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RIDGY DIDGE PORT 
Grievance 

MS M.M. QUIRK (Girrawheen - Parliamentary Secretary) [9.25 am]:  My grievance is directed to the 
Minister for Indigenous Affairs, and for Consumer and Employment Protection, and relates to the marketing and 
sale of a product known as Ridgy Didge port.  Although I am conscious that the control of the sale of liquor 
comes within the purview of the Minister for Racing and Gaming, I want to raise some broader issues relating to 
harm minimisation and the targeting of unsafe products to the indigenous community.  Last year a new product 
was introduced in parts of the Pilbara, Kimberley and Northern Territory known as Ridgy Didge Tawny Port.  It 
comes in a 1.5-litre plastic bottle and retails for about $15.  It is normally chilled when sold.  The tawny port has 
an alcohol content of 17.5 per cent per volume.  The producer of this port is a small Northern Territory 
wholesaler known as Ridgy Didge Wines, which is based in Darwin.   

Since the introduction of this product, local police in some towns have reported an escalation in alcohol-related 
problems.  In one town, the WA Police Service sergeant in charge has observed that if it were not for the fact 
that people were required to pick up litter while on community-based work orders, the town would be littered 
with empty plastic port bottles.  Anecdotal evidence suggests that Ridgy Didge port has become the product of 
choice for many indigenous Australians living within these communities.  Even people with the most 
rudimentary knowledge of marketing principles and demographics could not help but draw a certain conclusion 
upon viewing the product at first-hand; that is, it is clearly packaged and sold in a manner that intends it to be 
principally consumed by indigenous Australians.  In parts of the Kimberley and the Pilbara, the consumption of 
port is a significant problem.  Some high-risk drinkers are mixing port with methylated spirits.  Community 
workers have observed that those drinking port are noticeably sicker and are mainly the established middle-aged 
drinkers.  Incidents have been reported of the hospitalisation of drinkers after sessions on port.   

In the interests of balance, I should also note that police have observed that the 1.5-litre plastic bottles do have 
several advantages.  Not only does the container hold a whole half a litre less than the previous two-litre port 
casks, which have now been banned in many communities, but also when empty the plastic bottles are 
sometimes used to carry drinking water.  Moreover, the increased prevalence of these plastic bottles has led to a 
decrease in the number of glass-related injuries, which previously had been caused by broken port bottles.   

I am aware that the Director of Liquor Licensing has taken action in relation to a number of towns to restrict or 
limit the sale of port - the hours in which it can be sold or the quantity that can be purchased.  The extent to 
which these controls are effective varies from community to community.  In any event, it does not overcome two 
fundamental problems.  The first of these issues is the lack of jurisdictional authority of the Director of Liquor 
Licensing over interstate wholesalers such as Ridgy Didge Wines.  The power of the director over irresponsible 
wholesalers from other jurisdictions depends to a large extent on the cooperation of and liaison with liquor 
licensing counterparts in other jurisdictions.  Secondly, and more fundamentally, I am concerned about the 
ability to curb or discourage cynical marketing practices such as those engaged in by Ridgy Didge Wines.  
Ordinarily when a company cynically engages in marketing a product that is inimical to community cohesion 
and wellbeing it attracts opprobrium and community outrage.  As a consequence, the company suffers 
commercial loss as consumers transfer their loyalty to a competitor that is a better corporate citizen.  However, 
from the limited information I have uncovered in my research, Ridgy Didge Wines seems to be a small 
enterprise that has a low profile.  A core part of its business seems to be the provision of port, principally within 
indigenous communities.  Accordingly, it is of little commercial impact that the company garners from the 
general public a less than glowing reputation about its activity. 

In this state, it is clear there is an alarming overrepresentation of indigenous people in our prisons.  Moreover, 
extensive data suggests that alcohol abused is often a factor in violent incidents, such as alcohol-caused assault 
hospitalisations.  Alcohol abuse seems strongly linked to indigenous violence - for example, homicide - although 
it has been stressed that alcohol should not be seen as the single or primary cause of violence. 

A recent study published by the Australian Institute of Criminology in its “Trends and Issues in Crime and 
Criminal Justice” paper of February 2005 by authors Putt, Payne and Milner on indigenous male offending and 
substance abuse surveyed a large number of male prisoners and police detainees.  In the study, the authors found 
that alcohol intoxication was directly attributable as the cause of the most recent crimes by many Aboriginal 
offenders.  The authors concluded as follows - 

 Situational crime prevention measures that reduce excessive alcohol intoxication, alone or in 
combination with illicit drugs, should have a significant impact on Indigenous adult male offending.  
This is suggested by the high number of Indigenous male offenders who attributed their most recent 
serious crime to intoxication at the time of the offence. 
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I am not so naive to think that if Ridgy Didge port were removed from the market, other marketed and 
mainstream wines, beers and spirits would not be readily accessible substitutes, all of which would create the 
same problems I have described.  Rather, I am concerned about the specific targeting and marketing of a product 
designed to those most vulnerable with which I take issue.  Any close examination of the bottle, which I have 
before me, shows that it is clearly targeted and marketed towards indigenous communities. 

I know some might view my concerns as a little paternalistic.  Nevertheless, it seems to me there are very well 
defined issues that we as a community are struggling to address.  The conduct of companies like Ridgy Didge 
Wines seriously undermines the efforts of many to combat the scourge of alcohol abuse in indigenous 
communities.  The action of the company consciously contributes to misery, violence and despair.  Although the 
port may be ridgy didge, the actions of the company that supplies it can best be described as un-Australian.  I 
seek to lay a bottle of the port on the table of the house until the conclusion of today’s sitting. 

[The bottle was tabled for the information of members.] 

MR J.C. KOBELKE (Balcatta - Minister for Consumer and Employment Protection) [9.32 am]:  I thank 
the member for Girrawheen for her grievance on a matter of some considerable concern.  People are well aware 
of the huge harm that alcohol abuse causes throughout our society, and it falls in a particularly harsh way on 
many indigenous communities.  A range of health problems and domestic violence abuses are fuelled by alcohol 
abuse.  The member’s concerns about this alcoholic product are well presented.  As the member said, these 
problems cannot be attributed to one product: however, any product that is marketed and targeted in a particular 
way to a high-risk group causes concern, and we should look at what can be done about it. 

The licensing and regulation of the sale of liquor clearly resides with the Minister for Racing and Gaming.  I 
sought advice from the minister regarding what can be done with this product.  I am advised that concerns were 
raised about Ridgy Didge Wines in 2004, particularly with respect to what had been happening with liquor 
restrictions that had been introduced in July 2003 in places like Newman.  It was acknowledged that the type of 
packaging that the member referred to has benefits in being plastic rather than glass and containing smaller 
volumes than is the case with other packaging.  Nevertheless, they do not counter the harm done by making it 
readily available and providing it in a way that is attractive.  In July 2004, the director wrote to the company, 
Ridgy Didge Wines of the Northern Territory, raising concerns about the port being marketed in a way that 
circumvented the liquor restrictions in the various towns in the Pilbara and Kimberley.  Members who have been 
to those towns, as I have, have generally received good reports about the impact of restricting the alcoholic 
content or volumes that can be purchased or the times of purchase.  I remember being with my colleagues in 
Newman a couple of years ago and deciding at the end of our working day to have a meal and a drink.  We had 
worked late, and I did not realise that it was past the time that we could buy alcohol.  That is something the 
whole community accepts as it leads to positive outcomes in restricting the problems that flow from alcohol 
abuse. 

Communication occurred with the managing director of Ridgy Didge Wines to try to get it to understand the 
implications of marketing the product in this way.  I am advised that under Northern Territory law, a wholesaler 
does not require a liquor licence - alcohol is regulated only at the retail level.  In Western Australia restrictions 
apply on the sale of port wine in Newman and Halls Creek.  In addition, voluntary liquor restrictions limiting the 
sale of certain quantities of port are in place.  For example, a limit of one 750-millilitre bottle a person a day 
applies in towns such as Port Hedland, Nullagine, Wiluna and Meekatharra.  Police in Newman have reported 
that the restrictions on the sale of port wine in that town have been effective, particularly in reducing the level of 
hostility that intoxicated people have displayed. 

The member has raised concerns in a very appropriate and timely way: the restrictions that applied in Newman 
ceased on 22 April; therefore, the process will be pursued by the Director of Liquor Licensing regarding whether 
the restrictions will be applied in the same way or in some other way.  Action is also being taken in the health 
area.  A range of strategies are in place.  Draft documents are being circulated from the WA Drug and Alcohol 
Authority.  I refer to the draft releases of “WA Drug and Alcohol Strategy 2005-09”, “WA Aboriginal Alcohol 
and Drug Plan 2005-09”, “Drug and Alcohol Office Strategy Plan 2005-09” and “WA Alcohol Plan - 
Government Action Plan 2005-09”.  A lot of work is being done in this area, but it is a matter of applying it 
across government.  The liquor licensing, health and alcohol strategy aspects are all involved in dealing with 
drug abuse.   

A range of things are being done within the Department of Indigenous Affairs, such as the street patrols 
throughout Western Australia to assist people and to provide accommodation.  This is a valuable service that has 
been rolled out across many centres and towns in Western Australia.  By-laws apply at particular Aboriginal 
communities.  Departmental reviews and updates are taking place.  I was in Bidyadanga last year, the first 
community to have community by-laws, which have been rewritten, and the community has declared itself to be 
alcohol free.  Many communities are doing the same.  People are illegally bringing alcohol into the communities.  
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Therefore, a Sly Groggin’ hotline has been established.  This is a phone number applying across the state so 
police can gather intelligence about people bringing alcohol into these communities.  This ensures that 
communities also take action to try to prevent the provision of alcohol.  Ashley Sampi, a well-known West Coast 
Eagles footballer, has been used to present the hotline as he is well known in the Pilbara and Kimberley.  The 
hotline has had considerable success.  One person recently pleaded guilty to a charge of selling liquor without a 
licence, and was fined $6 000. 

The entire issue of community involvement is important.  The Tjurabalan and Kutjungka communities came 
together and held a drug and justice summit in September 2004 as part of the Council of Australian Governments 
site project in the south eastern part of the Kimberley.  That summit identified a number of strategies that can be 
implemented to reduce alcohol abuse in Aboriginal communities.  Department of Indigenous Affairs regional 
managers continue to work with communities to try to find solutions to these problems.  Clearly, government, 
through a range of agencies, needs to take action.  Wines such as Ridgy Didge port are not a help.  We hope the 
port will be taken out of the market. 
 


