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Introduction
We are taking the opportunity to submit comments on the policy options set out in the SHAAP Price workshop paper.  While others may share our views, this paper should not be regarded as a submission on behalf of the Alcohol Industry Partnership.
The alcoholic drinks industry through its trade associations and via individual company action is fully committed to tackling the issue of alcohol misuse and has taken significant steps to address it.  The Scottish Government/Industry Partnership and The Drinkaware Trust are just two examples of focused action. 

The industry recognises that alcohol misuse in Scotland requires to be tackled. It is a complex cultural issue and as such requires a long term change programme. The industry with others is striving towards promoting, encouraging and embedding a culture which recognises that responsible consumption of alcohol can be part of a healthy lifestyle, and that excessive and inappropriate drinking is a risk to health, socially unacceptable and not the norm.  We are concerned that by constantly focusing on the negative, misuse is regarded as the Scottish norm and is used by individuals to justify unacceptable levels and patterns of drinking. 
Contrary to the views of some commentators, it is not the case that ‘we are all drinking too much’; the Scottish Government’s up-dated plan for action on alcohol problems shows that over 70% of men and 80% of women report drinking within the weekly sensible drinking limits [1]. The vast majority of those who choose to drink alcohol in Scotland do so because they enjoy it and do so without harm to themselves or to others. Indeed for some, drinking may confer benefits to their health.
‘At first glance, there seems to be a contradiction between the data provided by research and the experience that reflects people’s behaviours. This contradiction, however, disappears if one accepts that many people like to consume alcohol, and that the vast majority of those who drink neither experience nor cause harm. This observation is as obvious as it is largely ignored in the health-related alcohol literature and in alcohol research.’   Drinking in Context pg 231 [2]
SHAAP, as a medical advocacy group, is established to promote/raise awareness of alcohol-related health problems due to excessive consumption. We recognise that role and acknowledge SHAAP will wish to promote its own agenda/preferred solutions when seeking action as part of its advocacy role.  In exercising that function, SHAAP has already declared a position on alcohol pricing – it’s too cheap - and therefore has an existing publicly stated position on the policy options being considered within its workshop.  It is difficult to envisage that the workshop review of the literature and discussion on the ‘advantages’ and ‘disadvantages’ of the options will not be shaped by SHAAP’s stated public position, which we understand to be shared by some of the workshop participants.
The reasons why people choose to drink alcohol and the separate question of price are extremely complex.  It is interesting to note that the Department of Health in England is to conduct a review on price and promotions (which will draw on the established literature) which they have been very keen to establish as being independent.  The output from this work is not expected to be reported until August next year.   It is a matter of concern that SHAAP’s analysis of this complex area will be completed in a one day workshop.  
Evidence-based assumptions
The SHAAP paper lays down a number of ‘evidence-based’ assumptions, which are presented without any analysis.  For example, while it is interesting to note that alcohol-related death rates are higher in Scotland than England, there is no explanation of the cause, when the price of alcohol is broadly the same across the whole of the UK. Factors other than price need to be considered.  A workshop on why there is this difference in the Scottish and English health statistics might be more enlightening in understanding the reasons for this divergence in Scotland compared to south of the border. It will also illuminate what actions can be taken to address and assist groups particularly at risk in Scotland. 

Separately, for example, the fact that we are drinking more now than forty years ago may be interesting, but it is pertinent that we are drinking overall now within the Government guidelines. This indicates that misuse is not a whole population issue.
Population-Based Measures

In contrast to SHAAP’s existing stated position, we believe that to tackle alcohol misuse it is essential to adopt measures aimed at those who misuse alcohol rather than adopt a crude blanket population-based approach to reduce per capita alcohol consumption that financially penalises the overwhelming majority of the population who drink responsibly. Nevertheless we recognise the benefit of and indeed support appropriate legislation such as minimum legal purchase age, licensing and mandatory training for those selling alcohol, and drink drive laws. We support and promote the daily Sensible Drinking Message, providing information to consumers in a number of ways in order that they might make informed choices about their alcohol consumption, including occasions when it is not appropriate to drink at all.
Population-based measures are deficient in a number of ways [2, 3]:
· They fail to differentiate between harmful and moderate drinking patterns and their different outcomes

· They non-selectively target all consumers without specifically delivering assistance to  ‘at risk’ groups

· They are more likely to have an impact on less problematic consumers than on those who drink excessively.
A framework has been established in Scotland to tackle alcohol misuse and effect culture change in attitudes towards alcohol misuse. The new Licensing Act, due to be fully implemented by 2009, introduces mandatory training for all those who serve alcohol, no proof no sale and, when taken in combination with test purchasing and strict enforcement, we believe will make a significant impact. 
The Act along with the up-dated plan for action on Alcohol Problems and the Industry Partnership should all make significant contributions to changing culture in Scotland.  However, culture change does not happen overnight; these developments require time to be embedded.
Policy Options
As acknowledged in the SHAAP paper, excise duty rates are a reserved matter.  The paper also recognises that tax and price are linked issues, but increasing the former does not necessarily lead to an increase in the latter.  Price changes are influenced by many factors, tax being an important one but not the only one. Research has shown that it is not possible to directly equate taxation rates with alcohol consumption, as multiple factors are involved [4].
The UK’s excise duty rates are already among the highest in the EU, but we still suffer alcohol misuse. If high duty rates were the answer, problems of alcohol misuse should be less prevalent. Other high tax countries – some with higher rates than the UK - have significant problems stemming from the misuse of alcohol. The Nordic countries are the most obvious example.  In addition to high taxes, some of them also operate retail monopolies with controlled pricing and have advertising restrictions, but harmful drinking behaviours remain the highest in Europe [5-7]. Denmark on the other hand, which has substantially reduced excise tax over the past few years, has experienced reductions in episodes of drunkenness and binge drinking [7].  Also, countries in Southern Europe with traditionally lower duty rates and cheaper and freely available alcohol do not experience the same problems over alcohol misuse that need to be addressed in Scotland.

Alcohol is not a single product; there is a multitude of alcoholic beverages with varying attributes, quality and price ranges. The effect of any price increase on consumption levels may be mitigated by factors such as substitution of non-branded, less expensive and lower quality brands [8].
Increasing taxation/price is often presented as a simple panacea for addressing the problems arising from the misuse of alcohol, yet the reasons why people drink, and why they drink excessively are more complex. Taxation is only one part of a multifaceted/multi-component alcohol policy [2,3].  

The relationship between tax/price and consumption patterns, particularly those who misuse alcohol, has been extensively studied; but findings are mixed and inconsistent [9-11]. However, it is recognised that increasing alcohol taxation is a blunt instrument that penalises the majority who drink responsibly, but has little impact on those who misuse alcohol and who have high risk drinking patterns. 
On the issue of alcohol consumption and young people the evidence of the impact of price is not clear cut. Some studies report that increasing tax can reduce consumption in young people whilst other studies show tax increases only have a minor effect, with other variables such as age being more significant [12-16].  More research is required in this area.
High taxation also has many wider undesirable consequences. It encourages smuggling, fraud, counterfeiting and theft and even illegal production and thus the unrecorded sale of alcohol which potentially makes it easier for young drinkers and other at risk groups to obtain alcohol [2].
Perhaps we can learn from the President of Lithuania who said in September 2007 that a change in drinking culture in the country will only happen if society becomes involved. It is the family and society that will change the culture, not two or three laws passed by the Government he added.

As trade associations we are not able to discuss product pricing due to competition law reasons.  We can observe however, that the industry is resolutely opposed to the setting of minimum prices, and believes such a move would be anti-competitive and illegal under European competition law.  The Justice Secretary in his speech to the AFS Licensing Conference earlier this month made a number of important announcements. He indicated then that there are a number of issues/difficulties around setting minimum price.
While superficially attractive for those who believe that it would stop excessive early evening home drinking prior to going out, it would penalise the overwhelming majority who drink responsibly. It ignores the fact that existing legislation is adequate to deal with those who have consumed too much. If a person has drunk excessively, the law says that they should not be served. Such circumstances require not new curbs and artificial price mechanisms, but better enforcement of the law, and support from the police for retailers who apply the law rigidly.
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