Please see www.wset.co.uk/about_us/annual_events/46.asp for Christopher Carson’s full presentation. For photographs contact Eunice Murrison on emurrison@wset.co.uk.
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PRESS RELEASE

CARSON GETS SERIOUS

Christopher Carson wasn’t, in his words, ‘all singing and dancing’ on the night of the Wine & Spirit Education Trust Annual Lecture—the topic was too close to the bone for an audience composed of buyers, importers and journalists. 
‘A brave man—this is hard hitting stuff’, Ian Harris, WSET CEO concluded after Carson’s lecture, conducted in the suitably imposing Vintners’ Hall on Monday 9 October. 

Carson challenged the trade to Face the Future—Now, the lecture title, by embracing social responsibility as a part of business culture. The core message was that if the industry does not self-regulate and attempt to handle the negative side to drinking—the antisocial behaviour which fuels newspaper sales with expressions such as ‘binge drinking’ and ‘alcohol fuelled’—the government is likely to regulate it anyway. 

If the trade becomes actively involved in the regulation process now, Carson proposed that the damning consequences of overly-severe legislation could be averted. Although very different to the drinks trade, he upheld the tobacco trade as an example to be avoided, which has suffered restrictions introduced on almost an annual basis, with the banning of smoking in public places being the most recent. 

Potential restrictions already suggested for the drinks trade include a ban on alcohol advertising; an end to sponsorship of sporting events for the under 18s; reduction of alcohol levels for under-25 year-old drivers; an increase in the age of consent to 21 for purchasing alcohol; health warnings on alcohol packaging; tougher laws for licensees; tax/duty to be used as a weapon; and the sectioning off of alcohol in supermarkets. 

To avoid such drastic measures, Carson stressed the need for a vigorous commitment to preventing alcohol misuse. He said industry must unite and rise above the detrimental bickering that goes on between, for example, the on- and off-trade, and the wine and beer industries. Only by being whiter than white could the industry credibly work with government to sell and market responsibly. 

We must all advocate sensible drinking, Carson said, and work together with bodies such as the Drinkaware Trust and The Wine and Spirit Trade Association (WSTA) and the government, and then alcohol could become a part of a balanced lifestyle choice, when consumed in moderation. 
Questions and answers after the presentation raised the issue of how to manage the cultural change required to tackle alcohol abuse. This long and slow process is hoped to be achieved through education in schools, talking to parents, staff training, the Drinkaware Trust building a message and the WSTA building on its work to date. 
Jeremy Beadles, of WSTA, pointed out that small steps have been taken in the last nine months and there are now policies in place to progress change, but the government needs to build on them, and the industry needs to demonstrate best practice at all times. 
Ian Harris also added that the WSET, as the leader of education for the wine and spirit industry in the UK, recognises its importance in raising these issues and has consequently added a social responsibility section to each of its lower level courses.
(end)
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