
 

  
 

 

1. What are your views on the proposed new structures of alcohol duty? 

We welcome the move to a simplified system where duty increases with the alcoholic 

strength of a product. This is because a system where duty is linked to strength will 

have a positive public health impact. As alcohol has become 74% more affordable 

since 19871, cheap, strong alcohol is frequently a factor in alcohol-specific hospital 

admissions and deaths. Heavy drinkers favour cheaper and stronger products when 

compared with lighter drinkers.2 The impact of the pandemic has only worsened 

alcohol harm, with an 18.6% increase in alcohol-specific deaths in the UK in 2020.3 

Alcohol duty is a very valuable measure as it can both impact on the price of alcohol 

and also generate income. A strength-based system will also work to reduce health 

inequalities. Those in more deprived groups are 60% more likely to suffer harm from 

alcohol than those in the least deprived.4 While we recognise the benefits of a 

banded system, we think there is a risk that it could produce fewer incentives for 

products to reformulate than a formula-based system. There is less incentive for 

products to reformulate within the limits of a band, as a similar tax would be levied on 

the product. This is because if products were to make small downward shifts in 

strength, it would only produce a significant financial benefit when that caused the 

strength to shift below a band threshold and into a different rate of duty. We support 

the move to reduce the number of product categories. This is a step towards a 

system which upholds the government’s stated principle that products of the same 

strength should pay the same rate of duty regardless of their origin. However, while 

the wine, spirits and beer categories are largely in line with each other, there is still a 

huge exception for cider in the 3.5-8.4% band, which is being taxed at a far lower 

rate. This will mean that all ciders, but particularly strong ciders, are being subsidised 

and taxed incredibly lightly, despite causing huge amounts of health harms as well 
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as knock on effects on the NHS and treatment services.5 We know that cider is still 

the drink of choice for ‘inducting’ underage and young drinkers into alcohol, so see 

subsidising this as directly contrary to public health. We also know that strong ciders 

remain a key drink of choice for harmful and dependent drinkers and again see 

subsidising this through an exceptionally low rate as directly contrary to public 

health. Smaller cider producers will still benefit from the Small Producer Relief, so we 

do not support giving such a huge advantage to one product type which includes 

both small producers and large corporations. Other mechanisms to support the cider 

industry should be used instead, such as changes to business rates and corporation 

tax. While it may not be considered possible to increase the level of duty, as well as 

the structure, for cider in one go, this duty review should include a cast iron 

commitment to bringing the 3.5-8.4% cider band into line with the beer rate of 19p 

within two years, in order to give the industry certainty while meeting public health 

goals. We disagree that beer needs a lower rate than the wine rate. This introduces 

further discrepancies between product categories, creating unhelpful ‘special 

pleading’ by different product types. Therefore, all the rates must match. The 

proposed draught relief and Small Producers Relief are enough for the Government 

to show that it is supporting the beer and cider industries and the hospitality industry. 

We recognise that duty is an imperfect mechanism to adapt the price of alcohol 

according to its strength. The full value of duty may not be passed on to the 

consumer at the point of purchase and could be absorbed by the manufacturer or 

retailer. A study funded by Alcohol Change UK found that, at a major retailer, around 

66% of the duty paid on alcohol was passed through to the consumer.6 However, 

with a duty system linked to strength, tax pass-through is expected to be higher, and 

would therefore have a more positive effect on public health. 

 

2. Do you think the proposed duty rates are appropriate? 

While the move to a strength-based system is welcomed, the rates are too low 

overall to make a difference to public health, especially when incomplete 

passthrough is considered. In nine out of the past ten years we have seen of alcohol 

duty freezes and cuts,7 reducing the duty paid and increasing public health harms. In 

2022/23, in real terms, the duty for beer will be 28% lower, the duty for cider and 

spirits will be 21% lower, and the duty for wine will be 13% lower, in comparison to 

ten years previously.8 According to one study, these freezes and cuts have led to an 

additional 2,250 deaths and 65,500 hospital admissions due to alcohol in Scotland 
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and England between 2012 and 2019.9 It is therefore essential that this duty review 

does not, in total, reduce duties further, but rather starts to reverse this negative 

downward trend. That means introducing, as an absolute minimum, a clear 

commitment to annual inflation-level increases by default, with additional increases 

above inflation treated as ‘expected’ to address the very real alcohol public health 

crisis. We could not, in all conscience, support a duty reform that further reduces the 

overall level of duty and that contains no commitment to at least keeping the value of 

the duty static in real terms. We strongly believe that the threshold between the third 

and fourth bands should be 6.5% rather than 8.5%. An ABV of 6% or higher is widely 

considered to be a strong beer or cider.10 11 A typical way to consume cider or beer 

is by the pint. A 6.5% pint is equal to 3.7 units of alcohol, which is more than a large 

(250ml) glass of strong wine (14%) which is 3.5 units. The Government has rightly 

said that it wants to see reformulation. However, with an 8.5% upper limit for this 

band, there is a very high likelihood that this duty reform will see upward 

reformulation in the beer category and a missed opportunity for downward 

reformulation in the cider category. 6.5% should be considered ‘strong’ for the beer 

and cider category, in line with 14% being considered ‘strong’ in the wine category. A 

6.5% threshold would positively encourage downward reformulation of the strongest 

beers and ciders and reduce their serious health harms. This change would be 

widely supported by the public health community, and the millions of families living 

with a heavy drinker. 

 

3. Are there any other changes that you think should be included in the 

new structures? 

While we welcome the assurance that the Government will base its forecasts on the 

assumption that duties will rise in line with inflation, the decision to not index alcohol 

duty to inflation makes it hard for us to support these reforms overall. It automatically 

leaves alcohol duty very vulnerable to being used as a political pawn each year at 

the Budget, and open to lobbying from the self-interested and already highly 

profitable alcohol industry. A system which linked alcohol duty to inflation could still 

include a mechanism to make exceptions in times of crisis, such as a pandemic or 

armed conflict. The Social Market Foundation has proposed a system whereby an 

independent Commission of experts could review the alcohol duty rates every 5-10 

years taking into account the health and social impacts of alcohol harm,12 which we 

would support. The Government should also work with OHID or ask a respected 

academic centre to identify and populate some key indicators of how the duty system 

is performing in terms of public health, so that the Government can understand how 
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and when to alter rates to achieve more positive change – and be able to show the 

benefits it is delivering. Measuring only the economic impact would be contrary to a 

measure that purports to also support public health. 

 

4. Do you support the principle of the proposed rates for draught 

products? 

We support the principle of differential rates between the on- and off-trade, as this 

would account for the concentration of heavy drinking in the off-trade. Hazardous 

drinkers (those whose weekly drinking is between 15-34 units for women and 15-49 

units for men) accounts for 32% of alcohol revenue in the off-trade but only 17% in 

the on-trade.13 However the proposed decreases in rates for the on-trade don’t 

adequately level the playing field between the on- and off-trade. It’s essential that 

any reductions for the on-trade are at least matched by increases for the off-trade, so 

that the overall duty take is not weakening. For example, modelling from the Social 

Market Foundation found that a 75% decrease in duty for the on-trade would require 

a 34% increase in duty for the off-trade in order for the measure to be cost-neutral.14 

This would also see population level alcohol consumption decrease by 5.7% 

compared with 2019, which would have a sizeable impact on public health. 
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