


     
         

About FARE 

The Foundation for Alcohol Research and Education (FARE) is the leading not-for-profit organisation 

working towards an Australia free from alcohol harms.  

We approach this through developing evidence-informed policy, enabling people-powered advocacy 

and delivering health promotion programs.  

Working with local communities, values-aligned organisations, health professionals and researchers 

across the country, we strive to improve the health and wellbeing of everyone in Australia.  

To learn more about us and our work visit www.fare.org.au. 

 

FARE is a registered charity, and every dollar you give helps fund projects keeping our communities 

healthy and safe. You can make a tax-deductible donation at: www.fare.org.au/donate. 
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Introduction 

The Independent Review into Commonwealth Parliamentary Workplaces (the Review) aims to 

examine the experiences of unacceptable behaviours such as bullying, sexual harassment and sexual 

assault by people who are currently working or have previously worked within the Parliament of 

Australia, understand how these behaviours occur, and what can be done to address these to create 

a safe and respectful workplace. While anyone can be affected by bullying, sexual harassment and 

assault in the workplace, women are more likely to be affected than men, and particularly young 

women.1  

There are a number of factors that contribute to these behaviours in the workplace such as working 

conditions, workplace culture, and demographic factors. Alcohol is also a significant factor. An 

examination of workplace bullying, sexual harassment and sexual assault cannot occur without looking 

at the impact of alcohol and indeed, a strategy to reduce this behaviour in Parliamentary workplaces 

will be less effective without addressing the use of alcohol.  

The role of alcohol in creating an unsafe workplace has been highlighted in a number of recent reviews 

including the Respect@Work: Sexual Harassment National Inquiry Report (Respect@Work) by Sex 

Discimination Commissioner Kate Jenkins, the Review of the Parliamentary Workplace: Responding to 

Serious Incidents (the Foster Review) by Stephanie Foster, Deputy Secretary of the Department of 

Prime Minister and Cabinet and the Review of Harassment in the South Australian Parliament 

Workplace by Emily Strickland, Acting Equal Opportunity Commissioner in South Australia. 

Respect@Work identifies alcohol in the workplace as one of three key cultural and systemic factors 

contributing to workplace sexual harassment, dispelling the notion that this behaviour occurs because 

of isolated actions by individuals2 and placing responsibility on workplaces to take action to prevent 

this behaviour. The report highlights concerns raised on the use of alcohol in workplaces and its 

involvement (contribution) in sexual harassment in the workplace. Organisations such as The Law 

Council of Australia, Royal Australasian College of Surgeons, Unions Australia, Victorian Women 

Lawyers, Our Watch (through the Change the Story campaign), the Shop, Distributive and Allied 

Employees’ Association and several individuals spoke about how alcohol increased the risk of sexual 

harassment in the workplace, how it was often used to excuse the behaviour, and how it acted as a 

barrier to reporting. These concerns were backed up by reviews in other organisations where alcohol 

was identified as a factor contributing to sexual harassment, sexual assault, or other inappropriate 

behaviour. 3 

In addition to highlighting Australia’s domestic and international obligations to prevent sexual 

harassment and other forms of gender-based violence and discrimination, the Respect@work report 

identifies alcohol as a systemic factor contributing to sexual harassment in the workplace and calls for 

workplaces to address the supply of alcohol in the workplace: 

Effective prevention of sexual harassment will also require workplaces to consider and address 

a range of cultural and systemic factors, including the significant influence of workplace ‘climate’ 

or culture, the level of understanding of sexual harassment among workers and managers at all 

levels, and how access to alcohol, especially at work social events, may increase the risk of 

workplace sexual harassment.4 (emphasis added) 

The Foster Review defines a serious incident as ‘an incident or pattern of behaviour that causes serious 

harm to someone and includes assault, sexual assault, sexual harassment and serious and systemic 

bullying or harassment.’ It identifies common risk factors for serious incidents across parliamentary 
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workplaces and makes a number of recommendations around sending a message that assault, sexual 

assault, sexual harassment, and serious and systemic bullying or harassment are unacceptable and 

taking action to support that commitment. Actions recommended included providing mechanisms for 

reporting such behaviours, supporting people affected by them, and mitigating risk. As an identified 

risk factor for sexual harassment, bullying and assault, the Foster Review recommends including the 

risks associated with alcohol use in induction training as part of efforts to set the tone for a safe and 

respectful workplace. The Foster Review also suggests a broader discussion around managing the use 

of alcohol in Parliamentary workplaces, and taking action to address alcohol use in the workplace 

when incidents occur.5 

Parliamentary workplaces must take a comprehensive approach to addressing this unacceptable 

behaviour in the workplace if they are serious about changing the behaviour. Alcohol contributes to 

the problem and therefore must be part of the solution. Efforts to address bullying, sexual harassment 

and sexual assault without addressing alcohol use will not be effective. 

All parliamentary workplaces have a responsibility to ensure the safety and wellbeing of the people 

that work and visit there. This submission explains how alcohol affects the body, identifies alcohol 

harms in the workplace, examines the negative impact of alcohol in Parliament House, and 

recommends actions that can be taken to prevent and reduce workplace bullying, sexual harassment 

and sexual assault to create a safe and respectful workplace.  

Recommendations 

1. Undertake a risk assessment of alcohol use and harm at Parliament House. 

2. Develop and enforce an alcohol policy to address alcohol in the workplace and at work-related 

events, including work-related social functions. The alcohol policy should include a clear aim, 

scope, principles, priority action areas and accountability measures.   

3. Apply the alcohol policy to all people who work in parliamentary workplaces, including the 

Prime Minister, Parliamentarians and their staff, departmental staff, public servants, 

consultants undertaking work for Parliament and event staff. 

4. Limit alcohol use in Parliamentary workplaces within the alcohol policy, to pre-approved 

functions and events and licensed premises. Make a condition of pre-approval, having clear 

controls for alcohol use in place, including ensuring that the supply and service of alcohol does 

not encourage risky use. All other environments, including parliamentary offices, should be 

alcohol free. 

5. Ensure the alcohol policy takes a health and human rights approach to addressing alcohol use 

in the workplace. 

6. Make support services available to people who work in Parliamentary workplaces, both within 

the work environment and outside to accommodate different situations and needs. 

7. Establish an independent unit with a presence within Parliament House to be responsible for 

the prevention, reporting and management of unacceptable behaviour within Parliament, 

including responding to alcohol use. 

8. Hold people accountable for actions that breach the alcohol policy through a staged response 

that outlines a process for escalating matters. 

9. Develop a Code of Conduct that applies to all people that work in Parliamentary workplaces 

and requires them to abide by the alcohol policy. 

10. Ensure the Code of Conduct is developed in conjunction with key stakeholders in the 

workplace, including those at risk of alcohol harm.  
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What can Parliamentary workplaces do to prevent and 

address risky alcohol use?  

A strategy to reduce risky alcohol use needs to be developed as a matter of urgency, based on the 

evidence of what works to reduce alcohol harm and taking into consideration the risk factors of 

Parliament. Strategies found in other workplaces can provide a useful starting point in developing a 

policy for Parliamentary workplaces. 

There is a strong body of research showing that cultural norms and beliefs are strong predictors of 

both current drinking and frequent heavy drinking. Cultural norms vary by context and place29 and this 

provides Parliament House with the opportunity to create new norms where alcohol is not central.  

However, to be successful, a comprehensive approach is needed that applies the principles of reducing 

alcohol harm across the workplace. Addressing the supply and availability of alcohol is critical, since 

there is strong evidence to show that the lower the price of alcohol 30  and the greater the 

availability,31,32 the higher the levels of drinking. These have clear implications in the context of the 

free flow of alcohol described above. 

Workplace change around alcohol is possible.  

The Creating healthy workplaces: Reducing alcohol-related harm in the workplace project (Creating 

healthy workplaces project), led by National Centre for Education and Training on Addiction (NCETA) 

and LeeJenn Health Consultants in partnership with VicHealth, set out to see whether a 

comprehensive intervention tailored to meet the needs and resources of individual workplaces, could 

reduce alcohol harm in the workplace.33  

The project was based on the Changing Workplace Cultures Model which proposes that working 

conditions and employee beliefs and behaviours interact to influence workplace cultures of alcohol 

use. The model, represented in Figure 1, suggests that workplace culture not only has a direct 

influence on employees’ drinking patterns, but can also mediate the influence of the workplace 

environment on drinking patterns.34 
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While there may be differences in circumstances between the Parliaments in these countries and 

Australia, these examples do provide evidence that it is possible to create such environments. These 

examples also suggest that a part of the solution to addressing unhealthy behaviours in Parliamentary 

workplaces, particularly bullying and sexual harassment, involves defining reasonable working hours. 

2. Develop and enforce an alcohol policy to address alcohol in the workplace and at 

work-related events, including work-related social functions 

Workplaces have a duty of care to address alcohol use in the workplace and associated with work-

related activities. Given the high-risk environment of parliamentary workplaces and the extent of 

change needed to create a new norm of behaviour, a formal alcohol policy is needed to support 

Parliamentary workplaces navigate this shift in alcohol use.  

Such strategies are common in other workplaces.  

The ACT Public Service’s Alcohol and other Drugs Policy commits to ‘providing safe and healthy 

working environments for its employees and other people through practices that eliminate or reduce 

risk in its workplaces arising from the use of alcohol or other drugs. It outlines expectations of 

behaviour, such as not drinking alcohol while on duty or on government premises without prior 

approval; policy principles, such as treating alcohol dependency in the same way as other health issues; 

how it will manage alcohol in the workplace; and who is responsible for what.39  

Concerns raised in this Review should be addressed in the policy, particularly including the ready 

availability of alcohol at parliamentary workplaces and at work related social activities. 

Other resources available to assist with the development of an alcohol policy are available through 

the Worklife website developed by NCETA, the Alcohol Think Again campaign by the Department of 

Health in Western Australia, Worksafe Tasmania, and Workplace Health and Safety Queensland.  

NCETA has developed the Worklife website to help workplaces respond to alcohol and drug issues and 

to develop alcohol and drug policies. Developed in collaboration with the South Australian 

Government, the website provides a guide to developing an alcohol policy, outlining what it is and 

why it is important, what should be included, core principles and the process for developing the 

policy.40  

The Alcohol Think Again campaign41 recognises that alcohol is as much a workplace issue as it is a 

community issue and provides a step-by-step guide to developing a workplace alcohol policy. This 

guide covers the design process, implementation of the policy and management and evaluation. This 

process recognises that the approach, timing and overall support for policy implementation is critical 

to the credibility, acceptance and effectiveness of your policy. 42 

Worksafe Tasmania provides information and advice about alcohol and other drugs in the workplace 

and a policy template that could be used to inform a policy in Parliamentary workplaces. This resource 

includes information about the responsibilities of people that work within a workplace and those of 

the workplace itself, controlling the risks, setting expectations at workplace events, providing support, 

and discusses pros and cons of drug testing. The template provides a framework for a workplace 

alcohol policy, outlining potential statements that could be included on parts like the goals of the 

policy, scope, responsibilities, disciplinary action, and social events in the workplace, and provides 

prompts for the types of additional information that could be added. 43 

Workplace Health and Safety Queensland has developed a Framework for alcohol and drug 

management in the workplace (the Framework). This Framework provides advice on what should be 
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addressed in an effective alcohol policy and the type of information that should be provided. In 

discussing the scope of the policy, the Framework clearly states that the policy should apply to 

everyone who conducts business in the workplace, including directors, consultants and visitors, so 

that people can be confident that there will be no discrimination in the application of the policy.44  

Essential components of an alcohol policy are outlined below: 

Aim 

The policy should clearly articulate what it aims to achieve so that there is a clear understanding 

among staff and to avoid any misunderstandings. The aim of the policy could include statements like: 

• To foster a safe and productive workplace that promotes health and wellbeing, and 

• To provide a clear policy on alcohol in parliamentary workplaces and identify  

processes and supports available to prevent alcohol harm 

• To minimise the risk of harm from alcohol 

Scope 

The policy should apply to all people who work in parliamentary workplaces, including the Prime 

Minister, Parliamentarians and their staff, departmental staff, and consultants undertaking work for 

Parliament. There should be no exemptions.  

It should also be clear that the policy applies to all parliamentary workplaces and activities, including 

Parliamentarians’ offices, work-related functions, and work-related socialising inside and outside of 

these workplaces. The Australian Public Service Values and Code of Conduct discusses conduct after 

hours in relation to activities where there is some connection with their employment.45  

It is recommended that the policy also applies to political parties and their staff and the offices of 

Independents, including voluntary staff. 

This section could include statements such as: 

• This policy applies to all people who work in parliamentary workplaces, including the Prime 

Minister, Parliamentarians and their staff, departmental staff, and consultants undertaking 

work for Parliament. 

• This policy applies to all activities where there is a connection to Parliamentary work, 

including work-related travel and social activities outside of work hours and away from the 

workplace. 

Principles 

The policy should identify the principles by which the policy will operate, such as 

• All people will be treated with dignity and respect 

• A whole of workplace approach will be adopted 

• This policy will be developed in conjunction with key stakeholders including people who are 

at risk of or who have experienced alcohol harm or the impact of alcohol use by others   

• A comprehensive approach to address alcohol harm will be adopted 

• Incidents will be treated in confidence unless there is a legal obligation to share information, 

and 

• The policy will be reviewed, evaluated and updated on a regular basis to identify gaps and 

respond to changing circumstances. 
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Priority Action Areas 

Workplace factors such as those outlined above and identified in the risk assessment mean that a 

range of responses is required to support changes in alcohol use in Parliamentary workplaces. Critical 

to success is addressing the drivers of alcohol use such as supply and availability.  

The appropriate actions will depend on the overall strategy adopted in the policy. If the strategy is 

aimed at reducing alcohol in the workplace, then actions such as limiting the supply of alcohol and the 

locations in which it can be provided, and ensuring alcohol is only served at certain times or at certain 

events, will be important to avoid misinterpretation of the policy. The ACT Public Service Alcohol and 

other Drugs Policy essentially makes ACT Government workplaces alcohol free, unless there is prior 

approval.46  

In addition to addressing the other workplace risk factors identified, reducing alcohol in the workplace 

can be achieved by taking action such as:  

• Making all official workplaces, including offices of parliamentarians, alcohol free 

• Allowing alcohol only at pre-approved functions and events, and licensed premises  

• Limiting the number of functions where alcohol can be served, specifically those later in the 

day  

• If alcohol is served, limiting the amount of alcohol served at all functions  

• Offering water and other non-alcoholic beverages at all functions 

• Offering low alcohol options 

• Serving substantial food rather than light snacks at all functions where alcohol is made 

available 

• Appointing a person to be responsible for ensuring that alcohol service occurs in line with 

the policy, and 

• Introducing a policy where alcohol is not promoted within workplaces. 

The policy should clearly state that there will be a zero or limited tolerance for alcohol harm in the 

workplace. Examples of the types of behaviour expected include: 

• If people are going to drink alcohol, they should drink at levels that put them at low risk of 

harm, as per the Australian guidelines to reduce health risks from drinking alcohol47  

• Alcohol should not be used when parliamentary business is still occurring eg when 

Parliament is sitting or on call to attend to Parliamentary business 

• No person should arrive or remain at work under the influence of alcohol  

• No person should encourage or pressure others to drink 

• People should respect and support those who choose not to drink 

• People will be supported to raise concerns about someone’s behaviour in the workplace. 

Managing alcohol in the workplace and supporting staff 

In fulfilling its duty of care to ensure the health and safety of its employees, it is strongly recommended 

that alcohol use is treated as a health issue requiring a health response. This means providing access 

to support services where needed. Punitive responses are not effective for people with alcohol 

dependence and stigmatise people who need support, providing a further barrier to seeking support. 

For this reason, FARE does not generally support approaches such as drug testing in the workplace, 

unless there is a high-risk environment such as operating machinery, controlling forms of transport, 

and in construction.  



 

16 :: FARE Submission:  
Independent Review into Parliamentary Workplaces: Australian Human Rights Commission    

 

The ACT Public Service Alcohol and other Drug policy provides some good advice about managing 

alcohol use in the workplace. It encourages consideration of relevant circumstances in determining an 

appropriate response and provides guidance on the types of responses that could be taken.48 Likewise, 

Queensland Health’s alcohol and other drug policy provides guidance on dealing with situations 

involving alcohol and outlines the circumstances in which responses would be escalated.49  

The policy could include statements such as: 

• If a person attends work and is considered to be affected by alcohol, the person will be sent 

home 

• Where it appears that a person’s performance, conduct or behaviour is affected by alcohol, 

the relevant manager will undertake an initial assessment based on the employee’s work 

performance 

• An initial response to a situation where a person’s performance, conduct or behaviour is 

consistently affected by alcohol, should be one of paid relief from duties with a person 

required – and supported – to seek help.  

• Where a person is offered support but they continue to behave in an unacceptable manner 

or refuse to seek support for their alcohol use, disciplinary proceedings may be implemented 

as a last resort. 

Supporting people affected by alcohol has the potential to influence the health and wellbeing of all 

people that work in Parliamentary workplaces. To reduce the barriers that prevent people from raising 

issues in the workplace and to encourage people to seek support for either their own alcohol use or 

the behaviour of others, it is important that there are confidential pathways available to raise issues. 

The policy should clearly outline where people can go to report concerns about alcohol and how 

people can access support services should they wish to.  

People should also feel confident that they can raise issues in a confidential environment, that they 

will be treated with respect and dignity, and that their concerns will be heard and acted upon. An 

independent unit is needed within Parliamentary workplaces to handle concerns about alcohol-

related behaviour and provide confidence that the process will be safe, fair and supportive.50  The 

Foster Review recommended that a Serious Incident Team be established as a function of the Public 

Service Commission under the Parliamentary Service Act, with a presence within Parliament House to 

provide a special unit for people to go to be able to report incidents, get advice and support, and for 

appropriate action to be taken, including providing advice and support to everyone involved in the 

incident and managers and bystanders.51 

Access to support services should be available both within the work environment and outside to 

accommodate different situations and needs.  

Encouragement to use these services can be provided through conditions of work such as ability to 

use leave which enables them to continue to be paid while receiving support. In situations where these 

services are unable to provide the type of support needed, referral options are needed to ensure that 

suitable supports are provided, and the situation is managed appropriately.  

Accountability 

The policy must hold people accountable for actions that breach the policy if it is going to be effective 

in reducing alcohol use in Parliamentary workplaces and the types of behaviour that this Review is 

addressing. Alcohol should never be seen as an excuse for bullying, sexual harassment or assault. 
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Codes may not specifically refer to alcohol, they have been developed in response to situations where 

alcohol is a known risk factor. 

Parliamentarians and staffers and public servants within the Parliamentary workplaces of the 

Australian Government are already familiar with expectations on behaviour since they are subject to 

rules on declaring conflicts of interest, lobbying activities and political donations in the interests of 

transparency and accountability.  

Examples in Government Departments 

The Australian Public Service’s Values and Code of Conduct in practice acknowledges that alcohol can 

lead to inappropriate behaviour in the workplace and supports action being taken to provide clear 

direction to staff about their use of alcohol.60 In Western Australia, The Department of Health’s Code 

of Conduct requires that staff must be in a ‘fit and proper condition and not impaired by alcohol or 

drugs’ as part of their obligation to act professionally and ethically in the workplace.61 Queensland’s 

Code of Conduct for Ministerial staff members62 and Code of Conduct for Opposition Staff Members63 

specifically state that staff should not allow the use of alcohol or other drugs to adversely affect ‘work 

performance or official conduct’. The Queensland Codes provide clear advice about what happens if 

the Code is breached, who to report a breach to and where to go for advice, and who decides if a 

breach has occurred. 

Parliamentary workplaces should be leading the nation and setting the standard of behaviour, rather 

than lagging behind. The Code should be informed by examples from elsewhere, but not limited by 

what is in them, since these are developed with the particular circumstances of the workplace in mind. 

Public Service codes of practice, for example, are largely supported by workplace structures, such as 

the hierarchical nature of the workforce, and policies such as standard working hours, sexual 

harassment policies and complaints procedures. 

Development of the Code of Conduct 

It is important that the Code is developed in conjunction with the people that work in these places to 

ensure it considers the particular circumstances of Parliamentary workplaces and is supported by 

them. This tailored approach will be more effective in creating a safe and respectful workplace and 

will demonstrate that there is a genuine desire to address these issues. It will build trust in the 

organisation and encourage ongoing discussions on acceptable workplace behaviour and empower 

employees to speak up on issues as they arise. 

Importantly, the Code should provide information about what people should do if they are concerned 

about someone’s behaviour and be clear that people will be held accountable for their actions if they 

have breached the Code. 

The Code should reference a requirement to abide by the alcohol policy recommended above.  

It could do this by including expectations such as:  

• People are expected to support and abide by the Parliamentary workplaces alcohol policy  

• People that have drunk alcohol or are affected by alcohol should not attend or remain at 

work  

• Alcohol cannot be supplied in the workplace in a way that contravenes the alcohol policy 
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