Peter MacCann’s Opening Speech at the ICAA Conference in Edinburgh September 2006

Minister, your Eminence, Ladies and Gentlemen.  It gives me great pleasure to welcome you and all our distinguished delegates to Edinburgh for the 49th Annual Conference of the International Council of Alcohol and Addictions.
Edinburgh is an exceedingly suitable venue for an addiction conference because Edinburgh and district have had their fair share of pioneers in the alcoholism and addiction field.  An Edinburgh Physician, Thomas Trotter, wrote about alcoholism in 1779 and was way ahead of his time when he wrote how drunkenness was a disease of the mind.  Although Dr. Trotter’s book received considerable acclaim its message did not gain wide public acceptance.  Another graduate of the Edinburgh College of Medicine was Benjamin Rush who in fact emigrated to the U.S. and who published essays on drunkenness in the 1780’s.  Both Trotter and Rush saw alcoholism as a chronic, life threatening disease and recognised that habitual and prolonged consumption of hard liquor causes liver damage, accompanied by jaundice, wasting and mental dysfunction, evident even when the patient was sober.  The influence of moralistic anti alcohol religious belief may have driven their clinical research, but their findings were in fact sound.  Rush went on to be a signatory to the declaration of independence.
Not far from Edinburgh in the Scottish Borders at Dingleton Hospital which is now closed, the concept of therapeutic communities was developed by the renowned Maxwell Jones.  His principals for therapeutic communities have been widely used in the addiction rehabilitation field.
We now have four days with eminent and leading authorities from throughout the world presenting and debating their life work and dozens of papers presented in the afternoons all directed at this “epidemic of our time”.
I have worked in the field of addictive disease for quarter of a century and I could not estimate the amount of sheer misery that alcoholism and drug addiction that I have encountered.  Misery through death, disease, imprisonment, broken families and promising lives ruined.

I have heard of the most horrific deaths, seen bright futures squandered and seen monumental disasters such as Torry Canyon, all perpetrated through addiction.  I have also seen the exuberant joy of many who have recovered and rescued their futures in time.
We should all congratulate the Minister of Health and the Scottish Parliament for their undoubted success in introducing the smoking ban in public buildings, not the first country to do so but still leading the way in the UK.  I have heard rumours that there are plans to stop the sale of tobacco to under 18s.  I am sure we would all heartedly encourage this.  I understand that if you can stop a young person smoking until they are 21 they will never start on drugs.  I hope the Scottish Executive will move on to alcohol and here we hope to learn much from our distinguished delegates, for in Scotland we have a ghastly crisis developing before our eyes.  It is not just the doubling of deaths, the vastly increased prison sentencing, the tripling of liver Cirrhosis but it is the ever decreasing age at which our children are poisoning their brains and arresting their mental development leading to permanent retardation, with the strong likelihood of developing dependency at an early age.  The tragedy is that these very youngsters, then have children, who are born with alcohol related brain damage.  We thus are seeing an ever increasing pool of alcohol and drug induced mental retardation.
How much worse has it got to get before there is simply no alternative but to employ really drastic action, such as that forced upon Lloyd George in the first world war when he radically reduced licensing hours and even nationalised breweries.  Lloyd George claimed that Britain was fighting the Germans, Austria and drink and the greatest of these foes was drink.  He also brought in “no treating orders” i.e. rounds of drinks and increased the price of Whisky by five times”.  This in fact gave Britain half a century of reduced consumption and accordingly reduced problems until the mid 60’s when alcohol consumption started to increase again and with a result of that, alcohol problems.
These are matters which must move outside party political controversy, when radical but all party agreement must be reached and guided in part by history, perhaps unpopular measures taken on board by all parties.
Our first guest on the platform is The Reverend David Court who is Convener of the Church of Scotland’s Social Work Committee and is representing the Moderator of the Church of Scotland.

Our next guest is his Eminence Cardinal Keith Patrick O’Brien, Archbishop of St. Andrew’s and Edinburgh.

Finally I would like to introduce the Minister of Health for Scotland Andy Kerr who tells me that he would be prepared to take a few questions after he has spoken.

