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Response of the British Society of Gastroenterology (BSG) and British Association for Study of the Liver (BASL) to the Northern Ireland Parliament’s proposal for the introduction of a minimum price per unit of alcohol.
Introduction:
The British Society of Gastroenterology and the British Society for the Study of the Liver (BASL) are the professional organisations representing the views and policies of doctors in the UK including Northern Ireland who practice in the field of Gastroenterology and Hepatology. Consultants in Gastroenterology and Hepatology are the main carers of patients with physical harm from alcohol in the hospital service.  This response has been discussed with and approved by the British Liver Trust (BLT) which is the main UK charity fighting the burden of liver disease in the UK.
The BSG/BASL/BLT strongly welcomes this document which carefully sets out proposals for curtailing alcohol harm in Northern Ireland in comparison to each of the other UK and Irish legislatures.  In particular it especially welcomes and endorses the visionary approach being proposed under Option 2. 

1. MINIMUM UNIT PRICING OF ALCOHOL 


The BSG/BASL is strongly supportive of the introduction of a minimum price per unit of alcohol as it believes that the low price of alcohol is an importance driver of consumption both in Ireland and the remainder of the UK. The relative fall in alcohol prices and thus affordability (minus 130-140%) in the off trade in the past 20 years is one of the unforeseen consequences of the abolition of retail price maintenance in the 1970’s which in order to avoid conflict with competition laws, can only be reversed by legislation. The BSG/BASL is convinced that the price of alcohol must be linked to the unit content of the product. EU legislation prevents excise duty being closely linked to unit content while any new tax which might be introduced will not necessarily be passed on to customers by retailers. We believe that a minimum price per unit of alcohol is the only certain way that alcohol prices can be increased which in turn would reduce consumption and thus decrease alcohol related harm.
The BSG/BASL does not believe that the introduction of a minimum price per unit of alcohol is anti business as the higher prices charged would lead to higher margins and this would offset the lower volume of alcohol sold. Furthermore in a survey of Publicans in 2010 carried out by the North East of England Alcohol Office – Balance, the vast majority supported the introduction of a minimum unit price.
At present deeply discounted alcohol is used in the off trade to encourage the sale of other non alcohol products. Alcohol however is an addictive drug and it is essential for its inclusion with non alcohol products in competition laws to be reversed. Furthermore we envisage two beneficial consequences of the introduction of a minimum price per unit of alcohol:

1.  Encouragement for the manufacture of lower strength products. A decrease in product strength would offset any increase in price caused by the introduction of a minimum unit price (See Record and Day, Clinical Medicine 2009; 9: 421-5).

2. The greater regulation of alcohol prices would encourage grocery multiples to entice customers with non alcohol products. Since 80% of alcohol is purchased by only 30% of the population we envisage that the 70% of the population drinking within safe limits would therefore pay less for non alcohol products and would thus be better off. In effect they would no longer be subsidising the cheap alcohol being purchased by the section of the population drinking at hazardous and harmful levels (Record and Day; Clinical Medicine 2009; 9: 421-5).
6.    POSSIBLE ALTERNATIVES TO THE INTRODUCTION OF A MINIMUM UNIT PRICE:


a. The BSG/BASL notes the experience in the Republic of Ireland with the Groceries Order 1987 which was repealed in 2006 and believes that it would be quite impossible for trading standards officers to define and monitor the true retail cost of alcohol products.
b. Without any clear definition of the true cost the BSG/BASL believes that any enforcement measures would be unworkable.

c. Without any clear definition of the true cost of alcohol the BSG/BASL believes that drafting any legislation to restrict sales would be impossible.

DUTY PLUS VAT


TAXATION

This strategy has been adopted by the Westminster Government for use in England. It has been estimated by the Guardian that less than 1% of alcohol sold would be affected and this strategy will clearly have no impact on alcohol harm reduction in England.

Excise duty + VAT is a definable cost so that true cost could be arbitrarily defined as excise duty + VAT + plus a fixed additional percentage but in this case alcohol prices would not be related to alcohol unit content which we believe is an essential part of any alcohol harm reduction strategy.

The BSG/BASL believes that alcohol taxation should at least be kept in line with inflation. However changes to the structure of excise duty to make a linear link with alcohol strength requires acceptance by all EEU member states and this cannot realistically be achieved. Furthermore increases in any form of taxation are not necessarily passed on to the customer by the retailer and in the 12 months after the 9% increase in alcohol taxation in the 2008 budget supermarket alcohol prices actually increased by only 3.3% when the comsumer prices index increased by 3% (Record and Day; Clinical Medicine 2009; 9: 421-5). Changes in taxation are not therefore a suitable method for regulating alcohol prices. Increases in taxation also have the undesirable consequence of penalising those drinking within safe limits whereas the introduction of a minimum price per unit of alcohol specifically targets those drinking at hazardous and harmful levels.
7.   SOCIAL RESPONSIBILITY LEVY 

The BSG/BASL believes that the social and health costs of alcohol abuse should be met by the alcohol industry. In England the higher costs associated with late night licenses are to be recoverable by Local Authorities though a supplement to the license fee. The BSG/BASL wishes to support any views expressed by Licensing Authorities (LACORS) in relation to this development. Perhaps this matter should be deferred until experience from England and Scotland has been assessed.
8. MINIMUM PRICING – IMPACT ASSESSMENTS 
Please see Table:
	
	
	What are your reasons and how might any negative impact be minimised?

	
	Positive
	Negative 
	None
	

	Religious Belief


	+
	
	
	Religious groups who abstain would no longer subsidise alcohol sold to drinkers in grocery multiples

	Political Opinion
	
	
	+
	

	Racial Group


	+
	
	
	Racial groups who abstain would no longer subsidise alcohol sold to drinkers in grocery multiples

	Gender


	+
	
	
	Mothers with children who abstain would no longer subsidise alcohol sold to drinkers in grocery multiples and could benefit by the introduction of promotions on non alcohol products especially food.

	Marital Status


	+
	
	
	Women generally drink less than men and would not therefore be subsidising alcohol consumed by men

	Age


	+
	
	
	A minimum price of alcohol would selectively target young binge drinkers who choose the cheapest alcohol products.

	Health
	+
	
	
	The BSG/BASL believes that the introduction of a minimum price/unit of alcohol is likely to be the most effective possible way of decreasing alcohol harm in all strata’s of society.

	Human rights
	
	
	+
	

	Financial implications
	
	
	+
	The BSG/BASL believes that the introduction of a minimum price per unit of alcohol would be broadly neutral for the alcohol industry as lower volumes sold would be compensated for by higher profit margins.

	Rural dwellers
	
	
	+
	


PARTIAL REGULATORY IMPACT ASSESSMENT ON THE INTRODUCTION OF MINIMUM UNIT PRICING OF ALCOHOL IN NORTHERN IRELAND 

2.1
Option 1: 

Do nothing 
The BSG/BASL rejects this option
2.2
Option 2: 

Introduce minimum unit pricing for alcohol in off licences and on sales in Northern Ireland
The BSG/BASL supports this option
2.3 Option 3:
Introduce other possible alternatives to the introduction of a minimum price for alcohol, including a ban on below-cost selling, ban on the sale of alcohol below the cost of duty and VAT and taxation. 
The BSG/BASL rejects this option.

We would welcome your views on the following:  





To what extent would you agree with the introduction of minimum pricing per unit of alcohol into Northern Ireland?'





To what extent do you agree with the proposed principles on which a minimum pricing scheme for alcohol products may be established?











We would welcome your views on the following:


To what extent would you agree with the banning of below cost sales in Northern Ireland?'


For the purpose of this consultation we are interested in expert views on the following.





Simple and effective ways to define the ‘cost’ of alcohol;





Effective ways to enforce a ban on below cost selling and their costs; and





The feasibility of using the legislation to create an offence to sell alcohol below what it cost the premises, without defining cost.








We would welcome your views on the following:


To what extent would you agree with the introduction of a social responsibility levy in Northern Ireland? 


To what extent would you agree that a social responsibility levy should apply to all on and off licensed premises and registered clubs?' 


To what extent would you agree that criteria should be determined to consider exemptions from any levy?


For the purpose of this consultation we are interested in expert views on simple and effective ways to introduce a Social levy.


Do you have any views on how a social responsibility levy may operate?











We would welcome your views on the following:


To what extent would you agree with a ban on the sale of alcohol below the rate of duty plus VAT in Northern Ireland?








We would welcome your views on the following:


To what extent would you agree that increasing taxation (a matter for UK Government and not the Northern Ireland Assembly) should be used to address the harms of problem drinking?








Views box 


The Department would welcome your views/comments on the implications of 


the new proposed measures on:


any relevant equality issues; 


health impacts;


any implications for the European Convention on Human Rights;


any potential impacts of the new regulation, including estimates of 


      financial implications such as costs, savings etc; and/or


any implications for rural dwellers.


We would be grateful to receive any relevant supporting data in relation to these 


issues.
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