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DRUG AND ALCOHOL BUREAU PERSPECTIVE 

ON THE 1982 CHANGES TO TAKE-AWAY LIQUOR TRADING HOURS 

RATIONALE 

On 2 July 1982 new take-away liquor trading hours came into 

effect throughout the Northern Territory. The previous trading 

hours of 0900 to 2200 hours were changed to 1200 to 2100 hours 

Sunday to Friday and 0900 to 2100 hours Saturday. The Government 

took this initiative on the recommendation of the Working PartY. 

of Drunkenness (the Martin Committee). That committee was estab

lished "to examine all aspects of reducing drunkenness, including 

reducing hours of sale of liquor, responsibility of licensees, 

drinking in public places, alcohol abuse education". 

The objective of changing the take-away hours was to reduce the 

prevalence of public drinking and public drunkenness throughout 

the Territory. This approach is based on the "control of 

consumption" model of alcohol intervention: it assumes that the 

overall level of alcohol consumption in a society determines the 

level of alcohol related problems in that society, and the the 

availability of alcohol is one factor determining the overall 

consumption level. According to this model, changed trading 

hours (ie, a change in availability) will result in a change in 

consumption which will, in turn, result in a change in the amount 

of alcohol related problems in society. 

The model also recognises that changes in trading hours can have 

different effects on different segments of the population. 

In assessing whether the Government's 1982 changes to take-away 

liquor trading hours were a success or not, we must first 

determine to what degree the changes achieved their objective of 

reducing public drinking and public drunkenness. We need then to 

consider what other aspects, both positive and negative, resulted 

from the changed hours. 
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RESEARCH ELSEWHERE 

International research supports, in broad terms, the theory which 

postulates a more or less direct positive relationship between 

.the level of alcohol consumed in a society and the society's 

level of alcohol related problems. When we look at the relation

ships between availability and consumption levels, and 

availability and alcohol related problems, however, significant 

conflicts appear in the research evidence. 

It can be stated with some confidence that no convincing evidence 

exists to support the assumption (which seems to underlie the 

Working Party's approach) that small changes · in the take-away 

trading hours will affect the overall alcohol consumption level 

nor will they affect the level of alcohol related problems in 

society. 

On the other hand, it is self evident that these kind of small 

changes to the availability of liquor will have a range of 

impacts on specific groups in society. 

RESEARCH METHODS EMPLOYED BY THE DRUG AND ALCOHOL BUREAU 

Following discussions with officers of the Liquor Commission of 

the Northern Territory and the Northern Territory Police Force, 

the Drug and Alcohol Bureau undertook a number of activities 

aimed at monitoring and assessing the impact of the new take-away 

liquor trading hours. These activities included the following: 

1. Discussion with the then NT Hoteliers' Association (now the 

NT Branch of the Australian Hotels Association) resulted in 

... the Hoteliers' Association sending a questionnaire to all 

its members seeking information on the immediate impact of 

the new trading hours. 

2. The Darwin based market research firm Territory Research 

Associates was commissioned to conduct a public opinion poll 

in Darwin, Katherine, Tennant Creek and Alice Springs to 
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assess the public's knowledge of, experience with and 

opinion of the new trading hours. 

3. A questionnaire followed up by personal contacts was sent to 

a range of Aboriginal organisations and communities, and to 

individuals in touch with Aboriginal people. This technique 

was used to elicit input from key groups missed by the 

Australian Bureau of Statistics survey approach used by 

Territory Research Associates in its survey. 

4. The Drug and Alcohol Bureau placed an advertisement in each 

NT newspaper, twice, in June 1983, calling for submissions 

on the impact of the take-away trading hours legislation. 

5. All NT newspapers have been monitored as a way of assessing 

public and editorial opinion. 

6. The Drug and Alcohol Bureau has monitored the application of 

the "two kilometre law", as one way of assessing public 

drinking activity. 

7. The Bureau has received, via the Chief Minister's Office and 

the Liquor Commission, petitions, sponsored by the then 

Hoteliers' Association, opposing the new trading hours. 

8. Regional drug and alcohol groups from each of the 

Territory's five administrative regions have been asked to 

discuss the impact of the new trading hours. They have done 

this and have reported their positions to the NT Drug and 

Alcohol Advisory Committee which has itself developed a 

position on the issue. 

The tiata derived from these research methods will, it is hoped, 

supplement those obtained by the Liquor Commission from its own 

sources of information. The Liquor Commission has, of course, 

sought the views of the Police Force and the liquor industry, as 

well as those of special interest groups and the community at 

large. 
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DID THE CHANGES ACHIEVE THEIR OBJECTIVES? 

The hours of take-away liquor trading in the Northern Territory 

were changed in July 1982 with the aim of reducing the prevalence 

of public drinking and public drunkenness. The Drug and Alcohol 

Bureau has seen no convincing evidence that the level of public 

drinking has been reduced by this initiative alone. 

The level of public intoxication, on the other hand, seems to 

have been reduced by the new hours. A number of key informants 

have reported that far fewer intoxicated people are found i .n 

public in the mornings since the new trading hours have been in 

effect. The new hours, in themselves, seem to have had no effect 

on the level of public drunkenness during the evening hours. 

Other Initiatives 

It is important to note, of course, the serious difficulty in 

assessing the impact of this one liquor control initiative. It 

has occurred concurrently with a range of other initiatives, 

including the new public drinking legislation (the two kilometre 

law), the public education campaign against alcohol abuse, the 

development of sobering-up shelters and heavy enforcement of 

drink/drive legislation. During 1982, the rate of protective 

custody apprehensions was very high, much higher than in previous 

years. It would be true to say that here has been, in the 

Territory in recent years, an increase in the overall level of 

public awareness of alcohol issues. The two kilometre law, in 

particular, as well as the nineteen months of publicity which 

preceded its implementation, has certainly interacted with the 

changes to take-away liquor trading hours to produce many of the 

changes in public drinking patterns which we have observed . .. 

00029
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OTHER IMPACTS 

1. Level of Public Awareness and Support 

The public at large, is, generally speaking, aware of the 

new trading hours and not opposed to them. The Territory 

Research Associates March/April 1983 survey of households in 

Darwin, Katherine, Tennant Creek and Alice Springs, for 

example, demonstrated this. As shown in Table 1 below, 69 

percent of the people surveyed were aware of the new hours. 

While only 36 percent stated that they approved of the n~w 

hours only 20 percent disapproved. In other words, 80 

percent either supported the existing hours or are 

indifferent to the issue. 

Table 1 AWARENESS OF AND SUPPORT FOR NEW TAKE-AWAY HOURS -
HOUSEHOLD SURVEY 

Number Percent 
Awareness 
Aware of change 526 69 

Opinion 
Approve of change 272 36 
Not sure 17 2 
No opinion 318 42 
Disapprove 154 20 

TOTAL 761 100 

As noted above, special efforts were made to elicit the 

views of Aboriginal people and organisations whom one would 

expect to be missed by the Australian Bureau of Statistics 

survey methods used in the Territory Research Associates 

survey discussed above. Sixty-five people, both Aboriginal 

and people of other races who work closely with them, have 

"' provided their opinions of and experiences with the new 

trading hours. As shown in Table 2, some 80 percent of 

these respondents approved of or have no opinion about the 

new hours. Only 20 percent object to the restrictions. 

These results are, of course, similar to those obtained in 

the Territory Research Associates survey. 
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Table 2 SUPPORT FOR NEW TAKE-AWAY HOURS - ABORIGINAL INFORMANTS 

Approve of change 
Number 

39 
13 
13 

Percent 
60 

Not sureor no opinion 
Disapprove 

20 
20 

TOTAL 65 100 

2. Impact on the Public at Large 

The Territory-wide Territory Research Associates survey 

referred to above also assessed the impact on the public of 

the changed take-away trading hours. Almost all the people 

surveyed stated that the new hours have no effect on them. 

Table 3, below, demonstrates this. 

Table 3 IMPACT ON NEW TAKE-AWAY HOURS - HOUSEHOLD SURVEY 

Number Percent 
No effect 658 87 
Inconvenience 87 11 
Annoyance 14 2 

TOTAL 759 100 

3. Impact on the Liquor Industry 

Soon after the new trading hours came into effect, the NT 

Hoteliers' Association, following discussion with Drug and 

Alcohol Bureau staff, developed and distributed to all its 

members a questionnaire. This questionnaire sought inform

ation on the immediate impact, if any, of the new trading 

hours on the hoteliers. Four of the seventeen members 

~ responded. Both the Walkabout Hotel, Nhulunbuy, and the 

Marrara Hotel, Darwin, stated that they had to retrench 

staff because of the shorter trading hours: one casual at 

the Walkabout Hotel and one permanent and one casual at the 

Marrara Hotel. 
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Tuminello Investments stated that the new hours "has seen a 

reduction in trading of 18% in this area without any 

reduction in overheads or staff costs". Liquor purchase 

returns, provided to the Liquor Commission by licensees in 

conjunction with licence renewal applications, will 

demonstrate if this pattern of reduced sales is widespread 

and ongoing, or something unique to Tuminello Investments 

when the above comment was made. 

A range of other impacts on the liquor industry have been 

reported. The NT Liquor Commission has details. Most of 

these impacts reflect the fact that many people, who 

formerly purchased liquor in the mornings, now drink in 

bars, at least until noon when take-away sales become 

available. Some licensees are unhappy about this pattern of 

drinking. They do not want certain types of people drinking 

in their bars. The Drug and Alcohol Bureau position is that 

licensees are in the business of selling liquor. They and 

their staff are responsible for ensuring that they comply 

with the Liquor Act and licence conditions relating to bar 

trading. 

It is noted that the amendments to the Liquor Act and the 

accompanying regulations which changed the trading hours, 

authorise the Liquor Commission to permit licensees to sell 

take-away liquor at times other than the restricted hours 

set out in the Regulations, provided the Liquor Commission 

is satisfied the liquor sold at such times is not likely to 

be consumed in public nor to result in public drunkenness. 

It is understood that only two such licence variations have 

been made to date. 

4. ~ Impact on Special Groups 

Naturally, the new trading hours have affected different 

people in different ways. As noted above, most people 

surveyed state that they are not affected at all by the 
changes. 
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some evidence has come from people working in the health and 

social welfare fields, that prohibiting take-away sales in 

the mornings, Sunday to Friday, has been of real benefit. 

Aboriginal Health Workers serving the town camps, the 

society of St Vincent De Paul in Darwin and a number of 

Aboriginal organisations have reported that the restricted 

trading hours have assisted both them and the people they 

serve. 

Shopkeepers and shoppers in one of the Territory's towns 

have expressed particular support for retaining the prohibi~ 

tion on morning sales, stating that this improves the 

working conditions of employees and provides a morning 

period when people can do their shopping unmolested by 

intoxicated people and others begging for money. This 

pattern of behaviour is specially evident in the Territory's 

smaller towns. 

one licensee (Liquorland), on the other hand, has expressed 

the opposite view. Liquorland state that the new hours are 

inconvenient to shoppers and to shopkeepers, as they cause 

congestion in the bottle shop sales area, during the after

noon sales periods. This comment suggests that some 

licensees have failed to make the adjustments to their 

facilities needed to continue to provide good quality 

service to their customers. 

since the two kilometre law has been in effect, the Drug and 

Alcohol Bureau has been monitoring Police activity in this 

area. In the first few months of 1983, some 92 percent of 

notices issued to people for drinking in public places were 

issued during the period 1200 to 2100 hours. Only 3 percent 

were issued between midnight and 0900 hours and only 5 

percent between 2100 and midnight. This probably reflects 

the patterns of Police activity as much as the patterns of 

public drinking. 

A petition was distributed by the NT Hoteliers' Association 

throughout members' hotels and inserted in the NT News in 

December 1981, protesting against the (then) proposed 
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restricted trading hours. Fifty-seven people completed the 

newspaper petition and 1,020 signed it in hotels, making a 

total of 1,077 people expressing opposition to the proposed 

changes. It could well be that many people changed their 

minds on this issue after the new hours came into effect, 

having experienced the minimal impact the new hours had on 

them. If this were so it may explain the low level of 

opposition to the legislation shown in surveys conducted 

after the restrictions had been place for some time. 

It has been suggested a number of times that people who 

formerly drank liquor in public now drink other intoxicants, 

owing to the restricted availability of liquor in the 

mornings. Methylated spirits and "Listerine" have been 

consistently mentioned in this regard. In September 1982 

the Drug and Alcohol Bureau conducted a telephone survey of 

retailers of methylated spirits; they reported no change in 

sales patterns. Retail pharmacists contacted at the same 

time reported no change 

problems exist with this 

in "Listerine" sales. Clearly, 

method of gathering data: · how 

accurate were the retailers' comments? Nevertheless, we 

have no evidence that the new trading hours have resulted in 

people drinking alternative sources of ethyl alcohol. 

VIEWS OF NT DRUG AND ALCOHOL ADVISORY COMMITTEE AND REGIONAL 

GROUPS 

Government initiatives have led to the establishment, in each 

adrninistrati ve region of the Territory, of a community based 

regional drug and alcohol group. Each group is represented on 

the N.T. Drug and Alcohol Advisory Committee (DAAC), the 

coniini ttee which is responsible for "advising the Government in 

the social implications of drug and alcohol related legislation". 

Each regional group has discussed the impact of the new trading 

hours and has attempted to assess local opinion on them. They 

have reported to DAAC that the new trading hours are inconvenient 

to some people but also have a range of positive aspects. No 

support was expressed for retaining the current 2100 hours clos

ing time for take-away liquor sales. 
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The Northern Territory Drug and Alcohol Advisory Committee, 

having considered the views of the five regional drug and alcohol 

groups and its ex-officio members, resolved at its 26 August 1983 

meeting, to recommend that the current prohibition on take-away 

liquor sales before 12 noon Sundays to Fridays be retained. 

SUMMARY AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

The Drug and Alcohol Bureau's perspective on the issue can be 

summarised as follows: 

1. Both alcohol control theory and research elsewhere suggest 

that making small changes to the availability of alcohol 

through minor adjustments to take-away trading hours cannot 

be expected to result in any significant change in overall 

alcohol consumption nor in alcohol related_ problems. 

2. Such changes can, however, affect drinking patterns and 

alcohol related problems among specific groups in the 

community. 

3. The NT public is aware of the new trading hours. 

4. The NT public generally supports the new trading hours, or 

at least is not opposed to them. 

5. The new trading hours are inconvenient to some segments of 

the public. 

6. No convincing evidence has been presented demonstrating that 

the new hours have had any significant adverse effects on 

~ the liquor industry. 

7. The prohibition of morning take-away sales has resulted in 

real benefits in some areas, especially relating to the 

health and welfare of some vulnerable groups in society. 
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8. Reducing the take-away trading period by one hour in the 

evenings seems to result in inconvenience to all concerned. 

Unlike the prohibition on morning take-away sales, no 

support has been expressed for the evening restrictions. 

9. The , :r:estr~cted trading hours demonstrate to the public the 

Government's firm commitment to act to prevent, intervene 

with and resolve alcohol related problems. They have, in 

this way, a beneficial educational function. 

10. The new hours should not be seen in isolation. They are but 

one component of a coherent package of Government 

initiatives aimed at reducing the level of alcohol related 

problems. Other elements include alcohol education, the 

provision of sobering-up shelters and rehabilitation 

services, and the public drinking and drink/drive 

legislation. ~ 

11. Little evidence exists demonstrating that the restrictions, 

in themselves, have achieved the objective of reducing 

public drinking. Some evidence exists, on the other hand, 

supporting the view that they have gone some way towards 

achieving the objective of reducing public drunkenness. The 

interaction of the trading hours restrictions and the 

enforcement of the public drinking legislation, however, 

preclude any definite cause/effect statements in this area. 

12. On the evidence available, the Drug and Alcohol Bureau 

recommends that the opening hours for take-away liquor sales 

remain as they are now and that the hours for evening take

away sales revert to the pre-July 1982 position. The Liquor 

Commission should be permitted to exercise its discretion, 

~ and to be responsive to public opinion, in determining 

licence conditions relating to take-away liquor trading 

hours. 
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