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United Kingdom Alcohol Epidemic Fact Finding Mission—Pamela
Erickson Sees it First Hand!!
Pamela Erickson, who manages the Campaign for a Healthy Alcohol Marketplace in the US, spent four days in
January on a fact-finding trip to the UK. She visited supermarkets, convenience stores, and pubs; and she spent time
talking with experts on the UK’s alcohol problems and solutions. Here is what she found:
1.
Experts agree that the UK has a serious problem with alcohol as evidenced by high rates of youth
drinking, dramatic increases in hospital admissions for alcohol related causes, dangerous rates of women’s
drinking and increased public disorder around bars and clubs. Ms. Erickson spoke with the following
experts: Professor Moira Plant, University of the West of England and co-author of Binge Britain; Andrew
McNeill, one of the founding members of the Institute of Alcohol Studies; Chris Heffer , Deputy Director of the
UK Department of Health Alcohol and Drugs Programme and James Smith, Manager, Department of Health
Alcohol Policy Team; Professor Ian Gilmore, President of the Royal College of Physicians and Chair of the
Alcohol Health Alliance UK; and Karishma Chandaria, Policy Adviser of the Royal College of Physicians. She
also spoke with several Members of Parliament.

2.
There is general agreement (even among members of the public in the UK) that widespread
availability of cheap alcohol is fueling the epidemic. Visits to supermarket chains verified that all forms of
alcohol are inexpensive, heavily marketed and widely promoted; some forms are extremely cheap. The
following page has a picture of a two liter bottle of hard cider for approximately $2.00. This is a private label
bottled for the Sainsbury supermarket chain in the UK. Hard cider is a drink favored by youth in the United
Kingdom.

Sainsbury Cider is offered for 1.26 pounds for a 2 liter bottle (about $2.00)
In a recent news article, the Sainsbury chain was criticized for selling this product even cheaper. In a special
promotion, Sainsbury was selling 8 liters for 3.6 pounds or about $5.75. This equates to about $.42 a pint. Pubs
and clubs also sell cheap alcohol by running promotions designed to sell alcohol in high volume. Of course, these
high volume practices encourage overconsumption and intoxication.

3.
Cheap alcohol has upset the alcohol market to the point where supermarkets are taking part of the
pub and club business resulting in frequent pub closures.

The availability of cheap alcohol and the constraints of the recession have resulted in an increase in drinking in
homes and the practice of “pre-loading”, i.e. drinking at home before going to clubs and pubs. These trends are

threatening the viability of a substantial number of the traditional pubs. Some are neighborhood establishments
that serve families for meals such as the one pictured above which caters to families for Sunday lunch.

4.
Deregulation left few tools to quell the epidemic and heavy reliance has been placed on education
with poor results. In the United Kingdom, there is an alcohol price problem yet no real pricing regulations other
than taxes. There are no curbs against volume discounts, selling below cost, price stability or using alcohol as a
loss leader. Enforcement of age restrictions in stores is relatively recent. The photo below indicates that ID will
be checked if a person appears to be under 25. Compliance checks of stores to detect illegal sales to those under
18 are a recent phenomenon.

Campaign sign on grocery store shelf

5.
Once deregulation sets in, it is hard to backtrack. Re-regulation efforts are moving slowly starting
with measures to curb intoxication in bars and clubs. Deregulation is politically challenging because it will curb
practices that bring licensees revenue. And, the recession makes things even more challenging. Usually, things
have to get really bad before strong action is taken. Often the hope is that education will change behavior. While
education has a role, research has rarely found that education alone works. The UK does appear to be at the point
of recognizing the need for strong action. Recently, a special committee of Parliament issued a report calling for a
series of strong measures designed to curb low prices, irresponsible promotions and sales practices which fuel
alcohol problems. In meetings with Members of Parliament, there was widespread agreement that there are
serious problems with alcohol and action is needed.

Parliament Building, UK.

6.
New Mandatory Code for clubs and pubs to start in April, 2010. Government health officials
described the new Mandatory Code with these provisions going into effect in April: ban on “irresponsible
promotions, such as drinking games, speed drinking, women drink free or all you can drink for a set price”, a ban
on pouring drinks directly into the mouths of customers and ensuring free tap water is available. On October 1,
2010, on-premise licensees will be required to offer wine and spirits in smaller drink sizes and they will be
required to ask anyone who looks under 18 for proof of age.

Inside a London pub

7.
More educational efforts will be forthcoming. The Department of Health is continuing to educate the
public about alcohol and health. It is working to inform people about drink sizes, how much one should or should
not drink to remain healthy and appropriate alcohol consumption for 15 year olds (children under 18 may drink in
their own homes). They are going to provide information about the connection of alcohol to diseases such as
cancer. They opined that the public needs to be educated and brought along before further regulatory measures
are instituted.

8.
Measures to deal with cheap alcohol in stores are “not here yet.” Conservatives who expect to be
elected when new elections are called (likely in late May 2010) may support minimum pricing measures. In fact,
the recent committee report from Parliament recommended minimum pricing. The current Prime Minister
disfavors this step believing that it harms the moderate drinker. Professor Ian Gilmore, President of the Royal
College of Physicians, stated in a news article, “Supermarkets should not sell alcohol below cost-price or at low
cost. The result of below-cost selling is likely to be a rise in consumption, leading to more alcohol-related
disease, social disorder and other social problems.” (“ ‘Irresponsible’ Sainsbury’s under fire for selling cider at
just 26p per pint,” Mail Online, Jan. 26, 2008) Professor Moira Plant indicated that recent research by her
husband, Martin Plant, and colleagues found that consumption increases and decreases follow quickly behind
price increases and decreases.

9.
Lessons for the US: In the US there is little understanding of the power that price and availability
play in fueling social problems with alcohol. In fact, many states and localities are looking at deregulating
the control over the retail sector to gain possible, short-term additional revenue. They should resist this
temptation as it may end up costing all taxpayers more for greater health care, more law enforcement to
respond to violence and crashes and underage drinking problems. Such measures as increased hours of sale,
increased outlets, privatization of liquor stores, and allowing more types of alcohol to be sold in more places
should be very carefully analyzed before any change is made. Policymakers should be completely convinced that
a change will not increase problems. And, it must be recognized that, aside from increased taxes, measures to
increase revenue generally require that more people buy and drink more alcohol. Too often there is no analysis of
what the effects of higher alcohol volumes are to society. Policymakers should also remember that young people
are more price-sensitive. Greater availability of cheap alcohol will invariably increase youth drinking.

The author wishes to thank the many people in the United Kingdom who treated her with graciousness and
consideration. At every turn, people did their utmost to be helpful.

