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November 23rd, 2003 – Embargoed until 00.01am Tuesday November 25th
EMERGENCY SERVICES – AND CITY CENTRES - PARALYSED BY ALCOHOL

No Half Measures campaign calls for urgent Government action

Ambulance, A&E and police workloads are heavily under the influence of alcohol, according to new research highlighting the first-hand experiences of front-line emergency workers.*

Almost 80% of senior A&E consultants say they don’t have the staff, training or other resources to deal with the massive impact of alcohol misuse – while almost 70% of police polled believe that alcohol-related incidents frequently divert them from tackling other crime. 

90% of A&E respondents say either they or their staff have been victims of physical or verbal abuse from drunken patients – while 92% of police have been attacked by drunks. “We’re little more than a glorified UN peace-keeping force”, said one police officer of the mayhem caused by binge drinking on Friday or Saturday nights.

New MORI figures – from a survey of the general public - also reveal a high level of public concern about town and city centres becoming virtual no-go areas for many people during peak drinking times. 77% of over-55s say they never visit their local town centres in the evening – while 50% across the population as a whole say they venture into town less than once a month or not at all. The MORI findings also show that 78% of the public are concerned (43% ‘very concerned’) about binge drinking, drunkenness and disorderly behaviour among British people. Yet only 7% of men and 22% of women know that the current recommended allowances are 3-4 units and 2-3 units per day respectively.

The research (see the attached report) provides the backdrop to a No Half Measures campaign launched by the Alcohol Harm Reduction Group, a new coalition of charities, including Alcohol Concern, Turning Point and the London Drug and Alcohol Network. The new coalition is running a series of projects, funded by Comic Relief, urging the Government to drive through the implementation of an effective alcohol harm-reduction strategy.

Commenting on the research, Eric Appleby, Chief Executive of Alcohol Concern said, “This research illustrates just how poorly we have been managing alcohol misuse in England. Some people see binge drinking as just about personal choice, but there is another side to this story which we are hearing loud and clear  - that our already overstretched emergency services are being left to deal with the fallout of weekend excesses. There can be no more powerful evidence of the urgent need for a comprehensive national strategy to misery and mayhem caused by alcohol misuse.”

Lord Adebowale, Chief Executive of Turning Point, said of the Alcohol Harm Reduction Group projects: “We aim to hold this Government to their word that they will move swiftly and effectively to reduce the terrible harm alcohol misuse inflicts on public health and the social fabric of Britain. Alcohol misuse is a health issue, a criminal justice issue, an economic issue and above all a social care issue. It is something that affects every one of us.”

Shona Beaton of LDAN added: “The country cannot wait any longer for a coherent plan to tackle alcohol misuse. Whilst the Government has procrastinated, our police and paramedics have been left to deal with the consequences.” 

The Alcohol Harm Reduction group’s published recommendations for the national strategy (see pack) include:

· A three-fold increase in funding for alcohol treatment services

· More widespread information about the dangers of alcohol misuse

· Local alcohol strategies to be implemented to reduce alcohol-related harm within communities  

Ministers have delayed the introduction of their National Alcohol Harm Reduction Strategy – which was initially promised shortly after the 1997 election. Figures recently released by the Cabinet Office - as part of an ‘Interim Analytical Report’ ahead of the full strategy - showed that alcohol problems cost ambulance services and A&E departments in the region of £0.5 billion a year - and the NHS as a whole £1.7 billion - with 150,000 people entering hospital because of alcohol every year. The cost of alcohol-related crime was estimated to be a massive £7.3 billion a year.                        

The No Half Measures research showed that some 55% of A&E staff believe that the majority of patients are in casualty units on Friday and Saturday nights due to alcohol – while more than 50% say alcohol misuse accounts for a “very significant” proportion of illness and injuries treated in their departments. Some paramedics claimed to spend up to 90% of their time dealing with drink-related problems, whether these are the result of accidents, violence or disease.

Around 90% of senior A&E staff believe that alcohol misuse is one of the most serious public health problems facing Britain – while 88% of police sergeants polled say alcohol is their most significant public disorder problem. Around 87% of A&E consultants believe that the Government needs to do more to cut alcohol related illness and injury – while almost 80% of police sergeants feel likewise about tackling alcohol-fuelled disorder and violence.  

The campaign will also see the launch of a series of advertisements – on billboards, buses and in the press - calling for urgent Government action to tackle alcohol misuse (see attached pack).

Ends

Press Contacts: 

Lee Lixenberg – 020 7928 7377/07973 407422

Josh Bayly – 020 7928 7377/07793 762818

Geethika Jayatilaka – 07939 037730

Eric Appleby – 07973 954069

Turning Point Contact: David Chater 020 7553 5222/07786 938601

Turning Point is a leading UK social care charity, working across a range of health and disability issues, including drug and alcohol misuse, mental health and learning disabilities. Last year it had contact with 73,000 people through 200 locations across England and Wales.

Notes:

Official launch date for the No Half Measures campaign is Tuesday November 25th. Full details of the research highlighted in this release are given in the attached report. An informal briefing will also be held on Monday November 24th – 11am at Alcohol Concern, Waterbridge House, 32-36 Loman Street, SE1 – for anyone requiring more details about the research or campaign.

MORI interviewed 100,1 adults aged 16+, by telephone between 19-21 September 2003. Data are weighted to the profile of the population of Great Britain. For further information from MORI, please contact Michele Corrado or Andrew Norton at MORI on 020 7347 3000.

* Source: Polling carried out by Field and Research Matters Ltd; focus groups by D.M. Stewart (see attached report for full details)

Karen Jennings, UNISON Head of Health said: 
"It is a common misconception that treating chronic long term alcohol use is the most significant cost to the NHS, but that's just not the case. Most expense comes from drink related accidents at home or in the workplace, and from drink driving accidents, and violence.
"Go into any A&E department on a Saturday night and you'll see the injured coming in for treatment in the aftermath of drunken brawls.  And sadly it's often our health members who then become the target for violence and abuse.  A UNISON survey, carried out at the end of last year,  showed that 52% of nurses and 63% of ambulance staff had personally been subjected to some form of violence in the past 12 months, and there is no doubt that alcohol will have been a significant contributory factor in many of these attacks.
"Ambulance workers are particularly vulnerable because they are often the first people on the scene of any incident and have to tackle people who are drunk or high on drugs, in isolated situations.  
"It is clear that health workers need tough new measures to tackle the increasingly violent and dangerous environment that health workers face.  UNISON would like to see violent offenders receive the same tough penalties from the courts, currently reserved for attacks on the police." 
See www.callingtime.org.uk for more details.
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