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Alcohol Harm in Scotland: time for a rethink as over 1 million Scots drinking hazardously
As Scotland prepares for its first ever Alcohol Awareness Week, a new analysis of data by Scottish Health Action on Alcohol Problems (SHAAP)1 suggests that over a million people in Scotland are drinking over the recommended government limits on their heaviest drinking day2. And SHAAP believes that the true figures could be even higher. It is recognised that people tend to underestimate their alcohol consumption in these surveys - government figures show that people report drinking less than half the alcohol that is actually sold in the UK3.  
SHAAP believes that Scotland needs to take a whole population approach to alcohol policy which takes account of the growing evidence linking increased per capita alcohol consumption with an increase in alcohol-related harm4. If the purpose of alcohol policy is to reduce harm, then seeking to lower total alcohol consumption in the population as a whole should be the starting point.
Dr Bruce Ritson, chair of SHAAP said today:

“Alcohol policy has tended to focus on the minority of the drinking population who are the heaviest drinkers. However, there is a much bigger number of hazardous and harmful drinkers who account for most of the alcohol-related problems simply because they are a much larger group – over a million people in Scotland. What that means is that it’s not enough to target only the heaviest drinkers. If we are serious about preventing harm, we need to have policies that impact on the whole population as well as the heaviest drinkers.”

Dr Ritson added that the recent action announced by Scottish Ministers to ban cut-price alcohol promotions in supermarkets and off-licences and to consider the ‘polluter pays’ principle in licensing were an important signal that the government was serious about reducing alcohol-related harm.
“Our nation has one of the highest mortality rates from alcoholic liver disease in Western Europe so SHAAP welcomes the recent action announced by Ministers and we will be presenting evidence-based recommendations on further action that the government can take on alcohol pricing policy in the next few weeks5. Scotland was seen as a public health pioneer by many of our UK colleagues when it put public health interests first and introduced the smoking ban in public places. Alcohol policy offers another opportunity for the Scottish government to show leadership once again and we believe the Scottish people will fully support the government in their efforts”. 
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Notes for Editors

1. Scottish Health Action on Alcohol Problems (SHAAP) is an independent advocacy group which has been established by the Scottish Medical Royal Colleges and Faculties to raise awareness about alcohol-related harm and to promote solutions based on the best available evidence. www.shaap.org.uk
2. In the most recent Scottish Health Survey (2003), 63% of men who drank reported drinking more than 4 units on their heaviest drinking day in the previous week and 57% of women drank more than 3 units on their heaviest drinking day in the previous week. Based on all men and women, not just those who drank, the proportions are 47% and 36% respectively. On today’s population figures, this amounts to 938,909 men and 791,060 women. 
3. Figures on alcohol consumption in the UK generally come from two sources, government survey data and HM Revenue and Customs (HMRC) data on duty paid on alcohol cleared for sale in the UK.  In 2005, HMRC data on clearances suggests that the average adult purchased the equivalent of 11.3 litres of pure alcohol over the year. By contrast, self-reported data in the General Household Survey suggests that the average adult consumed the equivalent of 5.6 litres of pure alcohol during the whole of 2005. This shows that adults are reporting drinking less than half the amount of alcohol that is cleared for sale in the UK. 
4. Calling Time: The Nation’s drinking as a major health issue, Academy of Medical Sciences, March 2004.
5. SHAAP convened an expert workshop on 27th September, 2007, attended by leading scholars and physicians from across the UK and Ireland to formulate evidence-based recommendations on alcohol pricing policy likely to be effective in reducing alcohol-related harm in the population. The findings of the workshop will be published in the next two weeks. 

