OUR REF:

                    

[image: image4]
   21 September 2007

                                                                                        
[image: image2]

	Evelyn Gillian

SHAAP Project Director

9 Queen Street
Edinburgh
EH2 1JQ

	Dr Kevin Hawkins OBE

Director General, British Retail Consortium
DIRECT LINE: 020 7854 8911

FAX: 020 7854 8901

EMAIL: Kevin.Hawkins@brc.org.uk


Dear Evelyn

SHAAP Price Workshop

I am writing in response to your invitation to submit written comments in advance of your workshop which is being held on 27 September 2007 entitled “Government Action on Price: Policy Options”.

I have seen a copy of the comments sent on behalf of the SWA, SBPA, WSTA, GVA and NACM and I would endorse their paper.

1.
The Scottish Retail Consortium and its members are fully committed to tackling the problem of alcohol misuse and that is why we support the Scottish Government / Industry Partnership. We believe that alcohol, like most other food and drink products, can be part of a healthy and balanced diet if consumed in moderation and it is in nobody’s interest to tolerate, still less encourage, alcohol abuse. The partnership is about developing practical solutions to the real problems related to alcohol misuse in Scotland. By bringing together representatives from the Government and the drinks industry we can share best practice, develop new ideas and work together to tackle these problems. We are currently committed to developing several work streams around prevention, education and enforcement, all of which aim to help individuals make informed choices when buying and consuming alcoholic drinks.  This work will take time to yield results but none of these problems are susceptible to quick and simple solutions. We need to know a lot more about why people want to drink not just a couple of glasses for relaxation and enjoyment but large quantities in order to get drunk. Parents, schools, the Government, the media, medics and the industry all have a role to play.

SHAAP’s Evidence and Assumptions

2.
SHAAP and many of its members appear to believe that there is a simple, causal relationship between the price of alcohol, the volume consumed and the level of misuse.  This is the central premise of the workshop. We do not accept the premise and we believe that price is only one part of a complex interplay of cultural, behavioural and environmental factors. For example:
· The price of alcohol is broadly the same across the UK, as is the incidence of promotions, but alcohol-related death rates are far higher in Scotland than England.  In 2001 the age-standardised mortality rates from cirrhosis of the liver in England and Wales were 17.5 and 9.4 per 100,000 population for men and women respectively.  In Scotland the corresponding rates were 45.2 and 19.9.
· In Scotland, the increase in mortality rates from cirrhosis began as long ago as the early 1950’s and continued on a rising trend for the next 30 years when promotions in both the on and off trades were virtually unknown.
3.
We would also suggest that in looking at statistics over such a long time period SHAAP is possibly not taking account of more recent trends, which we think are worth considering. We do not seek to suggest that the problem of alcohol misuse is being solved but there are potentially promising trends developing and we think it is important that we understand and build on those:
· The amount we drink has fallen by 5% in the last two years (3% in 2006 and 2% in 2005). The reduction of 3% in 2006 is the largest fall for 15 years (Source: HMRC/Nielsen/BBPA).
· In 2005, the average weekly alcohol consumption in units for men has fallen consistently since 1998. For women, this number rose from 1998 to 2002 but has now fallen back to circa 1998 levels.  (Gen. Household Survey, ONS, 2006)
· In 2005 fewer people aged between 16 and 24 said they drank more than the recommended daily alcohol levels compared with 2002.  (Gen. Household Survey)  
· In 2005, the percentage of men who drank over twice the sensible drinking limit on at least one occasion in the last week had fallen since 2003. The percentage of women remained fairly steady, but had slowly fallen from 2000.  (Gen. Household Survey) 

· In 2006, consumption of alcohol in the last week by 11-15 year old pupils in England had fallen nearly 5% since 2003. (Source: Fuller 2007 Drug use, smoking and drinking among young people in England).

· Contrary to media reports, between 2003 and 2006 the percentage of incidents where the offender was thought to be under the influence of alcohol fell. (Source: Walker 2006, Crime in England and Wales 2005/06.)

Taxation

4.
We do not believe higher taxation is an effective route for tackling alcohol misuse.   Tax is a blunt weapon and higher levels of tax would penalise the vast majority who drink in moderation and enjoy alcohol responsibly. The UK already has high levels of alcohol duty rates in comparison to many other European countries:

	Country
	UK
	France
	Spain
	Italy
	Germany
	Ireland
	Sweden
	Finland

	Wine duty (per 75 cl bottle below 15%)
	£1.33
	£0.02
	£0
	£0
	£0
	£1.39
	£1.20
	£1.08

	Spirit duty (per 70cl bottle at 40%)
	£5.48
	£2.76
	£1.60
	£1.50
	£2.48
	£7.69
	£10.25
	£5.37

	Beer (per pint at 5%)
	£0.39
	£0.05
	£0.04
	£0.11
	£0.04
	£0.38
	£0.38
	£0.38


In low tax regimes such Portugal, Spain, and France, there is a completely different set of behaviours. In France where taxation is low compared to Britain (£2.76 on spirits and £0.02 on wine) instances of weekly binge drinking stand at 8% as opposed to 38% in the UK. (source: Institute for Alcohol Studies ‘Alcohol Consumption and Harm in the UK and EU’).  However, in Sweden, Norway and Finland where there are very high alcohol taxes, there are still serious problems with alcohol misuse. There are also problems with legal and illegal importation of alcohol from abroad and with health hazards associated with home brewing and distilling.  There is no evidence to suggest that attempting to make one particular product category less attractive than another by selectively increasingly taxation will have any impact on either overall consumption or harmful patterns of drinking on the part of any given target group. Those individuals may simply switch to another type of drink or drugs. 
5.
We are strongly opposed to the idea of using price / taxation as a route for dealing with alcohol consumed by under-18s as they should not be buying it anyway and the “Challenge 21” initiative, supported by the Home Office, has already achieved a substantial reduction in under-age purchases from major retailers.
Minimum Pricing

6.
We are also opposed to the concept of minimum pricing and any other interference with open competition. This type of interference often has several unintended consequences. Moreover, we do not believe that minimum pricing could be introduced legally within the framework of the European Competition Treaty, a point which appears to have been acknowledged by the Justice Secretary in his speech to Alcohol Focus Scotland earlier this month.
Alcohol, Diet and Deprivation

7.
One cannot sensibly address the issue of alcohol abuse without also considering its relationship to other social and dietary problems in Scotland.  The recent Review (2006) of the Scottish Executive’s Diet Action Plan has underlined the gap between Scotland’s record on health with that of the rest of the UK and the EU:

· Premature death rates are 30% higher, chronic illness rates 20% higher and poor dental health rates 80% higher than in England and Wales.  Smoking rates fell to 31% of men and women between 1995 and 2003, but this was still nearly 10% above the equivalent level in England and Wales.

· Obesity also seems to be worse in Scotland than elsewhere in the UK, with 26% of men and 22% women classed as obese and 65% of men and 60% of women overweight (Review  p.21)

· The Review observed, “The role of the environment, including the northern latitude, genetic factors and psychological, social and behavioural factors, including food and drink choices, are all likely to interact in determining the fate of those living in Scotland” (Review p.19)

8.
The Review also underlined the relationship between obesity, binge drinking and urban deprivation.  In 2003 binge drinking was most common among women in deprived areas, while morbid obesity rates were three times higher among women in the lowest income households than in the higher income groups.  Interestingly, consumption of sugar-containing soft drinks has also increased and is around 60% higher per person per day in the most deprived than in the least deprived households.  In short, it seems probable that the abuse of alcohol is positively associated with urban deprivation, income inequalities and poor diet and may to some degree be a symptom of these problems as well as a cause.
Conclusion

9.
While we accept that the topics for discussion on 27th September are valid we do not believe that any meaningful discussion of a complex and emotive subject such as the relationship between price, consumption and misuse can be achieved in a day. It is worth noting that the UK Government is carrying out its own review of the relationship between price, promotion and advertising and alcohol consumption / misuse, a project which is expected to take at least eight months.

10.
We do not believe that the price of alcohol is the reason why people drink excessively. Alcohol misuse is often a symptom of other problems within people’s lives and of deep-rooted cultural attitudes and habits. We would be interested in working with you in establishing why the Scottish population appears to have more serious problems with alcohol misuse than the rest of the UK, given that the market conditions on price, taxation, advertising etc are all currently the same north and south of the border.

Yours sincerely
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Dr Kevin Hawkins 

Director General, British Retail Consortium

cc: Fiona Moriarty, Director, Scottish Retail Consortium
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