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20 February 2014 
 
 
House of Commons 

London 
SW1A 0AA 
 
 
Dear , 
 
Importance of maintaining the alcohol duty escalator  
 
In a few weeks’ time, the chancellor will deliver his budget statement for 2014, which is expected 
to include an announcement on alcohol duty rates. We are writing to you to seek your support 
for retention of the alcohol duty escalator. 
 
Since 2008, the duty escalator has seen alcohol duties increase by two per cent above inflation 
each year. This followed a period of more than 30 years during which alcohol duties fell 
considerably in real terms. The duty escalator was due to run until 2014/15, but we are aware of 
an active campaign by the drinks industry for it to be scrapped in this year’s budget. Public 
health advocates in Scotland are greatly concerned at this prospect. Alcohol Focus Scotland 
and Scottish Health Action on Alcohol Problems (SHAAP) are calling on Scottish MPs to support 
retention of the alcohol duty escalator for better public health, safer communities and improved 
public finances. 
 
Scottish politicians have been in the forefront of acting on the well-established links between 
affordability, consumption and harm from alcohol. The welcome falls in alcohol deaths in 
Scotland in recent years have been due to a range of factors, including the effects on 
affordability of the duty escalator.  However, despite the recession, alcohol sold in the UK is still 
highly affordable – particularly off-sales, and alcohol harm continues to be at historically high 
levels. In Scotland, an average of 20 people die each week from alcohol causes, and alcohol is 
implicated in more than half of all murders and violent incidents. Alcohol harm is not restricted to 
the drinker with 1 in 2 people in the country reporting that they have been negatively affected by 
noise, nuisance and harassment related to someone else’s drinking.  
 
Twenty lives lost each week to alcohol not only lowers life expectancy and quality of life, but also 
damages the productive capacity of the economy. The cost to the Scottish economy of 
premature mortality, presenteeism, absenteeism and alcohol-related unemployment is estimated 
at £865.7m a year. In this context, any claims about the economic benefits of unrestrained 
alcohol sales need to be carefully scrutinised. Reducing tax on wine and spirits, for example, is 
unlikely to help the local pub trade, as 80 per cent of wine and spirits is sold by the off-trade. 
And as alcohol duty only applies to alcohol cleared for sale in the UK, such a move will have 
minimal impact on Scotch whisky sales as over 90 per cent of Scotch whisky is exported. 



Moreover, scrapping the duty escalator will be of little financial benefit to the majority of hard-
pressed consumers. In the UK, 30% of the population consumes 80% of alcoholic beverages.  
A reduction in alcohol tax will therefore disproportionately reward people drinking at risky and 
harmful levels, whilst the increased financial burden of dealing with alcohol problems is borne by 
society as a whole. 
 
From press reports, the campaign to scrap the alcohol duty escalator has emphasised the 
position of pubs and the Scotch whisky industry, but these arguments are misleading. Duty 
changes apply right across the alcohol market. The trends in the alcohol market over the past 20 
years in Scotland, when affordability has been falling, have seen a shift away from pubs towards 
off-sales purchases and from whisky to vodka. NHS Health Scotland has shown that much of 
Scotland’s excess consumption is driven by low cost off- sales vodka, which now outsells 
blended whisky by 40% and ending the duty escalator will further encourage these trends. 
 
Campaigners for the scrapping of the alcohol duty escalator claim that the alcohol industry is 
being unfairly taxed. This is not so. The Institute of Fiscal Studies analysis show that the 
contribution of alcohol duty to tax revenues has fallen steadily from over 3% of total receipts in 
the late 1970s to around 1.5% now. The duty escalator has gone some way to reverse 30 year 
downward trend in duty rates and we believe this pattern needs to continue. 
 
Alcohol is a risky substance. It is associated with a substantial burden of harm in Scotland and 
the rest of the UK. If we value our health, well-being, and safeguarding our communities from 
high levels of alcohol harm, then economic growth of the alcohol industry cannot be prioritised at 
any cost. The duty escalator is, in our view, an appropriate and fair means of controlling the 
affordability of alcohol that is beneficial to society, public health and public finances. We hope 
that Scottish MPs will join us in calling for the duty escalator to be maintained.  
 
We would be most grateful if you could let us know whether or not you intend to support our call 
for retention of the alcohol duty escalator. 
 
Yours sincerely,  

       
Dr Evelyn Gillan      Dr Peter Rice 
Chief Executive      Chair  
Alcohol Focus Scotland     SHAAP 
 


