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         A note on terms used in the book

         
         While this book is about the prevention of alcohol problems, it helps to be familiar with some of the popular terms being
            used to describe these problems in order to understand some of the studies mentioned.
         

         
         Alcohol problems are increasingly referred to as alcohol-use disorders (AUDs) which, in turn, are often roughly divided into
            ‘alcohol abuse’ (i.e. ‘hazardous’/’harmful’ drinking) and ‘alcohol dependence’ (the more politically correct name for good
            old-fashioned alcoholism – a term still used by many professionals today). In alcohol abuse, a person’s drinking leads to
            problems, but not to a physical addiction. But alcoholism or alcohol dependence applies to a person who shows signs of physical
            addiction to alcohol (for example, tolerance and withdrawal) and who continues to drink, despite problems with health (physical
            and mental) and social, family or job responsibilities. In such cases, alcohol may come to dominate the person’s life and
            relationships. While alcohol abuse and alcohol dependence are two different forms of problem drinking, there is certainly
            overlap between these categories of alcohol-use disorders.
         

         
      

   
      
      
      Acknowledgements

      
      In an age where books on alcohol seem almost exclusively to be penned by celebrities writing about rehab … I thank my editor
         Anne Lawrance and her sober judgment that there is another more important aspect to alcohol that has not been addressed. My agent Sara Menguc expedited the creation of this
         book first by declaring ‘This is a book’, and then by justifiably nagging me to finish my proposal. Moreover, she continues to endure and actively support
         my unwillingness to write the more comfy, ingratiating ‘How to be’ books that would probably put many more new pairs of shoes
         in her wardrobe.
      

      
      The dispassionate eagle eye of my copy editor Anne Newman was invaluable. She ensured the book still made sense amidst the
         plethora of studies cited. She even took pity on me and organised my quagmire of citations when I couldn’t cope any more.
      

      
      My colleague, Jonnie Leach, who has for many years lectured pupils on drug education, has been a tremendous inspiration not
         to mention a great help to me. His raison d’être – ‘We’re trying to save lives’ – is a constant reminder of the underlying significance of what has for too long been thought of as a lifestyle
         and ‘substance-awareness’ issue.
      

      
      I’ve come to realise and appreciate my parents’ influence in cultivating in me a sharpened sensitivity to the way vested interests
         shape both the research and our understanding of health issues, and that the truth often belongs to those who commission it.
      

      
      Yet again my wife Katy has endlessly discussed many aspects of the book with me, helping to clarify my ideas. Worse yet, she
         willingly submitted herself to telling me whether my accounts of ALDH2*2, CYP2E1 and glutamate receptor-signalling genes made
         any sense to the average drinker.
      

      
   
      
      Apéritif

      
      The problem of young drinking doesn’t take place in a vacuum, but with a backdrop of alcohol-adoring adults including parents,
         teachers, doctors, police … and of course, celebrities.
      

      
      Even guests in Her Majesty’s prisons feel entitled to drink and get drunk. When a violent riot broke out at Ford Prison, an
         open jail in West Sussex, on 1 January 2011, with fires destroying buildings and staff taking nearly 22 hours to bring the
         situation under control, it was widely reported that a large number of prisoners were drinking heavily in celebration of the
         New Year. Apparently the prisoners took great offence at the suggestion that they may possibly be inebriated and should perhaps
         be breathalysed. But the background to this seems a drawing room – or cellblock – comedy. The local MP and Criminal Justice
         minister told the BBC that prisoners had been seen drinking in local pubs and hiring taxis to collect ‘up to 30 fish suppers
         at a time’. While a former police officer who served time at Ford Prison a decade earlier, said he knew of one prisoner who
         ‘had a drinks “cabinet” containing bottles of whiskey, rum, Bacardi and gin’. He added, ‘when I refused to drink, I was beaten.’
      

      
      My eyes were acutely opened to modern society’s view of alcohol and children when my eldest daughter – fourteen at the time
         – wanted to come to a health club with me in order to stay fit and healthy, as well as bond with Daddy, I hope. ‘It’s not
         allowed Sir. It’s against health and safety’ came the ironic response from every establishment. On one occasion as we walked
         away from yet another rejection on a cold dark evening, we passed by a pub in which we could see a boy of about five sitting
         on a bar stool watching his father, cigarette in mouth while resting his pint on the bar, prepare to play pool. My daughter
         and I looked at one another. It didn’t take long before she asked rhetorically, ‘Why is it Daddy, that you can take me into
         a pub but not a health club?’ Good question.
      

      
      I later discovered that it’s perfectly legal for me to serve my children vodka from the age of five.

      
      Culturally, alcohol is in our blood, and for many literally so. But it’s increasingly making its way into our children’s blood
         and at alarmingly younger ages. As society wrings its hands over teenage ‘binge drinking’ we seem unaware that our approach
         – if we can even call it that – to children and alcohol has been completely at odds with what both medical research and common
         sense should have told us if they’d been allowed to prevail over the cacophony of mixed messages and drinks-lobby public education.
      

      
      In order to reduce the likelihood that our children will develop an alcohol problem now or when they are adults, demands that we first consider young drinking and adult drinking as
         entirely different matters. As this book will go on to explain, the effects and long-term consequences of drinking even so-called
         moderate amounts of alcohol are entirely different matters for the young brain, body and genes, with ramifications reverberating
         for decades beyond a child’s first sip.
      

      
      I’ve been involved in health education for over two decades. I regularly give talks at schools to groups of children and parents.
         It’s an eye-opener to discover where they get their (mis)information from. This has spurred me to write this book. I had previously
         felt pretty uninspired about alcohol as a health education topic, assuming it was dreary and predictable. But, in fact, when
         it comes to alcohol there is a bottomless pit of misunderstanding.
      

      
      While I realise that in clearing up misunderstanding and folk lore, I will tread on the toes of many adults, this is not only
         unavoidable, but key to tackling the growing problem our society faces with the young and alcohol. This book is not to be
         misconstrued as a twenty-first century temperance initiative by another name. It is intended to provide insight and information
         in order to protect children and young people from harm that alcohol could cause now and in the future. It is intended to
         garner support for the idea that we establish a widely recognised period of grace for children to develop a greater resilience
         to the effects of the alcohol so that they may cope better with alcohol as adults. This is nothing more than a straightforward
         health and development issue.
      

      
      For those who suspect that I’m harbouring a moral agenda towards alcohol, please be assured that most of my friends are heavy
         drinkers.
      

      
      But then, they are adults.
      

   
      
      One

      
      It’s the Drink Talking

      
      Alcohol is the latest victim in a long line of sensual rationing – preceded by passive smoking, smoking, dietary salt, saturated
         fat, caffeine, sun tanning, driving CO2-emitting cars and having unprotected sex. In fact, during the 1990s, when concern over AIDS reached mammoth proportions,
         the government even tried to dissuade the population from engaging in penetrative sex – to give up intercourse and settle
         for ‘outercourse’ instead. The Health Education Authority declared: ‘Penetration isn’t essential. And neither is coming.’1 Today, alcohol is the latest mainstream pleasure to come under assault; and in a politically correct health-and-safety-obsessed
         culture, in which drinking is one of the few widely supported conduits for uninhibited behaviour, nobody wants to appear inhibited
         or uncool.
      

      
      There is unanimous, if unspoken, political and social consensus over alcohol’s role in life. From conservative establishmentarian
         to student radical, banker and bohemian, it is truly our drug of choice. Musicians and politicians pass out, check in, and
         dry out … and then take tea together (herbal, of course) in the same celebrity rehab clinics. Celebrity alumni of the Betty
         Ford Clinic (founded by former US President Ford’s wife) include Tony Curtis, Elizabeth Taylor, Stevie Nicks, Johnny Cash,
         Billy Joel, Drew Barrymore, Liza Minnelli, Kelsey Grammer, Ozzy Osbourne, Keith Urban, Alice Cooper, Jerry Lee Lewis, Tammy
         Wynette, Robert Mitchum, David Hasselhoff, Richard Pryor and Lindsay Lohan.2 While Forbes magazine has published a guide to the ‘Most Luxurious Places To Dry Out’.3

      
      And with alcohol being the internationally approved relaxant allowing northern Europeans to let their hair down, society is
         tetchy about too much criticism of its social leveller, alcohol. Journalists and columnists continue to write witty ripostes
         to calls for alcohol awareness, brushing them aside as representative of an uptight, interfering, overzealous health-and-safety
         mentality imposed by anti-hedonistic moralists and killjoys. Pointing out society’s alcohol problem is easily dismissed as
         a puritanical, neo-temperance initiative pushing for neo-prohibition. I suspect this is because these columnists adore drinking,
         and/or they’re ‘asked’ to write a feature questioning any concern over our drinking. I have no doubt some are actively paid
         to do so.
      

      
      For example, emblazoned across the front page of the December 2009 issue of the Spectator was the headline, ‘Don’t worry – drink and be merry’. In the article, the British Medical Association was introduced as ‘the
         puritanical anti-drinking movement’ who will simply exacerbate any national problem. Readers were then reassured: ‘That’s right: drinking is good for
         us. And I don’t just mean half a glass of organic Cabernet with dinner twice a week, either. In fact, there is plenty of evidence
         to suggest that regular, habitual drinking of the type the government would classify as “heavy” and “hazardous” is significantly
         beneficial … ’
      

      
      Further, informed antenatal wisdom is dispensed: ‘As social health issues go, it is hard to find a debate more fraught than
         the one over alcohol and pregnancy. For centuries, pregnant women were encouraged by doctors and midwives to drink occasional,
         moderate amounts of alcohol in Britain, and no widespread epidemic of foetal alcohol syndrome ensued. Yet what does the government
         recommend a pregnant woman drinks today? Absolutely nothing … Strangely enough, this cultural shift flies in the face of recent
         scientific evidence.’ The only two authorities on the matter that the journalist quotes are an American sociologist and a
         Yorkshire publican and host of a TV show called Save Our Boozer.4

      
      The article is actually entertaining and thought-provoking, but ultimately the medical claims are the complete and absolute
         opposite of the truth. The reality is that health professionals expressing concern about the actual documented effects of
         alcohol have straightforward legitimate grounds for their fears and are not acting on behalf of Jesus. In fact, almost all
         health professionals drink – some drink a hell of a lot – yet most acknowledge that this is a risk they’re willing to take,
         or at least not think about. What they cannot be involved in, however, is massaging the truth to accommodate modern lifestyles. Especially when children are involved.
      

      
      Pub People

      
      Having visited a wide variety of unusual cultures, it’s clear to me that drinking occupies a special cultural place in Britain
         and northern Europe. I only really noticed this when I visited several dry cultures.
      

      
      Walking around late at night in the centre of Isfahan, Iran, is surreal: people stroll casually; they don’t stagger, shout,
         sway, vomit, urinate or stab one another. In fact, many families walk calmly and happily together. The reason for this, I
         discovered, is that they’re stone-cold sober.
      

      
      In the Baliem Valley of Irian Jaya (West Papua) I found myself with a tribe of essentially ‘stone-age’ people. The men had
         spears (big ones) and were naked except for penis gourds (very big ones) and massive boar tusks through their noses. The chief
         introduced me to his four wives, told me that the chief in the next valley had ninety-six and asked how many I have. ‘Just
         the one,’ I replied. Pointing to the compound entrance, the chief informed me that they would only spear someone if they came
         into the village to steal their pigs (their currency) or their wives. (The going rate for a decent wife was, I was told, ten
         to fifteen pigs. And I witnessed a mediation session in which the lover of an adulteress was fined sixty pigs to be paid to
         the cuckolded husband.) There was talk of past cannibalism of tribal enemies. Yet you couldn’t – and I have never – meet a nicer group of people. They were both attentive and considerate and you’d be far safer among them than on your
         local high street on a Friday or Saturday night. And they’re sober too. But we apparently refer to them as an ‘uncivilised’.
      

      
      Back here, in many communities, the pub is treated as the neighbourhood sitting room, where children are welcome. Even underage
         teens can go into a pub by themselves, sit and drink soft drinks. In addition to this, there is a general belief that the
         early ‘responsible’ introduction to drinking at home will in some way prevent heavy drinking later. And because drinking is
         such an integral part of adult life, we are uneasy when this comfortable, ‘sensible’ view of drinking is turned upside down
         and challenged. But a new crop of studies is doing exactly this, and you may need a stiff drink before you continue reading.
      

      
      Adolescents and teenagers have traditionally experimented with alcohol, but what we’ve seen since 2005 far exceeds mere rites
         of passage. Even hardened journalists – traditionally a profession not known for an aversion to drunkenness – are increasingly
         aghast at the sheer degree of drinking in our society.
      

      
      On returning to Britain after ten years working as the BBC’s North America correspondent, Justin Webb was moved to write,
         ‘But nothing prepared me for the booze. Sometimes it seems as if everyone is drunk … the most striking feature of the return
         across the pond: America is sober, Britain is legless.’
      

      
      In describing an upper-echelon Washington media party where alcohol wasn’t served, Webb compares and contrasts what constitutes
         a good time: ‘Getting tipsy with friends – one of the great British pastimes … In sober, temperance America this [cherryade]
         is what passes for a good time.’ And even among journalists at work the clash of liquid cultures is unavoidable. Webb describes
         a friend who worked for Sky News in Washington. In order to get to his bureau he had to walk through the Fox News office,
         so to be friendly on his first day, he called out that anyone who fancied a drink should come with him. It was lunchtime.
         ‘He might as well have told the (generally right-wing) Fox folk that he was a socialist transvestite. He was worried, he told
         me later, that they were going to call the cops.’5

      
      Another even more hardened journalist, John Humphrys, returning to his home city to observe a typical Saturday night under
         the protection of police in command of Operation Cardiff After Dark, confessed, ‘What I experienced the last time I was there
         a few days ago shocked me – and it might have been almost any city centre or small town across the land on any Friday or Saturday
         night … Everyone I spoke to told me the same thing: “We’re here to get drunk.”’ Every police officer he interviewed from commissioner
         to bobby on the beat felt strongly that, ‘There are simply too many pubs, and far too many of them are so-called “vertical
         drinking establishments”. There is nowhere to sit and chat over a quiet pint, nowhere even to rest your glass. You stand and
         drink. The whole point of the evening is to get drunk.’6

      
      The State We’re In

      
      Statistics have their limitations and, for many of us, they make dull reading; but they also have their uses in bringing some
         clarity to what has often been a cultural or moral issue. Most, if not all, other countries have had increasing problems with
         under-age drinking, but Britain is a particularly good case in point.
      

      
      A report from the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development found that young teenagers in the UK are more likely
         to get drunk than their counterparts anywhere else in the industrial world. The UK’s figure for underage drunkenness – 33
         per cent (measured in terms of the proportion of thirteen- to fifteen-year-olds who have been drunk at least twice) – is more
         than double the rate for countries such as the United States, France and Italy. Among girls, the gap between the UK and other
         countries is even wider.7

      
      While the National Health Service reported a slight increase in 2009 in children who had never drunk alcohol, those who do
         drink alcohol seem to be drinking even more.8 In England, eleven- to fifteen-year-old children drink an average of 14.5 units of alcohol a week; in the north-east almost
         18 units – equivalent to nine pints of beer or one and a half bottles of wine.9

      
      And there are more frightening statistics:

      
      
         	
            The number of children being treated in hospital A&E departments because they have drunk too much has risen sharply, according
               to the NHS Information Service. Hospital figures show a 32 per cent increase in four years, with more girls needing treatment
               than boys.10

         

         	
            The number of teenagers hospitalised for alcohol poisoning has risen dramatically since 2003; and, for the first time in history,
               girl patients outnumber boys by 3:1.11

         

         	
            The increase in drinking among twelve- to fourteen-year-olds has led to the highest rise in rehab admissions ever reported
               – up by 62 per cent in a single year.12

         

         	
            The notion of ‘spiked drinks’ and ‘date-rape drugs’ is now being described by scientists as ‘an urban myth’: in almost all
               cases, victims are actually found to have only high amounts of alcohol in their blood – nothing more.13

         

         	
            One-third of teenagers killed on their bicycles have been drinking alcohol.14

         

         	
            Three-quarters of pedestrians, including adolescents, killed by cars have been drinking.15

         

         	
            Up to seven out of ten killings, stabbings and beatings are directly related to alcohol.

         

         	
            As a result of teen drinking, the Royal College of Physicians reports it is now commonplace to see young people dying of liver
               disease in their twenties. NHS figures (2011) show that the number of young drinkers with serious liver problems has risen
               by more than 50 per cent in the last decade.
            

         

      

      
      In late 2010, a survey commissioned by Drinkaware and supported by the British Home Secretary found that more than a third
         of eighteen- to twenty-year-olds go out with the explicit intention to get drunk. More than one in four reported they had
         no idea how they got home at least once in the last year; one in three thought it was acceptable to wake up not knowing how
         they got home after a drinking session; and one in twenty-five believed it was acceptable to end up in hospital.16

      
      Drink to Your Health?

      
      NHS figures from late 2010 show that one person every seven minutes is admitted to hospital in England for a health problem
         directly attributed to alcohol. The number of alcohol-related admissions increased by 54 per cent in ten years. This excludes
         conditions that are merely exacerbated by drink, such as diabetes and most types of heart disease. It includes people who
         have had too much to drink and are classified as suffering anything from alcohol poisoning to cirrhosis of the liver, as well
         as some admissions from A&E and some directly into hospital via ambulance or doctor’s referral.17

      
      Generally, people are now admitted to hospital for alcohol-related diseases at a rate of almost 1 million per year. However,
         when figures for patients injured while drunk or victims of alcohol-related violence are added, this number is far higher.
      

      
      The House of Commons Health Committee has recently summed up alcohol’s role in the state we’re in: ‘The fact that alcohol
         has been enjoyed by humans since the dawn of civilisation has tended to obscure the fact that it is also a toxic, dependence-inducing
         teratogenic [causing malformation] and carcinogenic drug to which more than 3 million people in the UK are addicted. The ill
         effects of alcohol misuse affect the young … Alcohol has a massive impact on the families and children of heavy drinkers,
         and on innocent bystanders caught up in the damage inflicted by binge drinking. Nearly half of all violent offences are alcohol
         related and more than 1.3 million children suffer alcohol-related abuse or neglect. The costs to the NHS are huge, but the costs to society as a whole are even
         higher, all of these harms are increasing and all are directly related to the overall levels of alcohol consumption within
         society.’18

      
      One can quibble about statistics showing a slight upward trend this year or a marginal decline that year, but only a fool
         would refute that we have a substantial problem.
      

      
      Parental Role Models

      
      Beyond the hard statistics lies the emotional landscape of how children feel when they see their parents drinking. A report
         in 2010 by ChildWise into the impact of adult drinking on children recently found that nearly a third feel scared when they
         see adults drunk or drinking too much. Half of the 1234 ten- to fourteen-year-olds questioned said they had seen their parents
         drunk. About one child in every class of about thirty said they saw their parents drunk several times a week. Eight out of
         ten children who had seen adults drinking said they noticed a change in the way they behaved; of those, almost a quarter said
         alcohol made adults ‘act stupid or silly’, while a fifth said they became ‘angry and aggressive’.
      

      
      Nearly half of the children questioned were ‘not bothered’ by drunkenness, which, according to the report’s research director,
         suggested drinking culture had become ‘ingrained’. Girls aged over eleven were asked why adults drank until they lost control
         and vomited. Several responded by saying that it was ‘part of a good night out’.
      

      
      One of the report’s authors commented, ‘It’s going to make it very, very difficult to tackle the culture of binge drinking;
         it’s so embedded in their idea of what’s a good night out.’ The report indicated that children need to be educated about alcohol
         from an early age if binge drinking was to be tackled effectively and warned that action would be needed to prevent it from
         worsening among the next generation: ‘Each generation takes the cues from their parents, and if their parents are drinking
         more it makes it easier for them to drink more.’19

      
      The British Liver Trust too is concerned, saying: ‘The influence that parents have on their children’s drinking is incredible
         and something that shouldn’t be overlooked. Sadly, we know that increasing numbers of young people are suffering serious health
         problems, including fatal liver damage, due to drinking too much alcohol.’20

      
      A major government study published in 2010 found that young drinking is a particularly ‘middle-class problem’ and that affluent,
         liberal families are most likely to follow the ‘continental’ practice of letting children have a small amount of drink.21 ‘In general, white parents, heavier drinkers and AB parents [the wealthiest social group] were more likely to think that
         it is acceptable for children to start drinking at a younger age.’ While a related government study adds, ‘This seems to indicate
         that young people of a very low social position may be less likely to try alcohol, possibly because it is less available in
         the home.’ Researchers found 62 per cent of children regularly drank alcohol at home and a quarter said they had been drunk. Parents underestimated the amount they themselves drank, saying
         they were ‘light’ or ‘occasional’ drinkers, when they actually con sumed a great deal more. Parents also underestimated the
         impact of their own drinking habits on their children’s attitude to alcohol, while other studies show that this has a powerful
         influence. A quarter of young people have never spoken to their parents about drinking alcohol. In January 2010, the Department
         for Children, Schools and Families (called the Department for Education since May 2010) urged parents, children and young
         people ‘to have open conversations about alcohol, to ultimately delay the age at which young people start drinking’.
      

      
      But many parents are not exactly sure what to say. Most adults are understandably confused because they are bombarded with
         sensational headlines, misinformation and conflicting messages about the risks and benefits of alcohol, and the best way to
         prevent our children from drinking too much. For example, while some studies suggest that small amounts of alcohol can reduce
         the risk of coronary heart disease, few of us realise that these findings only apply to men over the age of forty, if at all. And that for women, the level of alcohol consumption with the lowest risk to death is zero.22 While we admire the French, whose ‘continental approach’ to drinking we assume is healthier than our own, France’s death
         rate from cirrhosis of the liver is actually twice that of the UK.23 While we increasingly use the term ‘binge drinking’ to describe the visibly drunk, how many of us realise that the Royal
         College of Psychiatrists clearly defines ‘binge drinking’ as the consumption of three small (125ml) glasses of wine for a fully grown adult woman and four for a man ‘in a day’.24

      
      Drinking is something we enjoy and inevitably see as an integral part of adult life. Unless we or someone we know has an alcohol
         problem or we have to drive home after a dinner party, alcohol is something we rarely think much about. Books on the subject
         tend to fall into two categories: coping with alcoholism and good wine guides. We think more carefully about our children
         and GM food, passive smoking, health and safety, Internet predators, paedophilia and, of course, drugs. But to confront underage
         drinking requires us to reflect upon our own attitude to alcohol. The way we view alcohol has a direct impact upon our children’s
         present and future health, wellbeing and academic success.
      

      
      And while binge drinking is seen as a particular social problem that increasingly makes the news, beyond the headlines is
         a growing body of empirical evidence about to force us to reconsider our relationship with alcohol, for our own sake and our
         children’s too.
      

      
      Early and Often to Avoid Disappointment

      
      Despite the direct links between alcohol and big problems for our children and their behaviour and attitude towards authority,
         it is only recently that the penny has begun to drop. Even doctors and nurses that I know have been carried along with the
         assumption that the best way to prevent our children from drinking heavily and behaving badly as a result is to teach them
         to drink while they are young. This belief has been heavily promoted by educational bodies that appear to be impartial, but are funded by the drinks industry, well-versed in the comfy speak of ‘teaching
         children sensible drinking’ or ‘responsible drinking’.
      

      
      In 2009, an English prep’ school was reported to have invited a local wine merchant to give forty twelve-year-old pupils a
         class in wine tasting entitled, ‘Wines of the World’, during which children tasted various wines. Isn’t it interesting that
         even if it was legal we wouldn’t recommend early sensible snorting to prevent later cocaine addiction and abuse – or sensible
         spliff/dope smoking to prevent later cannabis abuse, early cigarette smoking to prevent later nicotine addiction or early
         sexual encounters to prevent teenage pregnancy? Yet when it comes to our logic regarding introducing children to alcohol,
         we seem to be thinking under the influence of alcohol. Our complacency sees child and teenage drinking as inevitable, yet
         this is only inevitable because we not only allow it to be, but we inadvertently make it so.
      

      
      It’s time we had a cultural look in the mirror.

      
      Swallow, but Don’t Inhale

      
      For a nation with a perpetual hangover, Britain’s attitude towards drugs has been reasonably priggish. Prime ministers and
         wannabes are concerned about whether the media will discover or even ask, ‘Did you inhale a quarter of a century ago when
         you were at Oxford?’ At the same time, most prime ministers and cabinet ministers would be embarrassed if the media accused
         them of being stone-cold sober during their entire university years and their spin doctors would be called in to create retrospective socially acceptable anecdotes of jolly user-friendly drunkenness
         experienced by the in-touch-with-today’s-youth politician.
      

      
      Adults love alcohol and governments collect extraordinary levels of sin tax from it, all the while pointing to drugs as the
         greatest menace to our children and their behaviour. Yet alcohol is, always has been and continues to be, by far, our children’s
         greatest drug problem. At the end of 2010, a study published in the Lancet ranking twenty of Britain’s most popular drugs according to their degree of harm placed alcohol at number one: ‘Drugs were
         scored out of 100 points … Overall, alcohol was the most harmful drug (overall harm score 72), with heroin (55) and crack
         cocaine (54) in second and third places.’ Alcohol is now considered far more harmful than all popular illegal substances including ecstasy, LSD and cannabis. And here are some of their scores: crystal meth (33), cocaine
         (27), amphetamine/speed (23), cannabis (20), GHB (18), ecstasy (9), LSD (7) and magic mushrooms (5).25

      
      And while everyone still remembers the name Leah Betts fifteen years after her death, and the campaigns telling children that
         ‘ecstasy kills’, there is no equivalent for alcohol poisoning – after all, can you recall hearing the name of any adolescent
         in the news, even though there are, in fact, tens of thousands of them? And there are no campaigns in any one of their names. (Subsequently, it was discovered that the direct cause of Leah Betts’s death was actually ‘water intoxication’, not
         drugs – but that’s not what society wanted to hear or believe.) The Royal College of Psychiatrists summarises the hypocrisy
         nicely in their publication ‘Alcohol: Our Favourite Drug’, where they tell us: ‘Alcohol causes much more harm than illegal drugs like heroin and cannabis.’26

      
      One of the most telling signs that alcohol really is an enormous issue in child development is the observation that states
         of the United States are willing to forgo the tremendous amount of sin tax they would get from alcohol sales by raising the
         legal drinking age from eighteen to twenty-one. That should tell us all something.
      

      
      Changing Our Culture

      
      We need to take a cold, hard, detached look at the cultural background that has prevented us from protecting our children
         from alcohol and the way it affects their social development, behaviour and attitude to authority. This re-examination is
         not going to be easy. Part of the reason is because we’re too close to the subject matter; so close, in fact, that many of
         us will have a significant amount of alcohol in us by tonight. And the same goes for our children’s heroes. I routinely hear
         radio DJs joking about how hammered they were the night before and taking emails, texts and phone calls from freshly hung-over
         youths.
      

      
      The non-drinker is now considered so uncool and anally retentive that not drinking is akin to spending Friday night in the
         library or in church, God forbid. There’s something wrong with you if you don’t want to drink or if you don’t want to go somewhere
         where most people get drunk. And the interesting thing about this kind of conformity is that it’s supported by the most eclectic group of bedfellows, from left-wing university-subsidised bars to the House of Commons, where our MPs have a
         choice of twelve bars subsidised by us taxpayers and where, apparently, when Peter Mandelson resigned for the second time,
         ‘the bar ran out of champagne’.27

      
      You couldn’t make this up. And I haven’t. Indeed, as I was writing this chapter, my wife handed me a news story just breaking,
         ‘MPs drunk as they voted on the budget’. Apparently, dozens of MPs were drunk, with one cabinet minister reported to be slurring
         his speech:
      

      
      
         ‘It was disgusting,’ said a female MP. ‘The Chamber and the voting lobbies stank of booze and sweat.’ Another added: ‘Several
            people were legless. MPs old enough to know better were all over the Sloane Rangers who have come to work here as secretaries
            and researchers since David Cameron got in.’
         

      

      
      One MP was too drunk to vote after he fell to the floor of a House of Commons (subsidised) bar and made a public apology on
         the BBC for his irresponsible actions. His name was the Rt Hon. Mark Reckless.28

      
      Journalists were quick to investigate drinking establishments, brandishing their calculators to compare the House of Commons
         with high-street pub prices. Apparently, while a small glass of Pinot noir costs £3.85 in a typical pub in Birmingham, it’s
         a snip at only £1.80 at a House of Commons bar. The House of Commons Refreshment Department tell me that ‘bars in the House
         of Commons operate without a licence, and do not keep to the permitted hours laid down by the Licensing Acts … because Members and staff of the House require refreshment of all
         kinds whenever the House or its committees are sitting … ’ The bars come with a variety of folksy names, such as Annie’s Bar
         and the Strangers’ Bar, where – unfortunately for the Rt Hon. MP above – everybody knows your name.29

      
      From what I have seen, Labour MPs don’t want to disapprove of drinking because they market themselves as champions of the
         real people – and ‘real’ people spend a lot of time in pubs and clubs, drinking being the national pastime and traditional
         escape from the shackles of the capitalist class system. And the Conservatives see any preoccupation with the negative effects
         of drinking as lower middle-class pedantry and, as such, decidedly uncultured.
      

      
      The problem with conducting a sober discussion about alcohol’s role in our children’s socialisation has been that Britain
         doesn’t really have its heart behind this issue, such is its people’s long-standing affection for the nation’s silly sauce.
      

      
      Fortunately, however, there may be a slight change in the air. In 2009, the British government’s Health Secretary at the time
         acknowledged: ‘Non-drinkers are often subjected to the same disdain that non-smokers were thirty or forty years ago when people
         looked at you strangely if you refused a cigarette. They are the odd ones out … the question we must ask as a society is why,
         unlike smoking, it is the abstainers that draw people’s attention, not those who regularly drink their weekly limit in a day
         … If we want to make further progress, these cultural questions must be addressed.’30

      
      A Class Act

      
      One of the advantages of being a foreigner in Britain is that I am, to some extent, socially chameleonic. I have no doubt
         that if I had the middle-class, non-estuary accent of my English counterpart I wouldn’t be privy to many of the things I’ve
         observed and experienced in Britain’s class jungle. One such observation is how, as Britain has supposedly become a more ‘classless’
         society, the authorities have enabled the ‘lower orders’ to subjugate themselves. Every government realises that too much
         thinking on the part of the masses can at times cause discontent and unrest, and even a loss of an election. So by liberalising
         drinking laws, encouraging an explosion in the numbers of entertainment television channels and now doing deals with broadband
         providers to ensure every man, woman and child has unlimited broadband access (even though it is well documented that the
         Internet is rarely used for educational or political purposes) the class system is perpetuated. Everyone’s either tipsy in
         the evenings or watching a different lifestyle channel or website – or both at the same time. It’s not surprising that there’s
         far less political activity among the young – or even the old, for that matter: distract + anaesthetise = divide and rule.
         The cleverest part of this is that the public see these things as new privileges. I also recall the public waiting at budget
         time to see if the chancellor would be putting another penny on a pint. And it can only be a coincidence that in 2010, when
         the new government unveiled the most severe spending cuts since the Second World War, alcohol was left untouched by the tax man.
      

      
      But while the liquid bread and circuses may spare a government too much independent analytical thought and possible political
         action on the part of the electorate – it does, unfortunately, enable low-status man (and increasingly woman – 25 per cent
         of arrests for violent assaults are now of females) to get in touch with his inner class hatred, leading to random violence,
         murder, wife beating and other forms of self-expression impervious to anger management. It has been a trade-off for the powers
         that be, who constantly try to juggle the cost/benefits of public pacification through the Devil’s buttermilk.
      

      
      This may seem like a political tangent, but it’s important to understand the cultural background that has prevented parents
         and policymakers from protecting children from alcohol and its effects.
      

      
      Binge Britannia

      
      Of course binge drinking in Britain is nothing new. Let’s take a look at some of the nation’s liquid highlights that the history
         syllabus does not dwell upon.
      

      
      Edwardian inebriation

      
      In 2010, the Birmingham Pub Blacklist was launched online, detailing the drunkards whose loutish behaviour saw them barred from the city’s pubs and clubs at the turn of the last century. Serial drunks were placed on the list after receiving
         four convictions under the Inebriates Act of 1898, which included being intoxicated to the point of complete incompetence
         (a bit like some of our modern-day parliamentarians) and being found in a shebeen – a bar that sold alcohol without a licence.
         Other offences included riding a horse while under the influence or drink-driving a steam engine.
      

      
      The information was compiled by the Watch Committee of the City of Birmingham, set up by the police to enforce the Licensing
         Act of 1902 which was passed in an attempt to deal with public drunks, giving police the power to apprehend those found drunk
         in any public place and unable to take care of themselves. The Blacklist provided licensed liquor sellers with photos and
         descriptions of ‘habitual drunkards’ who were not to be sold alcohol due to their reputation and past delinquencies.
      

      
      Each drunkard’s entry includes photographs (front and profile views), their name, alias, residence, employment (including
         prostitute, ‘bedstead polisher’, ‘hawker’ and ‘grease merchant’), a physical description, any distinguishing marks (such as
         tattoos and scars), the nature of their conviction and the sentence received for booze-related crimes.31

      
      A stroll down Gin Lane

      
      The production and consumption of English gin, otherwise known as Mother’s Ruin, was then popular among politicians long before
         they developed today’s penchant for taxpayers’ Chardonnay. Even Queen Anne was actively encouraged by the government to drink up. As Charles Davenant, an English economist
         at the time, noted: ‘Tis a growing fad among the common people and may in time prevail as much as opium with the Turks.’
      

      
      And so the Gin Craze in the first half of the eighteenth century was helped by its new-found popularity among the working
         classes. In the slums of Clerkenwell, gin was in such demand that it was sold from wheelbarrows in the street. By 1721, however,
         Middlesex magistrates were already decrying it as ‘the principal cause of all the vice and debauchery committed among the
         inferior sort of people’. In 1729, Parliament passed a Gin Act that increased the tax on the drink. Our current government
         may wish to recall that this was unpopular with the working classes and, in 1743, resulted in riots in London. Coincidentally,
         one loophole used by retailers to avoid tax was the sale of the spirit under the pseudonym ‘Parliament gin’.
      

      
      England’s inebriety was ingloriously highlighted by Hogarth’s engraving ‘Gin Lane’, featuring – quite literally – the consummate
         slummy mummy of the day sporting an expression of blissful ignorance, while seriously neglecting her child as it falls to
         its death. The idea was more recently updated as ‘Cocaine Lane’, with drugs being substituted for gin and a scene featuring
         loft conversions, wine bars and mobile phones.
      

      
      ‘Gin Lane’ was created in conjunction with another piece entitled, ‘Beer Street’ in which its up-town inhabitants are portrayed
         as happy, healthy and nourished by the lovely English ale – beer being promoted by many anti-gin campaigners as the patriotic (and sober) alternative to gin. Despite this, beer consumption fell significantly throughout the eighteenth century,
         largely due to the increasing popularity of the new ‘soft drugs’, including coffee, tea and chocolate.
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