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Alcohol (Minimum Pricing) (Scotland) Bill 

Midlothian and East Lothian Drugs and Alcohol Partnership (MELDAP) 

1. Background 

1.1  Developing a new relationship with alcohol through tackling its use and 
abuse by individuals, reducing the risk of harm caused by its misuse on 
families and the wider community and enabling individuals to recover and 
regain control of their lives are key priorities in MELDAP’s drugs and alcohol 
strategy 2010-13.  

1.2 The harm caused by the misuse of alcohol is a considerable and 
increasing problem in Scotland in terms of mortality, morbidity and social 
harm. From 2001 to 2005, alcohol related deaths rose by 15% and general 
hospital admissions by 7%. Results from the Scottish Crime and Victimisation 
Survey (2006) indicate that people view alcohol misuse as a more serious 
social problem than anti-social behaviour or crime in general.  

1.3 The UK government has produced sensible drinking guidelines 
recommending weekly amounts based on units of alcohol. The current 
recommended weekly limit is 21 units for men and 14 units for women. 
However annual sales of alcohol in Scotland since 2000 would have enabled 
all adults 16+ to exceed the male guidelines.  

1.4 Data on alcohol consumption for the NHS Lothians area suggest that 
the average weekly alcohol consumption level for males (21units/week) is in 
line with the current recommended weekly amount and are similar to those 
seen in Scotland as a whole. Although the average weekly alcohol 
consumption levels for females (11.9units/week) in the Lothians is lower than 
the weekly recommended amount, it is the highest consumption level across 
all Health Boards. 

1.5 Information provided from a MELDAP commissioned Small area 
estimates for health related behaviours (Ipsos MORI 2011) reported that: 

The analysis of hazardous drinking in East Lothian showed significantly 
higher than average prevalence in 18 datazones and of these areas – 
as diverse as Musselburgh, Prestonpans, Tranent, Longniddry, 
Haddington, Gullane, East Linton, Dunbar and North Berwick – 16 are 
among the 20% least deprived areas of Scotland, indicating a link 
between excessive consumption and relative affluence. 

In Midlothian, 11 datazones around the Dalkeith, Lasswade, Roslin and 
Penicuik areas were identified as areas of high rates of hazardous 
alcohol consumption and as in East Lothian these tended to be areas 
of relative affluence. 

In both areas, datazones with significantly higher estimates of harmful 
alcohol consumption tended to be areas of deprivation. 
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1.6 The information from the Ipsos MORI report poses additional 
challenges for the partnership in terms of levels of hazardous drinking linked 
to areas of relative affluence. Such groups, because of income, are likely to 
be most resilient to the effects of price increases and consume premium 
products which may not be affected by minimum pricing. Harmful consumption 
is linked to areas of deprivation. Hence the need for MELDAP to adopt a 
whole population approach as outlined in Changing Scotland’s Relationship 
with Alcohol: a Framework for Action (2009). MELDAP endorses the report’s 
recommendations and sees the introduction of minimum pricing as a 
significant and bold initiative as part of a suite of measures to reduce levels of 
consumption.  

2. Consultation questions 

 The advantage and disadvantages of establishing a minimum alcohol 
sales price based on a unit of alcohol 

 The level at which the proposed minimum price should be set and the 
justification for that level 

 Any other aspect of the Bill. 

3. Response to questions 

3.1 There is clear evidence from a number of studies showing the 
relationship between consumption and affordability. Between 1980 and 2003 
the price of alcohol increased by 24% more than prices generally. However, 
households’ disposable income increase by 91% in real terms over the same 
period, making alcohol 54% more affordable in 2003 than in 1985. By 2011 
affordability was 69% underlining the trend in low cost compared to income. 
The Family Expenditure Survey (2006), reported average weekly expenditure 
on alcohol for all households was £14.80, expenditure having declined 
compared with highest levels in previous years. 

3.2 Recent research published by the Joseph Rowntree Foundation 
suggests that the affordability of alcohol is a critical factor in young people’s 
decisions about drinking. The report, Drinking to Belong: Understanding 
young people’s alcohol use within social networks (2010) noted: 

The availability of cheap alcohol, therefore, led to greater consumption per 
occasion. One strategy used by young people to moderate consumption was 
to take only a limited amount of money on a night out. Cheap alcohol offers 
could undermine this strategy by increasing the amount of alcohol they could 
buy within their self-imposed financial limit. 

3.3 A review of evidence shows that greater affordability of alcohol leads to 
an increase in consumption and an increase in the price of alcohol has the 
opposite effect. In their 2009 meta- analysis  of 112 studies, Wagenaar, 
Salois and Komro concluded that if the price of alcohol rises, consumption 
falls. Findings from international research indicate that a 10% increase in price 
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will usually result in a 5% decrease in consumption (Gallet et al., 2007; 
Wagenaar, Salois, & Komro, 2009). 

3.4 Recent research studies on the impact on drinkers’ behaviours 
resulting from increasing, in real terms, the cost of alcohol suggest: 

 when alcohol prices increase, drinkers tend to react by both reducing  
consumption and substituting cheaper products for more expensive 
ones (Gruenweld et al 2006) 

 contrary to popular belief, heavy drinkers are more responsive to price 
changes  even if slightly less so than  moderate drinkers (Wagenaar, 
Salois and Komro 2009) 

 regular heavy drinking is concentrated in the young adult population, 
and these drinkers tend to be more price sensitive compared to mature 
drinkers due to lower average incomes and lower prevalence of alcohol 
dependence (Adlaf et al 2005; Chaloupka et al 2002) 

 policies and programs that eliminate low-cost access to alcohol are 
effective ways of responding to heavy and frequent alcohol use among 
college students (Murphy and MacKillop, 2006) 

3.5 There are a number of possible ways of reducing consumption: 
increased taxation, reducing mark ups on low content alcohol drinks to make 
them more attractive (as was the approach used successfully in Australia), 
and increasing the price of high alcohol content drinks. However, the work 
undertaken by the School of Health and Related Research (ScHARR) at 
Sheffield University points the way toward adopting a more discerning alcohol 
pricing policy; the use of a minimum price per unit that targets those drinking 
at hazardous and harmful levels while having little impact on moderate 
drinkers.  MELDAP endorses this ‘targeted’ approach as at the end of 2007 
the average price per litre of alcohol consumed in Scotland was nearly 5% 
higher compared to England & Wales indicating that an across the board 
increase on all products may not have the desired effect as drinkers switch to 
cheaper alternatives. 

3.6 The case for minimum pricing is strengthened not just by the data 
provided by ScHARR in terms of the health benefits to the lives of individuals; 
improved health and well being, reduction in both the short and long term of 
alcohol related deaths, reduced fatalities from traffic crashes but also for 
society as a whole by reducing the ‘hidden costs’ of alcohol abuse, fewer 
assaults, reduced violence related injuries, murder, domestic violence and 
anti-social behaviour.  

3.7  MELDAP believes public opinion would support actions to address the 
direct fiscal costs of alcohol related harm to Scotland. The annual cost of 
alcohol misuse to Scottish business, the NHS, social services, police and 
courts is estimated to between £2.48 billion and £4.64 billion. In 2010 the total 
profits of Britain’s four largest supermarkets was nearly some £5 billion. The 
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idea that   additional revenue generated through the increased cost of alcohol 
return to those the retailers, iis for many unpalatable. The government should  

explore more creative and beneficial ways of using all or part of the increase 
revenue, for example, funding for treatment services, diversionary activities for 
young people, additional community police officers. 

4. Minimum price  

4.1 Whatever the initial price set the government should make clear as to 
how the price will be monitored and reviewed to ensure that alcohol does not 
become cheaper over time relative to other everyday commodities. 

4.2 MELDAP would support the introduction of a 45p or 50p minimum price 
per unit for reasons outlined in section 38 of the draft bill. However, it is 
recognised that the introduction of minimum pricing takes place in the context 
of a broader economic downturn, which is likely to lead to a reduction in sales 
as was the case in recessions of the 80s and 90s. The government is 
therefore in a difficult position regarding the level at which the minimum price 
is set. 

Table 1 

 

4.3  Table 1 shows the effects of 40p, 45p and 50p minimum price per unit. 
The cells highlighted indicate the impact of minimum pricing on high strength 
or high strength/high volume drinks the type preferred by harmful or ‘young’ 
drinkers. 

4.4 Tables 2 and 3 show the current cost of a range of alcoholic beverages 
being advertised on three supermarket websites. 

 

Type of Alcoholic 
Beverage 

40pence 45pence 50pence 

Bottle of Spirits 37.5% ABV £10.50 £11.82 £13.13 

Super-Strength Beer 9% 
ABV  

£1.80 £2.03 £2.25 

Bottle of Wine 12.5% ABV £3.75 £4.22 £4.69 

2 Litre Bottle Strong Cider 
6% ABV 

£4.80 £5.40 £6.00 

24 x 440ml Can of Beer 4% 
ABV 

£16.90 £19.01 £21.12 
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Table 2  

Branded Goods Supermarket 1 Supermarket 2 Supermarket 3 

Bottle of Spirits 37.5% ABV £13.47 £11.00 £12.00 

Super-Strength Beer 9% ABV  n/a £1.49 (330ml 
9.1%) 

£2.19 (330ml 
9.1%) 

Bottle of Wine 12.5% ABV £4.68 (12% 
ABV) 

£4.68 £4.68 

2 Litre Bottle Strong Cider 6% 
ABV 

£3.22 (5.4% 
ABV) 

£2.99 £3.23 

24 x 440ml Can of Beer 4% 
ABV 

£16.00 £19.60 £19.60 

 

Table 3 

Supermarket Own Label Supermarket 1 Supermarket 2 Supermarket 3 

Bottle of Spirits 37.5% ABV £9.82 £8.72 £9.29 

Super-Strength Beer 9% ABV  n/a n/a n/a 

Bottle of Wine 12.5% ABV £3.58 £3.79 £3.58 (13.5% 
ABV) 

2 Litre Bottle Strong Cider 6% 
ABV 

£2.27 5.3% ABV £2.33 £2.33 

24 x 440ml Can of Beer 4% 
ABV 

£13.15 £17.16 £16.44 

 

5. Conclusion 

5.1 The use of minimum pricing has to be seen in the context of a broad 
range of measure aimed at changing Scotland’s relationship with alcohol. This 
would include previous legislation on sales discounts and promotions and the 
education and preventative activities undertaken by a range of partners. 
Evidence from a range of international studies points to the impact of 
increased prices and lower consumption with the more discerning minimum 
price approach would target the low cost high volume drinks that cause most 
harm. 

5.2 More information on the true cost of alcohol on Scottish society needs 
to be reinforced in order to gain wide spread support for the introduction of 
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minimum pricing but also for creating a climate where alcohol is not seen as 
an everyday commodity. 

5.3 MELDAP believes public opinion would support any move which uses 
the increase revenue obtained through the introduction of minimum pricing to 
address the social harm caused by Scotland’s current relationship with 
alcohol; the cost of treatment and recovery services being the most obvious 
use. 
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