one factor causes these problems, and retailers have a role to play, but making the individual’s responsibilities clear is an important part of an effective approach.

So there’s the carrot of the Campaign for Smarter Drinking or the stick of Drinking Banning Orders. I think that retailers and indeed anyone who genuinely wants to see alcohol-related problems tackled will welcome the greater focus on individual responsibility.

