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The Scottish Government has rightly recognised alcohol harm as a public emergency, ! alongside
drugs deaths. As yet, unlike drugs deaths, there has been no emergency response.

Over 30 organisations are calling on the Scottish Government to urgently take action to prevent
further deaths and reduce harm from alcohol. We need strong leadership and priority setting. It is
crucial that people who are experiencing alcohol problems and their families have quick, easy access
to appropriate treatment and support. This must be coupled with effective prevention policies to
reduce harm and protect future generations.

In Scotland, increasing numbers of people are dying because of alcohol. In 2021, 1,245 people lost
their lives to alcohol-specific causes, the highest number since 2008.% Each is a life cut tragically
short and leaves behind family members and friends suffering their loss. While a fatal outcome is the
most tragic manifestation of alcohol harm, the adverse impact on society is much wider, affecting
not only those suffering alcohol problems, but also those around them.

The pandemic has added to existing problems, with a 22% increase in alcohol deaths in the last two
years.? This significant increase in loss of life is likely caused by the pandemic’s effects on changing
drinking habits, particularly increases in high-risk and harmful drinking, combined with reduced
access to services. Despite this there has been little political attention on the issue with no
Ministerial statement and no government or opposition debate on the latest death figures. This is
compromising people’s right to health.

Recent modelling from England highlights how these worrying trends will continue to be felt into the
future, even if drinking returns to pre-pandemic levels.*® In the worst case, England would see a 20%
increase in deaths and an 8% increase in hospitalisations, at a cost to the NHS of £5.2bn over 20
years.® While the same data is not yet available for Scotland, given our higher rates of consumption
and harm, we are likely to see similar patterns here. Anecdotally, services are reporting that people
are presenting in poorer physical and mental health and with more complex needs.

Alcohol harm is already greatest for the most disadvantaged in our society. People in our most
deprived communities are over five times as likely to die and six times as likely to be admitted to
hospital because of alcohol than people in the wealthiest.” 8 When harm from alcohol increases, as it
has during the pandemic, it increases disproportionally in our poorest communities; yet when
effective policy interventions are introduced, such as minimum unit pricing, these communities
stand to benefit the most. These interventions must go hand in hand with action to address the
wider determinants of health, such as poverty, employment, housing and education which are also
fundamental to tackling long term problematic alcohol use.

While deaths are the most extreme form of alcohol harm, these are likely to be accompanied by
increases in other harms such as alcohol-related diseases, accidents, violence, unemployment,
family and relationship breakdown, domestic abuse, child neglect and fetal alcohol spectrum
disorder.

None of this is inevitable. By taking action now we can save and improve thousands of lives. The
Scottish Government has made welcome commitments to tackle the burden caused by alcohol® and
to improve access to treatment and support for recovery® but now more than ever these promises



must be fulfilled. Four years on from the launch of Scotland’s Alcohol Framework in November 2018,
it is time for renewed focus on both prevention and treatment.

The Rights, Respect and Recovery Action Plan 2019-21,*! identified improving access to treatment
and recovery services as a priority. Yet, as outlined in the next section, action to date is not
proportionate to the scale of the problems we face, particularly in light of the pandemic. In fact, in
the Emergency Budget Review 2022-23 equality and fairness evidence summary, stated: “Budget
savings will mean the work that can be taken forward to develop alcohol treatment targets and
reviewing how alcohol brief interventions are delivered across Scotland will be delivered at a slower
pace”.

There has been some progress on prevention, notably with minimum unit price having delivered a
3% reduction in alcohol consumption?? and having saved 268 lives a year,'®> demonstrating that
population measures work. Further action is promised, with a review of the minimum unit price level
over coming months and the recent consultation on restrictions on alcohol marketing. However,
there has been limited progress to date on ensuring health information on alcohol product labels,
the provision of high-quality substance use education programmes in schools that are independent
of industry, and in ensuring the licensing system delivers for public health.

It is vital that action is taken to protect and promote our right to health and that the development of
alcohol policy is protected from commercial vested interests as recommended by the World Health
Organization and in line with Scottish Government’s commitment in its Alcohol Framework.

Treatment and support

We have recently seen a significant investment of £250 million in drug treatment to address rising
drugs deaths. This needs to be matched with investment in recovery-oriented alcohol services,
including the full range of harm reduction and abstinence-based options to meet individual needs,
and clear pathways into and through treatment, care and support. This includes community-based
and hospital-based specialist alcohol services; alcohol counselling, residential and community-based
rehabilitation provision; and promotion of peer-led and mutual aid options.

Given the challenges around the public finances, an Alcohol Harm Prevention Levy on retailers who
sell alcohol - as proposed by the NCD Alliance Scotland - could help provide additional resources to
support those affected.

Everyone should be able to access quality alcohol support services when and where they need them,
no matter where they live in Scotland. Yet even before the COVID-19 crisis, alcohol services were
already stretched, with a 2014 report suggesting fewer than one of four people with alcohol
dependence were accessing treatment.* Alcohol waiting times show the number of people entering
treatment for alcohol dropped by around 15% between 2014 and 2019, and by a further 27%
between 2019 and 2021, as services were hit by the pandemic. Not only did the pandemic negatively
affect service provision, it has also increased need, with many heavier drinkers reporting drinking
more. Calls to helplines and referrals to support services initially increased,*> ® along with relapse
rates for people in recovery from alcohol dependence.” 1

Added to this, there is a lack of up-to-date information about the needs of local communities and
the range of alcohol services available locally that people can access when they or a family member
needs support.'® An accurate knowledge of resources available is essential if we are to address
issues in the planning and funding of alcohol-related services.


https://www.gov.scot/binaries/content/documents/govscot/publications/advice-and-guidance/2022/11/emergency-budget-review-summary-evidence-equality-fairness/documents/emergency-budget-review-summary-evidence-equality-fairness/emergency-budget-review-summary-evidence-equality-fairness/govscot%3Adocument/emergency-budget-review-summary-evidence-equality-fairness.pdf
https://www.bhf.org.uk/-/media/files/in-your-area-scotland-pages/ncd/3-ncd-briefing-2022.pdf?rev=6ae9f32dc8824baab45cf21561795b5e&hash=D178F366185E673F59A512923CED53D2
https://www.bhf.org.uk/what-we-do/in-your-area/scotland/ncd-prevention-report#:~:text=NCD%20Alliance%20Scotland%20is%20a,and%20sugar%20(HFSS)%20products.

To save and improve lives, the Scottish Government must:

Increase and sustain investment in alcohol related services, to ensure that person-centred,
trauma-informed support is available to people when and where they need it, joined up with
mental health services where necessary.

Commission research to better understand the levels of unmet need and ways to better
engage people in treatment and support at an early stage.

Establish Alcohol Care Teams in acute hospitals to ensure people with underlying alcohol
issues are identified and receive the support they need.

Improve early diagnosis for liver disease through improved identification and testing of at-
risk patients in primary care. This could include integration of liver assessment in health
checks, improved access to fibrosis detection technology and rollout of Intelligent Liver
Function Testing (iLFT) across NHS boards.

Ensure a human rights-based approach to care and support so that people are empowered
to access support relevant to their needs, can help shape policy and practice, and can hold
services to account.

Ensure services are family inclusive, recognising that family members can be assets to
entering treatment and supporting recovery and they also need support in their own right.
Support awareness campaigns for the public and professionals on preventing drinking during
pregnancy and improve support for those affected or at risk.

Address the on-going stigmatisation of people with alcohol problems and their families,
ensuring they can seek help with confidence that they will receive support and services
without prejudice, and knowing that they are accepted by their communities.

Effective prevention policies
There is strong international evidence that the most effective and cost-effective ways of preventing
alcohol harms are increasing the price of alcohol, reducing its availability, and controlling how it is

marketed; the World Health Organization’s three ‘best buy’ policies.

2021

Alongside investment and improvements in treatment and care, the Scottish Government must
prioritise these prevention policies:

Increase the minimum unit price (MUP) to at least 65p and introduce automatic uprating of
the minimum unit price for alcohol to prevent alcohol becoming more affordable.

Work with the UK government to ensure the introduction of an alcohol duty structure that is
proportionate to the harm caused by alcohol, scaled to ensure that stronger drinks cost
more and is uprated automatically.

Introduce an Alcohol Harm Prevention Levy on retailers who sell alcohol and who profit from
MUP, with the funds used for local prevention, treatment, and care services.

Restrict alcohol marketing, including advertising outdoors, in public spaces and sport and
event sponsorships, as well as displays in shops.

Develop a national availability strategy to support better local decision-making on where
and when alcohol is sold.

Ensure alcohol products are labelled with health information (including drinking guidelines
and health warnings), ingredient and nutrition information.

Provide independent, evidence-based educational resources for use in schools and
community settings, free from industry influence.

Provide sustained investment in youth services and activities for young people so that they
can learn skills, develop relationships and have fun in alcohol-free environments.
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