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1. Out of the blue – the BAC announcement 

What a great surprise; certainly not what we were expecting of this National-led government 
several months ago. 
 
And we know it hasn’t actually happened yet, but the announcement by Minister Brownlee that 
the government has decided to begin the legislative process to reduce the adult blood alcohol 
concentration (BAC) from 0.08 to 0.05 before Christmas, represents the most important aspect of 
alcohol reform since Alcohol Action NZ was formed in 2009.  
 

Here is the latest information from the Land Transport website: 
http://www.transport.govt.nz/legislation/bills/land-transport-amendment-bill-2013/ 
  
You will notice that it is expected that a select committee on the Bill will be formed before 
Christmas but that doesn’t mean it will necessarily call for public submissions or that we 
shouldn’t submit to the members of the committee anyway! 
 
The main criticism of the proposed Bill is the weakness of the sanctions for driving under the 
influence of alcohol in the BAC range of 0.05 – 0.08. This attracts a fine of only $200 plus 50 
demerit points.  
 
However, the experience of Ireland is encouraging. They lowered the BAC limit from 0.08 to 
0.05 in 2006 using less than criminal sanctions and it resulted in a halving of the road toll while 
at the same halving the number of drink driving convictions appearing in court. This is not a bad 
way to go. A number of other countries have already adopted lower BAC limits (eg Norway, 
Sweden, Poland and Japan at 0.02 and 0.03) and that will be the next target. 
 

When this change occurs (and in fact prior to it, because many New Zealanders already think the 
change has occurred and are beginning to adjust their behaviour accordingly) there will be a 
detectable reduction in alcohol-related harm, especially connected with road travel – New 
Zealand’s roads will become safer places to travel on. This is excellent, and the very thing we 
have all been working so hard to achieve over the past four years. 
 
There is no magic bullet for changing the damaging drinking culture in New Zealand, but a real 
alcohol reform like this gets the wheels turning. When the BAC reduction from 0.08 to 0.05 is 
seen alongside the other reforms (see below) it will have the influence of making the overall job 
seem so much more doable with one already ticked off. 
 



Why did the government act now? See final section below on the politics. 
 
 
2. The BAC announcement and the alcohol industry 

The alcohol industry is distinctly grumpy about this change, although putting on a good face in 
public. In fact, in some instances alcohol industry representatives are trying to convince the 
public that they have supported this change all along. How they sleep at night is hard to 
understand at times! 
 
But they certainly didn’t want to debate the issue in the media following the announcement. DS 
was invited to discuss the issue with the alcohol industry on Radio New Zealand's Morning 
Report the following morning (Tues 5 November), which he immediately accepted. 
Several hours later Radio New Zealand rang back to say the industry had declined such debate. 
However, Radio New Zealand said they had decided to go ahead with a live interview with the 
industry alone as Plan B.  
 
And as it turned out the Plan B interview revealed even more about the industry and the BAC 
(and the government). The industry spokesperson quite candidly admitted they had persuaded the 
government in 2010 to undertake research on the rate of death and injury caused by drivers with 
blood alcohol between 0.05 and 0.08. Remember, that was at a time when no reputable research 
group in the country considered such research was of any use, let alone necessary. We were 
commenting in the media that the government’s (Stephen Joyce) decision to embark on “more 
research” rather than take the advice of the Ministry of Transport, seemed odd in many ways, 
including from a scientific point of view, particularly the methodology, and we suggested that 
the government had come under the influence of the alcohol industry, although didn’t have the 
evidence to prove it. Over 300 international studies had already confirmed the great benefit of 
reducing the drink driving limit to 0.05 at the time, evidence the government decided to ignore at 
the time. 
  
So now we know for sure it was the alcohol industry that lobbied successfully for the 
government to undertake unnecessary delaying research in 2010 and this confirmation vindicates 
our stance in other instances when the government acts strangely against evidence and public 
opinion with respect to alcohol reform and we accuse them of having come under the spell of the 
alcohol industry again.  
 
 
3. Call for action to the incoming government 2014 

Do you recall the highly successful Doctors & Nurses Statement of 2010, which was signed by 
over 400 leading doctors and nurses in New Zealand? 
 
Working off that process, which had a significant influence on the Law Commission’s review of 
the liquor laws with the resultant excellent set of scientifically-based recommendations, we are 
currently working on doing something similar. We are preparing a document for signing by 
heads and representatives of various health bodies and social agencies, including medical and 
nursing groups, organisations, and colleges, directly impacted and involved by alcohol, along 
with community leaders, which will be presented to the incoming government in 2014. It will 
highlight a list of priority alcohol actions for the government to enact as the next step in bringing 
down alcohol harm. 
 
You won’t be surprised it is based on the 5+ Solution because this remains the best summary of 
the international evidence for dealing to alcohol-related harm in society: 
 



1. Raise alcohol prices 

2. Raise the purchase age 

3. Reduce alcohol accessibility 

4. Reduce advertising and sponsorship 

5. Increase drink-driving countermeasures 

PLUS: Increase treatment opportunities for heavy drinkers 

 
We hope to have this new document ready within the next few weeks so the process of collecting 
signatures can begin to occur as the New Year begins and extend over about six months or so, 
prior to the start of the general election campaign. 
 
The next newsletter will give finalised details about the document itself as well as details on how 
it can be signed. 
 
 

4. Conference 2014 – two eminent Australian alcohol scientists speaking 

We previously announced that Prof Mike Daube from Perth will be a keynote speaker at the 
annual Alcohol Action NZ conference (at Te Papa) in 2014.  
 
We are now very pleased to announce that he will be joined by a further eminent alcohol 
scientist from Australia, Prof Kyp Kypri from Newcastle. 
  
Make sure the date is set in your diary - Thursday 20

th
 March 2014, and your cheap flights 

have been purchased.  
 

 

5. Local Alcohol Plans (LAPs) 

The higgledy piggledy nature of the LAPs process throughout New Zealand must be a joy to 
behold for the alcohol industry. There is an emerging pattern of varying trading hours and policy 
around the number of outlets throughout New Zealand. Chaotic public policy is what the 
industry thrives on. 
 
There is also considerable time and energy going into the process by good people – concerned 
citizens, the Police, Medical Officers of Health and in Councils themselves.  
 
Obviously what is needed ultimately is for central government to take a lead and do something 
much more substantial than the pathetic default hours of trading in the new Bill (preventing 
alcohol trading between 4am and 7am in the morning).  
 
However, in the meantime, the LAP process is what is on offer and remains an important 
opportunity to reduce alcohol-related harm in our own jurisdictions. So we must put some of our 
energy into it, while not getting too frustrated by the process. 
 
 
6. An Alcohol Action group in every electorate 

The AANZ vision is to see an Alcohol Action group in each of the 60 electorates in New 
Zealand, where local activists will be developing close relationships with community leaders, 
Council members and local MPs, getting stuck in with liquor licensing hearings and other 
submissions and regularly submitting letters to the editor to the local newspaper.   
 
Perhaps you would like to set up a group in your electorate but not quite sure how to get it 
started. If this is the case, contact Jacqui Robinson, National Network Coordinator: Jacqui James-
Robinson [jacqui.alcoholaction@gmail.com].  



 
The Network meets once a month via a teleconference to discuss progress, both nationally and 
locally.  
 
There is also an annual face-to-face meeting in Wellington on the day following the AANZ 
conference for anyone in the Network where we get together to strategize for the year ahead.  
 
The next of these face-to-face meetings will be Friday 21st March 2014 in Wellington. If you 
want more information about this annual meeting, contact Jacqui. 
 
 
7. The politics 

The decisive political spark for the government’s 0.05 drink driving limit appears to have been 
the random selection of Iain Lees-Galloway's private member's bill from the ballot to lower the 
drink driving limit, at a time when under David Cunliffe’s new leadership Labour has been 
appearing much more electable in 2014. When the selection of the bill occurred, the government 
was faced with a dilemma. Polls were showing a strengthening of public opinion for lowering 
the limit, at least in part due to some high quality media work by TV3's Campbell Live 
programme and Chris Laidlaw's Sunday morning Radio New Zealand programme. For the 
government there was an immediate political risk of losing ground to Labour on this issue. 
  
The government has taken a well-deserved roasting for their cynical response to the Law 
Commission's review of 2010 by bringing to Parliament the Bill titled the "Alcohol Reform 
Bill", which contained half a reform (split purchase age option) that was defeated leaving an 
Alcohol NON-Reform Bill. Lowering the BAC was an opportunity for a little redemption along 
with pre-empting Labour making any further political mileage out of Iain Lees-Galloway's bill. 
  
The National-led government may have acted more out of political vested interest than any 
genuine desire to use legislation to change the heavy drinking culture, but act it has and this 
needs to be celebrated. 
 
So we learn that surprising things can happen in politics and can occur when we least expect it. 
We also learn the potential power of private members’ bills. 
 
The media are giving the Conservatives a major leg up in terms of publicity, which could very 
well provide National with the possibility of a coalition partner if they win three or four seats in 
the event of Colin Craig winning the yet to be determined Auckland electorate on the North 
Shore. The Māori Party could still provide one or two seats but ACT and Dunne are probably 
history. The Conservatives, Māori Party and New Zealand First have all publicly stated their 
commitment to good (effective) alcohol reform, so even if the Labour/Green coalition doesn’t 
get up to the line, the 2014 general election is likely to produce a new government from which 
further alcohol reform is likely. Change is coming! 
 
Here’s to a safe and merry Christmas and a rejuvenating summer holiday. 
 
 
Sincerely 
Doug, Jennie and Geoff 
Medical Spokespeople 
Alcohol Action NZ 
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“Alcohol Action NZ is a national organisation promoting the 5+ Solution, an evidence-

based set of strategies that will significantly reduce the enormous social, medical and 

personal damage alcohol misuse is inflicting on our society” 

  
 


