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STEVE IRONS IS FLICKING THROUGH HIS
family photograph album and, for a rookie
politician, cleverly segues to his favourite soap-
box subject: binge drinking.

“That’s my brother with a glass of wine, there's
my other brother drinking from a stubbie,”
he says. “There’s alcohol in just about every
picture.”

The album is intriguing in its paucity - about
16 snapshots offer a sparse pictorial history of
Irons’s 50-year journey from foster baby to fed-
eral Member for Swan. Blurry, black-and-white
images depict the wretched start in life of the
10 Dix children whose lives were torn apart by
circumstance - and alcohol.

The later coloured ones show how they fared
as most are captured - glass in hand - wearing
liquored-up smiles. As Irons turns the pages, the
pathos cuts straight through his heart.

“That’s Margaret,” he says. “She fell to her
death after a drinking binge.

“That’s Jennifer who was buried in a pauper’s
grave after receiving fatal injuries as a schoolgirl
caused by a hit-and-run accident. The driver had
been drinking.

“And that's Raymond, who turned to alcohol
to get over being removed from his parents, and
died at 52 from heart failure and emphysema
from heavy drinking and smoking.

“That's Bevan, who had a stroke at 51 and
used to drink six cans of beer before he went
to work.”

It's painfully obvious why this earnest, self-
made businessmman has taken such a strong
stand on alcohol since he won his marginal seat
last November, ousting the previous incumbent,
Labor’s Kim Wilkie, by 164 votes on a recount.

In his maiden speech in parliament in March,
the Liberal MP called for the community to

unite to make binge drinking un-Australian.
And wasn't he on the mark. Prime Minister
Kevin Rudd had declared war on the demon
drink in February and the tax on alcopops issue
became the hottest topic of the Budget.

But few who are so outspoken on alcohol can
talk from such personal experience. Irons has
lost count of the ways it has touched his life.

To understand some of them we have to go
back to 1958. Steven was the sixth of 10 chil-
dren in the Dix family. His parents just couldn’t
make ends meet and, at the age of six months,
the infant was placed in a babies’ home in
Camberwell.

His fate was determined by his order in the
family: “Numbers one, two and three stayed at
home with Mum,” he says. “I was number six.
Numbers four and five were also removed. They
adopted out number seven, who [ have never
met. The last three girls came along - eight,
nine, 10 — and they stayed at home.”

For three years, Steven remained in the home
until Methodist" minister and social worker
David Irons and his wife, Mary, who had both
emigrated from South Africa, chose to foster the
bewildered little boy, who had been given away
like a stray puppy.

Why him? They wanted a boy to complete
their family of three girls and a boy.

With that the lives of Steven and his siblings
diverged. Irons’s path took the harmonious,
abstemious route in a loving, intellectual family
who walked to church every Sunday and sang
Christmas carols with their friends.

His siblings struggled on a less fortunate trail
in which booze played a major part. Those
who stayed with their natural parents got reg-
ular beltings from an alcohol-fuelled father
who could find money for beer but not food.

Raymond and Jennifer, who were also fostered,
didn’t fare so well and died prematurely.

“I have often thought if my parents hadn't
fostered me out, where I would have ended up,”
says Irons.

He pauses before turning to a haunting picture
of Margaret — a beautiful, young, hazel-eyed
woman whose direct, open gaze at the camera
belies the sadness of a life cut short by alcohol.

She is the reason Irons entered politics.

In August 2004, Margaret, aged 40, fell to her
death from a 15th-floor balcony at Rendezvous
Observation City after a three-day binge of
drinking cocktails with a girlfriend. Her blood-
alcohol level was 0.342.

The pair had booked into the hotel and shared
two bottles of champagne before downing four
vodka martini cocktails each in the lobby bar
between 7.40pm and 9.40pm. They threw nuts
or rice crackers at two men at a nearby table and
then returned to their room and smoked ciga-
rettes on the balcony. The friend went inside to
put her pyjamas on. When she returned to the
balcony Margaret was gone. She was discovered
on the swimming pool deck on the 10th floor.

It is obvious that Irons's grief is still raw. Just
seven years before her death, they had been reu-
nited after growing up in different families.

“I talked her into moving over here from
Victoria,” he says. “She was estranged from her
daughter and had tried to commit suicide.

“She got a job at the Australian Taxation
Office. She had always lived in a culture of
drinking and accepted that as normal. She was
a real party girl and I could sometimes tell she’d
had a heavy night because I could smell the
alcohol on her the next morning.

“I think of her every day. 1 still wonder what I
could have done to prevent her death.”
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He is convinced Margaret’s troubled back-
ground caused her drinking.

“She was very vulnerable and didn't get a lot
of affection as a child, and was making up for
it,” he says. “Whether | could have been more
mentoring, | don't know. | thought she was OK,
but then I'd drink with her and [ used to say
‘You have had too much to drink. I'll take you
home'. She wasn't a bad drunk.”

I'he last time he saw Margaret was at his son
Jarrad’s football game,

The following Thursday, Irons was flying out
on a golf trip to Phuket when he received a fran-
tic phone call from her boyfriend, Stuart.

“No one really knew what happened,” he says.
“As | had organised the trip | had to go ahead
with it. It was a very surreal experience. I spent
most of the time on the phone to people back
here and helping to organise the funeral.”

Hotel staff and management were later charged
under the Liquor Licensing Act with supplying
alcohol to a drunk person. But in a court case in
June 2006, Magistrate Paul Heaney ruled there
was no case to answer and brought down a find-
ing that criticised the wording of the law with
regard to the responsible service of alcohol.

He said bar staff often did not have the capac-
ity to properly assess the state of customers and
it was not appropriate to use the blood-alcohol
level as a standard in the case because that
knowledge was also not available to bartenders.

The police later appealed, but the appeal was
dismissed.

Irons and the rest of the family were devastated
and felt let down by flawed laws relating to the
responsible service of alcohol.

“One of Margaret’s favourite sayings was 'build
a bridge - get over it’ - that's what I try to do.
But | still think about her every day,” he says.

The case prompted the WA Labor Government
to look at reforms relating to antisocial behav-
iour and drunkenness. And, shortly after, when
he was tapped on the shoulder at the Royal Perth
Golf Club, Irons decided to run for parliament
as a Liberal.

Today his office, once occupied by Kim Beazley
Ir, is decorated with football and cricket memo-
rabilia, the Australian flag and a few bottles of
prized red. “I am not a wowser,” he says.

His electorate takes in 108sq km east of the
Swan River and a swag of suburban pubs includ-
ing the Windsor, Broken Hill, Rivervale, Ascot
Inn, Balmoral and the Burswood Entertainment
Complex. His mission is educating his constitu-
ents on responsible drinking.

“When the rest of the world labels us as heavy
drinkers, we wear it as a badge of honour as we
brag about how many we had the night before,”
he says. “We have fostered the development of
a culture which looks to the weekend as a time
to get smashed.” *

Irons found himself on the wrong side of the
tracks during his teenage years through heavy
drinking and owes a lot to football which ini-
tially brought him to Western Australia.

“One of my mentors was AFL footballer Kevin
Murray who coached East Perth in 1965,” he
says. “He advised me to come to Perth. 1 was
too old at that stage to have a career in Victorian
football.”

He hitchhiked to Adelaide and took a train for
Perth with the hope of getting some games with
East Perth where he played one league game and
45 in the reserves. It was the making of him.

“1 developed a work ethic. It taught me that
the only thing you get out of life is what you

MARGARET DIX, WHD FELL TO HER DEATH
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earn. The people who work the hardest get the
rewards. The friendships 1 made were far more
positive than | previously had and I was present-
ed with a lot of opportunities to open doors.”

His first job here was as dogsbody for Dunn
Air, unloading trucks. Within three years he was
state manager. From there he invested in the
business and became managing director of the
new company, ICAP, had a shortlived marriage
and then a relationship which resulted in Jarrad,
now aged 16 — the pride of his life.

As a single father, Irons says things have been
tough. When he got into politics he and Jarrad
made the decision for Jarrad to board at Wesley
College, coming home on weekends.

“He loves it in boarding school,” says lrons.
“When I'm home in the electorate I'll pick him
up. We talk all the time, He'll ask me to drop
him down a chocolate bar or something.”

Irons is educating Jarrad to be a responsible
drinker and will never drink in front of him
during the week.

“My foster parents never drank in front of
the kids,” he says. “They would have a wine on
Saturday night. I think of my brother and what
he told me about his family where they had four
different types of beer and the kids grew up in
that environment. It's a monkey see, monkey
do attitude. And when [ look at what happened
to them 1 often think, ‘There but for the grace
of God go I'."

EXCESS BAGGAGE

Binge drinking has taken the national spotlight
with the Rudd Government's first Budget
slamming a 70 per cent tax on ready-to-drink
alcoholic beverages. It is aimed at teenage glrls,
the rising incidents of alcohol-fuelled viol

and drink driving. The WA Health szartment
report says we're drinking 30 per cent more than
10 years ago. Other research puts the costs of
alcohol misuse to the community at $15.3 billion
a year. But what do young people think of
their alcohol consumption? We asked three
twentysomethings about their drinking habits.

CAM, 22, WAITER / LABOURER

| started drinking at the end of Year 11 at
Aquinas when | was 16. It was an act of despera-
tion after all the exams and you really wanted
to get drunk. We would get a carton of VB or a
goonbag, something really cheap and painful.

Our group of mates would go down to the park
and drink and not remember anything. It was a
masculine kind of quest to prove yourself, a rite
of passage if you like.

We would have one carton, which worked out
to about six beers each, and if you didn't finish
them all you didn't have anyone’s respect.

That’s how we spent the summer. There was
a lot of throwing up and passing out after
skolling. There was no real danger — we were all
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pretty responsible and looked after each other.
We would run around stealing traffic cones and
stuff like that. There were no hospitals involved
and no police trouble.

1 have never driven drunk but I'm willing to
ride with someone who is drunk.

Qccasionally | will binge-drink now because
of the stress and boredom. How many nights
would I drink to excess? Two or three nights
every two weeks at most. | do have a drink every
night, a beer or two.

When we go out we start out at a friend’s place
and drink about eight beers and a fair bit of
wine then continue on at the pubs and clubs,
sometimes in Fremantle to pubs like the Sail &
Anchor, Little Creatures, Newport and end up
at the Metropolis which stays open till about

When the rest of the world labels us as heavy
drinkers, we wear it as a badge of honour as we
brag about how many we had the night before

four or five. Sometimes we go to Northbridge.
Normally after a night out | wake up at home or
a friend’s place and have no idea how I got there
— it's the mark of a good night — and then your
friends tell you what you did.

A good night shows no signs of violence — if
you have not been in any fights.

The most embarrassing thing I ever did when
1 was drunk was to wake up in a friend of a
friend’s living room with no pants on.

I don't drink spirits, but I like tequila. 1 try
to avoid getting paralytic because it makes it
harder to get on to girls. That's what has slowed
me down - you can’t pick girls up when you're
paralytic.

Drinking hasn’'t affected my work. I'm not
worried about it. I'm young and that's how we
think. I don't worry about hangovers, you never
worry about them. It's worth it. My parents
didn’t drink much when | was growing up. They
certainly didn't drink to excess.

1 would still drink if there was more tax placed
on drinks, I would find more creative ways to
drink. 1 do try to drink good wine. 1 think it's
fairly healthy — nothing to worry about. | know
when it will be time to stop.

JOEL, 26, MANAGING DIRECTOR

| started drinking when 1 was in Year 8 but
didn’t get really drunk until 1 was in Year 10 or
11. Back then it would have really only ever be
about four or five or six beers at a time. All my
friends were from a sporting background and
footy and drinking just went together. I played
grade cricket in Year 10 and was mixing with
older blokes and it was customary to have beers
after the game.

I don't drink every day. Every social situation



involves drinking these days. Because 1 work in
the food industry I hardly go to a meeting dur-
ing the day, say at 2pm or 3pm, where people
aren’t drinking scotch or champagne.

Midweek I'll go to the pub after work and
have three or four pints with a mate. Then I'll
go home, get changed and go out and have at
least another four or five pints, and a couple of
scotches and a couple of wines. | wouldn't be
able to calculate how much I drink.

A social warm-up is having a champagne at
home before heading out somewhere into town,
maybe going to the pub. You just keep going
and end up somewhere like the Niche Bar in
Leederville. We'll do that some Wednesdays,
some Thursdays - at least one or two nights a
week and on the weekends.

I don’t get hangovers but [ have some blank
spots on big occasions, like my birthday, where
you go a bit overboard. | have no regrets.

My parents always had wine but | never
touched that.

Alcohol helps me switch off. A lot of people
are not overly charming or charismatic when
they are not drinking, so it's good to be able to
talk to them in a relaxed way.

1 wouldn't cut down if there was a tax placed
on it. How much money would | spend on it?
I guess $400 to 3500 a week. It's never affected
my health or my life. | guess | am a little worried
every now and then, If it ever gets to the point
where I feel it's hurting me I will give up. It's a
pretty standard way to live.

PRISCILLA, 24, PUBLIC SERVANT

I love going out every Wednesday, Thursday,
Friday and Saturday. I'm not as bad as I used to
be. About two years ago [ was going out Monday
and Tuesday nights as well.

I started drinking when [ was 16 or 17. | started
with Vodka Cruisers. I've moved on to vodka
mixed with orange juice. Curiosity made me
start. [ wanted to know what it tasted like and
everyone else was doing it. | didn't really like the
taste of alcohol - it repulsed me a bit. Then one
night after a couple, it made me more relaxed
and calm and it sort of broke down barriers.
Without it [ couldn’t really communicate. | start-
ed to depend on it. When I go out I need a drink
to be able to dance and have conversations.

I've calmed down over the past six months, I
would drink a bottle of wine before | go out and
when [ get into the clubs | would have about
two or three shots of tequila. | have just started
getting on to Chartreuse. | don't like the taste
though it's a lovely high.

Sometimes we drink it in the car — it's all to
save money because it's really expensive to buy
drinks in the clubs. You want to be drunk and
happy. You sort of hope that it's worn off at the
end of the night when you drive home.

After a bottle of wine I'm a bit tipsy but I think
my body has got used to it now. I used to throw
up when [ started but now I don’t because | can
gauge it better. Sometimes you think you are OK
and you lie down and the room starts spinning
and you get an amazing hangover where you

can't remember any-
thing about what hap-
pened.

The places we go to
are Sapphire, Tiger Lil's,
Ruby Room and the
Deen, and Ambar on
Wednesday night.

I have never been
embarrassed by my
behaviour when drink-
ing and have never
woken up after having
unwanted sex.

Maybe that's because
I go out with the girls,
it's a tight-knit group
and we never let any-
one leave the group., If |
went out alone it would
be a different outcome.

Drinking doesn’t real-
ly bother me. I am so health conscious in every
other area — with exercise and diet and 1 won't
drink Coke. I'll just usually drink water and tea
at home.

Alcohol is better for me than taking dexies
(dexamphetamines) which I used for about nine
months and started substituting them with alco-
hol because of the after-effects like chewed-up
lips and | was getting worried about my heart.
Alcohol does pose a lot of dangers but it's not as
bad as drugs. = ]






