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ALCOHOL CONSUMPTION — CHILDREN AND YOUNG PEOPLE 

Statement 

HON LINDA SAVAGE (East Metropolitan) [5.50 pm]: I rise tonight to speak about a very concerning 
issue—that is, alcohol consumption by children and young people. This week I received a letter from the 
McCusker Centre for Action on Alcohol and Youth dated 14 June and signed by Professor Fiona Stanley and 
Professor Mike Daube. I understand all members of Parliament received that letter, which begins as follows — 

West Australian children and young people are drinking at earlier ages, and drinking to get drunk, with 
alarming consequences. 

The letter calls for urgent action, in particular by different levels of government and agencies as well as by 
parents and the wider community. The letter states that there is a need for urgent action by government and 
provides three areas within which it feels that the state government could act decisively, quickly and without real 
cost implications to the community. Those areas are: making a commitment to introducing mandatory well-
supported alcohol and drug education as a specific component in the curriculum for all Western Australian 
schoolchildren; legislation making it illegal to supply alcohol to young people aged under 18 years without the 
approval of a parent or guardian, which is known as “secondary supply” legislation and which already exists in a 
number of Australian states; and “controlled purchase” legislation.  

I will make a few comments about the research of which I am sure other members are aware and which confirms 
the dangerous effect that alcohol has on a young person’s brain in both development and function. I will do so by 
referring to a report of this Parliament, the Education and Health Standing Committee’s 2011 report, “Alcohol: 
Reducing the Harm and Curbing the Culture of Excess”. This report is by the committee to which Hon Wendy 
Duncan referred a few minutes ago when she mentioned another report that it has just handed down. This report 
refers to Australian research showing that alcohol can disrupt brain development during that critical phase of 
growth that occurs from around 12 to 13 years of age until the early 20s. It shows that the young teenage brain 
and the young adult brain are more sensitive to the effect of alcohol on structure and functional development and 
adaptation. Also, the research shows that the young brain is less sensitive to normal self-regulation or cues that 
serve in adults to, hopefully, moderate alcohol intake. That part of the brain affects cognitive behaviours, 
regulation and moderation of behaviour, decision-making and planning. That person’s part of the brain is still 
developing until they are aged in their early 20s. Therefore, young people who abuse alcohol and disrupt that 
normal development do not have the ability to self-regulate and are more prone to disruptive behaviours. 
Perhaps, members, like me, remember those years and can relate to that.  
The conclusion of the research in that report, based on widely available evidence, is that the young brain, 
particularly in someone aged younger than 20 years, is much more sensitive to the effects of the alcohol. The 
parliamentary committee also heard evidence of research linking childhood and young adult drinking patterns to 
higher rates of alcohol dependency in later life.  
I turn now to the first suggestion made by Professor Stanley and Professor Daube about mandatory alcohol and 
drug education for all WA school students. A report was released in January 2011 for the Commissioner for 
Children and Young People titled, “2011 Consultation with Young People: Reducing Alcohol-related Harm”, 
which some members may have seen. The report found that more than 40 per cent of young people felt that 
school education would be very effective, particularly if it started at a young age and before their first alcoholic 
drink with friends. Although at some schools children receive drug and alcohol education at different stages, it is 
not mandatory. In this survey young people thought education was important and it would be more likely to have 
an impact if it was started at a young age, focused on relevant issues and was delivered by people whom they 
respected. 
The second action is for secondary supply legislation, which is an issue also referred to in the Education and 
Health Standing Committee’s 2011 report, to introduce restrictions on the secondary supply of alcohol to minors. 
In fact, the 2009 National Health and Medical Research Council guidelines stipulate that children under 15 years 
of age are at the greatest risk of harm from drinking, and not drinking alcohol is especially important. Under 
current Western Australian legislation, adults are able to supply alcohol to minors and juveniles without the 
consent of their parents in certain circumstances.  

The third action relates to controlled operations, which would involve a significant change in the legislation. 
That would allow volunteers under the age of 18 years to seek to obtain alcohol and in that sense test whether an 
alcohol outlet is attempting to comply with the law to not sell alcohol to under-18s. 

In July 2011, the president of the Children’s Court was reported as saying he sees children as young as 12 years 
of age who are already alcoholics. He is seeing more of this problem and it is not, of course, just confined to any 
one group; it is affecting younger children across all socioeconomic sectors. Therefore, it is not something that 
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we can think of as a problem only in more dysfunctional families. In fact, research shows that the more well-off 
the family a child comes from, the more likely it is that they can afford to pay for alcohol. In March this year, it 
was reported that more than 1 000 children were treated at Perth hospital emergency departments for alcohol or 
drug use. Also reported in March, the police program that picked up young people in Northbridge and the city 
noted that many of them, particularly girls younger than 15 years, had been drinking. 
There is a substantial body of research on the negative effects of alcohol, particularly on health. Illnesses such as 
cirrhosis of the liver that were, perhaps 30 years ago, associated with people aged in their 50s or 60s, are now 
becoming more common in people who are younger than that. Obviously, alcohol use has a high correlation with 
violence, particularly domestic violence and the drunken brawling we see at out-of-control parties.  
Western Australia’s Commissioner for Children and Young People has made recommendations, as has the 
McCusker Centre for Action on Alcohol and Youth—I have just pointed to this letter with specific 
recommendations—and committees of this parliament. Of course, more controversial recommendations have 
been made, including raising the drinking age and mandatory pricing. Increasingly, attention is being turned to 
the bombardment of children with alcohol advertising, including in the hours children would normally be 
expected to watch television, and the effect that might have. The actions proposed by Professors Stanley and 
Daube cannot be regarded as controversial and I believe that those recommendations warrant serious attention.  
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