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Diverse Coalitions are as American as Apple Pie!
Radical changes are being proposed for alcohol
regulation. It is driven by severe state budget
deficits and the desire of large retail chains to seek
greater profits from alcohol sales. These proposed
changes have brought the proverbial “strange
bedfellows” together. While it may feel
uncomfortable at first, coalitions of diverse interests
have always been a key element in American
democracy.

Missouri is an example of what is happening in
several states. In 2006, the Division of Alcohol and
Tobacco Control had 60 positions. Since then, staff
has been dropped to just 5 FTE! The most recent cut
came at the end of the 2010 Legislative Session
giving little time to mount a counter effort.
Nevertheless, industry members and alcohol abuse
prevention groups worked together to oppose the
severe cuts.

Last fall, a large and varied coalition was formed to
defeat two alcohol deregulation ballot measures in
Washington State. Campaign staff decided that
formation of such a coalition was a high priority.
Here are some of the types of organizations that
became supporters: unions, individual cities, faith
organizations, alcohol abuse prevention
organizations, women’s groups, law enforcement,
retired persons, beer/wine distributors, the
Washington Wine Institute, the Washington Brewer’s
Guild and local units of the Democratic Party. It’s
safe to say that many of these groups had never
worked together before. But, they were able to unite
behind a common interest.

While they were not able to persuade the Governor
to change his budget, they are positioned to work
together in the 2011 Legislative Session. According
to Mary Strate, President/CEO of the Missouri Beer
and Wine Association, “…our association is in it for
the long haul. We firmly believe in regulation and
state based regulation is the best.” It may surprise
some who have been at opposite sides of the table,
but common ground often can be found.

Slashing budgets is another opportunity for
coalitions to form around retaining important
regulatory functions; or, finding creative ways to
increase budget resources.
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Today more than ever, we need to take advantage of
the time-worn American tradition of coalition
building. Remember, just because you join a
coalition on one issue doesn’t suggest you agree on
all things. In fact, you will likely be at odds on some
future issues. That is the way our democracy works.
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