‘Playing Dominoes can Damage your Health’

	Good afternoon, ladies & gentlemen.

Firstly, thank you for inviting me to speak at this important gathering – knowing how critical the financial and business pressures you face at the moment are, I am impressed that you have decided to allocate time to “the man from Brussels”…I hope that you will find your decision justified!

I am sure all of you will remember the so-called Domino Theory which was devised in the early ‘90s to try to persuade the advertising community that tobacco was not a stand alone issue, but the first of a series of attempts to use legislation to restrict or ban advertising.  

If tobacco advertising were to be banned, the theory said, then other contentious sectors such as alcohol, toys, “junk food”, cars, and maybe others, would, one by one, like falling dominoes, be banned as well. 

It seemed a logical conclusion. At the time that this “domino theory” was promoted there was a genuine and growing concern about the personal and public health effects of tobacco consumption. 

There was also a habit of denial from the manufacturers and marketers of the product.

Such concerns – and such attitudes – led directly to proposals for restrictions, which were and are intended to reduce smoking and assert European governments’ strong determination to beat the smoking habit. 

Whether the strategy is successful or not, the ban is nevertheless here to stay (in most countries, at any rate). The domino has fallen but so far it has fallen alone. 

But that does not mean that there are no longer any threats.

Right across Europe, advertising freedom is being cut back, or threatened, month by month. 

Today’s concerned citizens, and the governments who represent them, are worried, amongst other things, about ever rising levels of obesity, about marketing to children and about adolescent binge drinking – and with some justification.

Let me give you just four examples to illustrate the sort of data which is driving public health authorities and governments to consider introducing restrictions and imposing advertising bans:

1   According to the WHO Global  burden of disease study:
    -   
1 in 4 European men and 1 in 10 European women                 consume alcohol at levels hazardous and harmful to health

    -   1 in 4 drinking occasions includes consumption of more than 6 units of alcohol (60g)

    -   5% of European adults are physically dependent on alcohol

    -   9.2% of all disability and premature death in Europe is due to alcohol (14% for men)
2   The percentage of overweight 10 year olds in developed European countries in 2002 was highest in the countries believed to have the healthiest diet.
3 Within the last 20 years, obesity in America has reached epidemic proportions – let me illustrate: (play sequence) 

      I attended a conference last week in America at which the Surgeon General of the United States stated that in the next 12 months, obesity-related disease will overtake smoking as the US’ biggest killer.

4    In the UK, television is the principal channel used by food marketers to reach children and the products which dominate children’s advertising 
are breakfast cereals, confectionery,  soft drinks, savoury snacks and fast food restaurants.

Under pressure from their public health departments and from the World Health Organisation, regulators are questioning the effectiveness of self-regulation because it is not designed to affect the quantity of such advertisements.  

In addition, 
the WHO is insistent that guidelines and self-regulation do not address the cumulative effects of multiple advertisements and multiple marketing techniques on the diets of children. 

It has to be admitted, too, that the current state of the self-regulatory infrastructure in the EU Member States, let alone the accession countries, still leaves a lot to be desired.
Despite the advertising industry’s assertions to the contrary, the link between advertising and health, or, I should say, ill-health,  and the belief that self-regulation is an inadequate response, are gaining credibility among regulators as more and more trusted societal stakeholders, such as teachers, doctors and academics make public statements.  Their view is reinforced by dramatic press coverage, which is increasing at national level.  

This makes advertising an easy target for the anti-globalist lobby.
There are those who think that the advertising business has irreconcilable opponents, who can easily influence governments and other public authorities. 

They see an enemy trying to stop us and confound us. They see a clever and determined adversary, demanding successive compromises on the way to forcing our total submission to its agenda.   They believe that any concession is a sign of weakness that will be mercilessly exploited.

It is true that some campaigners seem to want to ban certain types and categories of advertising and do not want a debate about it. 

Their misunderstanding of how advertising works is very well-rooted. Reasoned argument is not strong enough to change it. 

Those who want to ban advertising can be very confident and aggressive. The advertising business is apparently responsible for everything from obesity to slimming diseases (but not of course for anything in between). 

But those who accuse us of all the ills in society do not themselves determine the debate. And nor do we, when we claim – as we sometimes do - that no consensus is possible. The anti-consensus exists on both sides. 

It is an illusion to believe that the debate about advertising controls is hopelessly polarised. It isn’t, of course. But this impression helps to engender confrontation and hinders consensus.  

The effect of the anti-consensus is generally to confuse and rarely to clarify. I suggest that both the implacable defenders and the resolute opponents of advertising each provide the debate on advertising controls less with engine power than with exhaust fumes. 

As members of the advertising business, we are, along with our clients, implicated in these issues, and therefore we have to contribute constructively and positively to the debate. 

We cannot pretend that we have no part to play and nothing to add. We do. We have plenty to add, plenty to contribute. We can and should help, where we are able. 

The current pressures on the alcohol and food industries do not stem principally from anti-advertising or anti-industry sentiment. 

They stem from understandable concerns about excessive and abusive drinking, especially by young people, and what is being termed an “epidemic” of obesity.  They also represent a cry for help from governments who are unable to find ways to manage the situations developing in their countries.

These concerns must be acknowledged and addressed adequately by the industry responsible for the products at issue, including agencies, but within the framework of a societal approach to finding long term, sustainable solutions.  

Banning advertising by itself will achieve nothing – a more responsible attitude from agencies towards the content and quantity of advertising, however, might open doors within the relevant stakeholder community, which would give our views and opinions greater weight.  

The Alcohol Harm Reduction Strategy for the UK, published earlier this month by the UK Government, has set a good precedent for co-operation between government, industry and other stakeholders wishing to help to resolve the problem.  

The draft Children's Advertising Code published this week by The Broadcasting Commission of Ireland is a less successful example of industry/government co-operation and contains some Draconian proposals for restricting the frequency, positioning and content of advertising aimed at children.
It is significant that, in both cases, the industry, advertisers, media and agencies, has been placed firmly into the frame of responsibility – not uniquely, but along with others. It is exactly how it should be.  

The difference is that in the UK case, industry has gained itself a more positive and influential role in deciding the eventual outcome, because of the manner and method of its engagement with the other stakeholders.  That is also exactly as it should be.

In the food sector, similar policy developments are leading in a similar direction across the EU.  

Are the responsible industries in contentious sectors yet making the necessary investment in their future stability and security?

I mentioned before that it is easy to seek comfort in denial and opposition, when a farther sighted and more constructive approach might save our common investment.

There are well-founded concerns about some advertisers’ ability to look ahead even while engaged so uncompromisingly in the act of self-defence. 

The European Commission has been working on its Recommendation for Reducing Alcohol Related Harm since 2000 and will publish its Recommendation next year – why is it only now, in the last stages of the process, that the alcoholic drinks industry suddenly feels pressure to respond – what messages does that send about their willingness to engage in constructive solution-finding?  

And if responsible drinking and responsible advertising are the watchwords of the alcohol industry, why are the alcohol advertising codes so frequently broken?  

The industry’s own rules state that excessive drinking should not be encouraged:

(Play ad)

The same rules also forbid transgressions of taste & decency and human dignity:

I will leave you to form your own opinion.  (Play ad)

As with alcohol, the growing issue of obesity, and particularly child obesity, in developed countries has been evident for some years – yet industry has waited for the threat of legislation before taking any action – and the cure is always all the more severe for being last minute. 

Will the marketers in the car industry wake up suddenly in five years time to find that they are part of a global environmental crisis – for those who want to read it, the writing is already on the wall.  And while we are on the subject of cars, what quality control procedure is operating in the agency that can allow an ad like this one to reach finished production stage – especially after the client had rejected it?

The 18th century English Prime Minister, George Canning, once suggested that opposition to improvement, simply because it was change, could mean that change might become obligatory, long after it had ceased to be improvement. 

There would be enough time to look intelligently into the future if less time were spent on denial, self-justification, statistical manipulation and delaying tactics, the very elements that sometimes characterised the industry perspective during the first debates in the original sector threatened, and now affected, by advertising bans.

I recommend George Canning’s wisdom, and I also recommend that we call time, once and for all, on short-termism and denial. 

When you are about to hit an iceberg, there is little point in arguing about the design of the lifeboats.

Our business will only collapse sector by sector if we really insist upon becoming, and remaining, part of the anti-consensus.  

Stephan Loerke, the Managing Director of the World Federation of Advertisers, said recently:  “These are crucial times: the scope of our future activities will be defined by our current sense of responsibility.“
We must make the time to look up from our defensive preparations and realise that there is also time to look ahead and recognise future threats, and enough time to preserve our business, not just for the next quarter’s results, but also for the long term survival and health of our business.   

We cannot lose sight of Return on Investment, but we can pay more attention to Return on Involvement.

Thank you.


	


