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Introduction 
The Alcohol Health Alliance (AHA) welcomes the opportunity to submit a representation ahead of 
the budget. The AHA is an alliance of more than 60 non-governmental organisations dedicated to 
promoting evidence-based policies to reduce the harm caused by alcohol. Members of the AHA 
include medical royal colleges, charities and treatment service providers; for a full list, please see 
the AHA website. 
 
Summary 
This submission sets out that:  

• alcohol harm rates are currently too high and continuing to grow, with deaths at record-high 
levels  

• duty is an effective way of reducing harm whilst also raising revenue to address harm; 
successive cuts and freezes since 2012 have cost the HM Treasury £8.6 billion to date 

• reforms to alcohol duty have the potential for public health benefits, though should include 
an automatic uprating mechanism to ensure these benefits are not lost through future cuts 
to duty.    

 
Recommendations 

• Increase alcohol duty by 2% above inflation at the budget to raise revenue, save lives, 
decrease alcohol health harm and ease the pressure alcohol puts on public services.   

• Press ahead with the proposed alcohol duty reforms in the 2023 Finance Bill, with the 
addition of an automatic uprating mechanism. 

 
Rates of alcohol harm are high and rising 
Alcohol is a major driver of ill health - it is the leading risk factor for death, ill health, and disability 
amongst 15-49-year-olds in the UK.1 
 
Deaths from alcohol are currently at record high levels, rising by 27% between 2019-2021.2 Almost 
10,000 people died directly as a result of drinking alcohol in the UK in 2021, and the ONS estimates 
that this number accounts for only around a third of the total number of deaths related to alcohol.3 
Alcohol deaths rose in 2021 across Scotland, Wales and all regions of England. There are significant 
regional disparities in mortality rates, with the North East experiencing double the rate of alcohol-
specific mortality compared to London. This disparity reflects alcohol’s position as both a 
determinant and an outcome of socioeconomic inequality:4 in England, the rate of deaths from 
alcohol in the most deprived decile is double the rate of deaths in the least deprived.5  
  
Numbers drinking at harmful levels increased significantly as a result of the pandemic: between 
February to September 2020 the numbers of people drinking at higher-risk levels in England rose 

 
1 VizHub - GBD Results (2019) Global Health Data Exchange, Institute for Health Metrics and Evaluation, University of Washington 
2 Office for National Statistics (2022) Alcohol-specific deaths in the UK: registered in 2021 
3 Ibid  
4 Institute of Alcohol Studies (2020) Alcohol and health inequalities    
5 Office for Health Improvement and Disparities (2021) Local Alcohol Profiles for England: short statistical commentary, December 
2021  

https://ahauk.org/about/members/
https://vizhub.healthdata.org/gbd-results/
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/birthsdeathsandmarriages/deaths/bulletins/alcoholspecificdeathsintheuk/2021registrations#:~:text=Alcohol%2Dspecific%20deaths%20have%20risen%20sharply%20since%202019.,100%2C000%20over%20the%20same%20period.
https://www.ias.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/12/Alcohol-and-health-inequalities.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/local-alcohol-profiles-for-england-lape-december-2021-update/local-alcohol-profiles-for-england-short-statistical-commentary-december-2021
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/local-alcohol-profiles-for-england-lape-december-2021-update/local-alcohol-profiles-for-england-short-statistical-commentary-december-2021


from 4.8 million to 8.4 million.6 This increase shows little sign of abating with data showing 17.5% of 
people drinking at increasing-risk and higher-risk levels in March 2022 compared to 12.4% in 
February 2020.7 If alcohol consumption does not return to 2019 levels, modelling indicates there 
could be an additional 9,914 premature deaths and an additional £1.2 billion in healthcare costs by 
2035.8 
 
Alcohol-related ill health already puts significant strain upon healthcare provision and is responsible 
for nearly 1 million hospital admissions in England, more than 1 in 20 of all admissions.9 Research 
from 2015 estimated that alcohol-related incidents took up 37% of ambulance time and a quarter 
of A&E work.10 The financial cost of alcohol harm to the NHS in England is at least £3.5 billion 
annually, 11 though this decade-old figure is likely a significant underestimate. The OECD estimates 
that the costs of alcohol in the UK account for an estimated 3% of health expenditure,12 putting the 
total healthcare cost of alcohol at £8.3bn.13   
 
Harm caused by alcohol goes far beyond the individual who drinks: it affects children, families, 
communities and society as a whole. Alcohol is a significant driver of crime, including violent crime, 
and it is involved in 34-59% of violent crime across the UK.14 More than half of police time is spent 
dealing with alcohol-related case work,15 and alcohol-related crime is estimated to cost £11.4bn in 
England and Wales.16 
 
Increasing alcohol duty is an effective way of reducing alcohol harm 
Alcohol consumption is closely linked to the affordability of alcohol – cheaper alcohol drives greater 
consumption and higher levels of harm. Increasing the price of alcohol through duty is therefore an 
effective way of reducing harm. The World Health Organization states: 
 

“An increase in excise taxes on alcoholic beverages is a proven measure to reduce harmful 
use of alcohol and it provides governments revenue to offset the economic costs of harmful 
use of alcohol.”17  

 
An alcohol duty escalator is a mechanism to automatically increase alcohol duty by 2% above 
inflation each year, similar to that which has been successfully used for tobacco for many years. An 
alcohol duty escalator was in place between 2008 and 2013 with significant public health benefits. 
Figure 1 illustrates the duty escalator’s positive impact: alcohol-specific deaths were at a peak 

 
6 Royal College of Psychiatrists (2020) Addiction services not equipped to treat the 8 million people drinking at high risk during 
pandemic, warns Royal College 
7 University College London, Alcohol Toolkit Study 
8 Institute of Alcohol Studies and Health Lumen (2022) The COVID hangover 
9 NHS Digital (2021) Statistics on alcohol, England 2021 
10 The Institute of Alcohol Studies (2015) Alcohol’s impact on emergency services 
11 Home Office (2012) Impact assessment: a minimum unit price for alcohol 
12 OECD (2021) Preventing Harmful Alcohol Use: Key Findings for the United Kingdom 
13 £8.3bn is 3% of £277bn, the figure given for total current health expenditure in 2021 by the ONS 
Office for National Statistics (2022) Healthcare expenditure, UK Health Accounts provisional estimates: 2021  
14 39% of violent crime in England and Wales, 59% of violent crime in Scotland, approximately 34% of violent incidents reported to 
the police in Northern Ireland; Office for National Statistics (2019) The nature of violent crime in England and Wales: year ending 
March 2018; Scottish Government (2020) Scottish crime and justice survey 2018/19: main findings; Police Service of Northern Ireland 
(2020) Trends in Domestic Abuse Incidents and Crimes Recorded by the Police in Northern Ireland 2004/05 to 2019/20. 
Accompanying spreadsheet table 2.3 
15 The Institute of Alcohol Studies (2015) Alcohol’s impact on emergency services 
16 Association of Police and Crime Commissioners (2020) Alcohol and Drugs in Focus   
17 World Health Organization website: the SAFER initiative  
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https://www.who.int/initiatives/SAFER


before the escalator was introduced, levelled out upon its introduction and then rose again after it 
was repealed.  

 
Figure 1: Alcohol affordability and alcohol-specific deaths, UK 1987–202118 

 
 
Alcohol affordability has grown significantly since the abolition of the duty escalator. The price of 
alcohol decreased by 4% relative to retail prices in the decade 2010-2020, while disposable income 
increased by 9%. Alcohol became 14% more affordable in this period as a result.19 
  

Higher alcohol duty would help to reduce the affordability of alcohol and have significant health, 
societal and economic benefits. It is estimated that increasing alcohol duty under the existing duty 
system by 2% every year, would, over 12 years: 

• Save over 4,700 lives in England and 420 lives in Scotland 

• Prevent more than 160,000 hospital admissions in England, and more than 8,700 in Scotland 

• Save £794 million for NHS England and £46 million for NHS Scotland 

• Prevent more than 260,000 crimes in England and just under 32,000 in Scotland 

• Save the economy £156 million in England and £13 million in Scotland by reducing 
workplace absences.20 

 
Alcohol duty provides revenue to offset some of the costs of alcohol harm 
Alcohol duty has an important function in bringing in revenue that can be used by the Government 
to support public services affected by alcohol. However, continued cuts and freezes to alcohol duty 

 
18 NHS Digital (2020) Statistics on Alcohol, England 2021; ONS (2022) Alcohol-specific deaths in the UK: registered in 2021 Analysis by 
The Institute of Alcohol Studies  
19 NHS Digital (2020) Statistics on Alcohol, England 2021  
20 Angus, C. & Henney, M. (2019) Modelling the impact of alcohol duty policies since 2012 in England and Scotland. The University of 
Sheffield and IAS 
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https://digital.nhs.uk/data-and-information/publications/statistical/statistics-on-alcohol/2021/part-3
https://www.sheffield.ac.uk/polopoly_fs/1.868138!/file/IAS_duty_freeze_report_FINAL.pdf


since 2012 have led to a significant reduction in the level of real terms alcohol duty, removing vital 
revenue from the public purse.21  
 
Figure 2: Real duty rates, indexed: 2012/13=10022 

 
 
Alcohol industry claims that duty cuts can lead to higher revenue for the Treasury are undermined 
by statistics from the Office for Budget Responsibility.23 Indeed, the reduction in alcohol duty since 
2012 has cost HM Treasury £8.6 billion to date, with an ongoing annual cost of £2.4 billion.24 This is 
a significant drain on public finances, especially at a time when the Chancellor and Prime Minister 
have committed to reduce debt.25  
 
While duty cuts have reduced revenue, the increased affordability of alcohol has increased the 
costs of alcohol harm. It is estimated that changes to duty between 2012 - 2019 cost £317 million to 
NHS England, £58 million to the economy in reduced productivity, and increased the societal costs 
of crime by £377 million.26  
 
The level of alcohol duty is currently set too low to recover the cost of alcohol harm. Alcohol duty 
revenue is estimated to be £12.6 billion in 2022/23,27 while the total annual cost of alcohol to 
society is estimated to be at least £27 billion. 28 This means that revenue from duty makes up less 
than half of the cost of alcohol harm.   

 
21 Hansard (2020) Response to Written Question, UIN 118604 
22 HMRC Alcohol Bulletin commentary (August to October 2021) 
23 Hansard, HC Deb, 19 February 2020, cW 
24 The Institute of Alcohol Studies (2021) October Budget Analysis 
25 The Chancellor of the Exchequer committed to reduce debt as a proportion of GDP (Gov.uk, The Autumn Statement 2022 speech). 
The Prime Minister pledged to reduce national debt in his speech setting out his five priorities for 2023. (Gov.uk PM speech on 
building a better future: 4 January 2023)  
26 Angus, C. & Henney, M. (2019) Modelling the impact of alcohol duty policies since 2012 in England and Scotland. The University of 
Sheffield and IAS 
27 Office for Budget Responsibility: Alcohol duties  
28 Burton, R. et al. (2016) A rapid evidence review of the effectiveness and cost-effectiveness of alcohol control policies: an English 
perspective. The Lancet  
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There is significant public support for alcohol duty as a revenue raising measure. YouGov polling 
found alcohol duty to be the joint second most popular tax for raising revenue, behind only tobacco 
duty. 40% of people would like to see an increase in alcohol duty, compared to just 14% who 
support a cut.29 The support for an increase in alcohol tax rises to 56% if the additional money is 
used to fund public services impacted by alcohol use, such as the health service and the police.30 
 
Duty reform must be implemented without delay 
The AHA welcomes plans to reform the structure of alcohol duty at this budget. In submissions to 
the duty review, we set out five priorities for alcohol duty: 

• Scaled – ensuring stronger, more harmful drinks always cost more than weaker ones 

• Proportionate – increasing the total amount of revenue raised by duty to cover the cost of 
alcohol to society 

• Consistent – with duty charged at the same rate on drinks of different types, thus getting rid of 
the cheap, strong products most linked to health and social harms like white cider 

• Uprated – including a mechanism to automatically increase rates in line with inflation to 
prevent duty from losing its value over time 

• Targeted – a higher rate of duty charged on products sold in the off-trade than the on-trade, 
due to their greater association with harmful and hazardous consumption 

 
The proposals, which will be included in the Finance Bill, partially meet these objectives by ensuring 
that stronger, more harmful drinks will cost more whilst improving consistency between beverage 
types. As such, we expect the reform to bring about considerable benefit for public health. The 
decision not to increase the overall rate of duty or include an automatic uprating mechanism, 
however, risks undermining these benefits. The vital public health function of alcohol duty will be 
negated if the value of alcohol duty continues to be eroded over time through cuts and freezes. In 
2022/23 beer duty will be 28% lower, cider and spirits duty will be 21% lower, and wine duty will be 
13% lower in real terms compared with 2012/13.31 Scotch whisky is facing the lowest real-terms tax 
rate since 1918.32 We therefore urge the Chancellor to increase alcohol duty in the 2023 Budget 
and include a mechanism in the new duty system to automatically uprate duty in future years. 

 
29 YouGov (2020) Budget 2020: what tax changes would be popular?  
30 Alcohol Health Alliance (2020) Small change: alcohol at pocket money prices  
31 Institute of Alcohol Studies (2021) October budget analysis  
32 HM Treasury (2021) Autumn budget and spending review 2021 

https://yougov.co.uk/topics/politics/articles-reports/2020/03/10/budget-2020-what-tax-changes-would-be-popular
https://ahauk.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/11/Small-Change_Alcohol-at-pocket-money-prices-FINAL-1.pdf
https://www.ias.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2021/12/October-2021-Budget-Analysis.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/1029973/Budget_AB2021_Print.pdf

