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LIQUOR LAWS - IRRESPONSIBLE BEHAVIOUR 
Grievance 

MR J.E. McGRATH (South Perth) [9.49 am]:  On 10 June The West Australian ran a story with the headline 
“Death at hotel leads to drink law revamp”.  I have a copy of the article with me.  The story was about a 40-year-
old woman who fell to her death from the fifteenth floor to the tenth floor of the Rendezvous Observation City 
Hotel.  Her name was Margaret Dix and she was a constituent of mine.  As a result of the subsequent court case, 
Magistrate Heaney’s ruling that there was no case to answer left a lot of questions unanswered.  He brought 
down a finding that criticised the wording of the law with regard to the responsible service of alcohol.  Apart 
from the fact that Margaret Dix was a constituent of mine, I know and have spoken to her brother, who also lives 
in my electorate.  The family’s comments on this matter expressed their disappointment.  The family feels that 
the police have been let down by the system because the laws relating to the responsible service of alcohol are 
flawed.  The family is very disappointed with the court decision and feels that the magistrate erred in his 
decision by judging the law and not the case.  If he had judged the case on the facts that were presented for the 
charges that were laid, he could have come to only one decision.  The family feels that if the laws are to be 
changed because of this tragic accident and the court case to enable the police to enforce the laws, they would 
have some comfort in knowing that lives and serious injury could be prevented with the promotion of the 
responsible consumption of alcohol. 

In the story in The West Australian to which I have referred, the minister responsible for liquor licensing is 
reported as promising that legislation that will be introduced to Parliament later this year will include reforms 
relating to antisocial behaviour and drunkenness.  He said that the law needs to be as clear as possible.  We are 
aware that the minister is working on this law at the moment.  I urge the minister to look very closely at the 
problem in society at the moment.  I have had discussions with a member of the police force’s drug and alcohol 
unit, who is at the front line in the fight against this problem.  He told me the other day that the responsible 
service of alcohol in our community is a myth.  He believes that there is pressure for more alcohol sales in 
crowded bars.  Managers are encouraged to sell as much liquor as possible.  The police often turn up to 
situations after people have been thrown out of a pub or bar.  He said that the police see people rolling in the 
gutter.  They are so drunk that they cannot stand up.  Someone has served them alcohol.  They cannot get drunk 
just by inhaling alcohol.  They are thrown out of the bar by the bouncers or the doormen.  The security staff just 
want to get them out of the place.  The police then have the job of sorting out the problem.  The police officer 
thinks that we, as members of Parliament, should be looking at laws that give police more help to sort out this 
social problem in the community.  I note that Bradley Woods from the Australian Hotels Association has said 
that there is a problem with young people drinking at home before they go to these venues.  As responsible as 
licensees want to be, other factors are also involved.  The police officer said that the police have seen street 
battles at private parties and they have been attacked by up to 200 or 300 people.  What laws do we have to 
prevent someone providing alcohol to young people at a private party?  These are issues that the opposition will 
encourage the Minister for Racing and Gaming to talk to the Minister for Police and Emergency Services about. 
The reason I raise this matter today is to stress that this problem is growing.  The police officer said that there is 
far less control in the system now than there was 25 years ago.  He said that police resources are stretched and 
that the attitude of many young people is a problem.  Bars that hold a large number of people are very hard to 
control.  The magistrate made the point that if a drunk person is standing in a corner and someone in that 
person’s group buys the drinks, how would the person serving the alcohol know that the drink will be given to 
someone who is already intoxicated.  The police are saying that more people should take responsibility for the 
responsible service of alcohol.  Security staff should be made to be more responsible and accountable.  They 
should be observing the people on the premises, and if someone is drunk, they should do something about it, 
rather than wait until a problem arises, which is when the security staff step in, take some action and bundle the 
drunk person out the door, and then the police arrive to sort out the problem. 

I also note the comments of the Commissioner of Police in an article in the newspaper last weekend.  He said 
that drunkenness among young people is a real problem.  He said that a lot of work needs to be done in liquor 
licensing in this state to bring drunkenness under control in entertainment precincts.  Our Commissioner of 
Police is asking for help.   

I note that there will be some changes to the law regarding the responsible service of alcohol.  I have looked at 
the proposed new definition and I do not think it goes far enough.  The opposition is willing and happy to assist 
the minister and the Minister for Police and Emergency Services in this matter, because it is a serious issue and 
our police force needs some help with it. 

MR M. McGOWAN (Rockingham - Minister for Racing and Gaming) [9.56 am]:  I thank the member for 
South Perth for his grievance and for the sensitive and sensible way in which he presented it.  The unfortunate 
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death of the woman involved in this incident is a very sensitive issue.  I am sure that all our thoughts are with her 
family. 

As the member for South Perth rightfully pointed out, the government is in the process of changing the state’s 
liquor laws.  The headline of the article in The West Australian to which he referred implied that the government 
would be changing the laws as a consequence of this case.  That is not true.  We have been in the process of 
changing the laws for about three years, and I expect that the new laws will be introduced into this house in 
August or September this year.  I look forward to a very constructive relationship with the opposition.  As I have 
said to the member for South Perth and any member of the Liberal Party who talks to me regularly about the 
issue, I am only too happy to accommodate them if they want to set up a process whereby we can join forces and 
work our way through this tricky and difficult area.  I am happy to meet with them as often as they like and work 
with them so that we can have ownership of making sensible and reasonable changes. 

The member for South Perth referred to a police officer who has concerns with some of the laws.  I will go 
through some of the proposals.  First, there will be mandatory training in the responsible service of alcohol for 
all people working in the industry.  At the moment it is not mandatory.  Good licensees do it; bad ones do not.  It 
will be mandatory, as is the current situation in New South Wales.  That will go a long way towards helping 
solve the problem.  There will be provisions to ensure that free water is provided in all premises.  There will be 
provisions to enable some products to be banned.  The member for South Perth said that people cannot inhale 
alcohol.  Unfortunately, that is not true; people can inhale it.  There are machines that enable people to do just 
that.  We will make it easier for Aboriginal communities to outlaw the provision of alcohol in their communities.  
We will make accords, which the member for Yokine, as a police officer in the 1990s, had some considerable 
involvement in putting in place, much more easily enforceable and applicable to licensees who do not want the 
accords applied to them.  That will be bad luck in their case.  We will make it easier for licensees to refuse 
access to people who want to come onto their premises.  We will put in place a wide range of provisions - the so-
called fingerprinting rules - that will keep bad elements out of the industry.  We will make it easier for police to 
move on people who are in the vicinity of licensed premises and causing trouble.  We are all aware of them.  We 
will make sure that premises operating after 1.00 am are required to have security cameras so that unfortunate 
events are recorded.  We will make it easier for police, by giving them the legislative capacity to take alcohol 
away from people in a public place, or at the sky show, for example.  We will make it easier to restrict some of 
the happy hour and cheap drink promotions that are causing some of the problems.  We will also provide police 
with the capacity to take alcohol away from people under the age of 18 years, which at present police cannot.  
All these measures, and many more, will be brought in as part of these reforms. 
The police are totally supportive of our proposals.  The Australian Medical Association, which rarely agrees with 
anything that the government proposes, is totally supportive of these changes.  All the public health people 
around Western Australia are totally supportive of these changes because they will make a significant difference.  
The definition of drunkenness was at the heart of the case of Ms Dix.  The magistrate made a decision, and I am 
advised that the police are appealing the decision of that magistrate.  I do not want to get into the minutiae of the 
magistrate’s decision, because it is subject to an appeal that should be heard within the next couple of months.  It 
would be inappropriate to say that we will change the law based on what the magistrate found to be the law, 
when the magistrate’s decision may be overturned upon appeal.  We will wait for the decision and then examine 
the law to see what needs to be done.  I agree with the general thrust of the comments of the member for South 
Perth; that is, if there is a difficulty with the definition of drunkenness by alcohol, we will need to change it.  In 
any event, we will change the definition to remove an anomaly that has existed in the law, whereby if a licensee 
who served alcohol to somebody was able to allege that the person was affected by drugs, fatigue and tiredness 
but was not influenced by the alcohol, the licensee could escape the charge.  We will remove that exemption.  I 
am sure the member for South Perth understands what I mean.  We will remove that loophole in the law by 
which a licensee who served somebody could say that the person was affected not by alcohol, but by some other 
substance.  However, we will wait for the decision upon appeal before deciding whether the clause needs any 
further amendment, in addition to the amendment proposed.  Ms Dix’s case is very sad.  My feelings go out to 
her family and the member’s constituents.  There is an opportunity for all sides of Parliament to work together to 
come up with a very good solution for our state’s liquor laws. 
 


