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RESPONSE TO FINANCE AND PUBLIC ADMINISTRATION COMMITTEE 
CONSULTATION ON SCOTLAND’S PUBLIC FINANCES IN 2022-23 AND THE 
IMPACT OF COVID 
 

Alcohol Focus Scotland (AFS) is the national charity working to prevent and reduce alcohol harm. 
We want to see fewer people have their health damaged or lives cut short due to alcohol, fewer 
children and families suffering as a result of other people’s drinking, and communities free from 
alcohol-related crime and violence.  AFS welcomes the opportunity to respond to the Finance and 
Public Administration Committee’s Consultation on Scotland’s Public Finances in 2022-23 and the 
impact of COVID. 

 
Summary:  

• Adopting a preventative approach to public health has never been as important as now in 
the wake of the pandemic.   

• We must take steps to reduce the avoidable human and economic costs of alcohol harm to 
Scotland, estimated at £3.6bn each year. 

• The burden of alcohol harm falls most on those in our most deprived communities, where 
rates of alcohol-specific deaths and alcohol-related hospital stays are eight times higher 
than in the most affluent areas  

• International evidence is clear that increasing the price of alcohol, reducing its availability 
and restricting marketing are the ‘best buys’ in reducing alcohol harm. 

• Increased investment in recovery-oriented treatment and support for those already 
experiencing alcohol problems is also required.  As with drugs, people have both a need for 
and a right to such support.      

• Alcohol consumption in Scotland prior to COVID-19 was already at very high levels, with 
enough alcohol sold for every drinker in Scotland to exceed the Chief Medical Officers’ low-
risk drinking guideline by 54% on every week of the year.  

• COVID-19 and the associated restrictions have polarised drinking patterns. Increases in 
high-risk and harmful drinking during the pandemic has been observed most for those who 
were already drinking more heavily and with lower socio-economic status.  This could 
further increase inequalities. 

• There is an opportunity to re-establish a Public Health Supplement, or to establish a new 
Alcohol Harm Prevention Tax which would apply to all alcohol sold by retailers in the off 
trade.  This would generate much-needed funds for local prevention, treatment and care 
and enforcement activity, to reduce alcohol harm. 

• Every Scot has the right to health and the Scottish Budget should be based on protecting, 
promoting and fulfilling human rights. 
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1. How should the Scottish Government's Budget for 2022-23 address the need for a fair 
and equal recovery from the Covid crisis? 
In this, the tenth anniversary year of the Christie Commission, prevention has never been more 

important both in terms of improving the health and wellbeing of the nation and in terms of 

optimising limited public resources.  Alcohol claims the lives of 3,700 Scots a year and blights the 

lives of thousands more.1 Alcohol harm is estimated to cost Scotland £3.6bn each year, including 

almost £500 million a year in health and social care costs.2 For example, recent research has 

identified that 16% of all ambulance callouts in 2019 were alcohol-related.3  This is an 

unacceptable and avoidable burden on or NHS. 

The burden of alcohol harm falls disproportionately on those in our poorest communities, where 

rates of alcohol-specific deaths and alcohol-related hospital stays were eight times higher than in 

the most affluent areas before the crisis.4 The pandemic and the social restrictions which have 

accompanied it appear to be polarising drinking habits in Scotland, with a real risk of widening 

existing inequalities in alcohol harm. A survey conducted in June/July 2020 for Alcohol Focus 

Scotland found that although 13% of people had cut down or stopped drinking during the first 

national lockdown, one in five people were drinking more.5 Evidence from across the UK suggests 

an increase in high-risk and harmful drinking during the pandemic,6 7 which has been observed 

most for those who were already drinking more heavily5 8 and those with lower socio-economic 

status.9 Anecdotal evidence from frontline organisations suggests significant increases in demand 

for support both from those worried about their own drinking as well as those concerned about 

a family member or friend’s drinking. 10 11 12 13  

Alcohol harm data recently published in England (not yet available in Scotland) has revealed an 

increase in alcohol-specific deaths during the pandemic, particularly for people living in the most 

deprived areas (with three times as many deaths in the most deprived areas compared to the 

least deprived).8 Driven by alcohol-related liver disease, this is consistent with increases in 

consumption for the heaviest drinkers in the most deprived areas. Public Health England note 

that “this may present a risk that alcohol harm persists or worsens among people already at risk 

of experiencing harm.”8  

There is a strong international evidence base that increasing the price of alcohol, reducing its 

availability and controlling how it is marketed can prevent alcohol harm.14  These policies cost 

little if anything to implement.  Where investment is required, however, is in fulfilling people’s 

right to access the support and treatment they need to help them to recover when they 

experience an alcohol problem.  We have recently seen a significant investment in drug treatment 

in response to the increasing numbers of people who are tragically losing their lives to drugs.  This 

needs to be matched with investment in recovery-oriented alcohol services. 

Alcohol consumption in Scotland prior to COVID-19 was already at very high levels, with enough 

alcohol sold for every drinker in Scotland to exceed the Chief Medical Officers’ low-risk drinking 

guideline by 54% on every week of the year.15 According to the Scottish Health Survey 2019, 24% 

of Scottish adults are drinking at hazardous or harmful levels, and over 45,000 people may be 

dependent on alcohol.16   

However, even prior to COVID-19, the proportion of people with alcohol dependence who 

accessed specialist alcohol treatment was very low, at around one in four.17 As indicated above, 
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the pandemic and associated social restrictions appear to be exacerbating alcohol problems for 

some. Calls to helplines and referrals to support services have increased, along with relapse rates 

for people in recovery from alcohol dependence. 10 11 12 13 

With Scotland facing “the prospect of an inevitable sharp rise in unemployment”,18 an increased 

need for treatment and support can also be expected into the longer term.  Unemployment is a 

key economic stressor that can worsen patterns of alcohol consumption and attributable harm, 

and the impact of unemployment on alcohol consumption and alcohol-related health problems is 

greater during economic crises.19 Greater impact is experienced by certain groups, with men, 

those aged 25-34 and 45-59, and those with low educational levels disproportionately affected.19 

Financial insecurity has already been driving increased consumption during the pandemic in the 

UK, especially for the most disadvantaged groups.20 21 

The Scottish Government has an opportunity to safeguard lives over the next decade by investing 

in services and support for people at risk of alcohol problems now, in line with its Rights, Respect 

and Recovery strategy for substance misuse and the 2018 Alcohol Framework. Effective 

treatment and support can prevent episodic problems becoming life threatening and ensure 

communities are not further affected by alcohol. 

Alcohol Focus Scotland believes that the Scottish Government should use its fiscal powers to raise 

revenue from the sale of alcohol to support the COVID-19 recovery and fund public services 

(making the ‘polluter pay’), including improved recovery-oriented services. The funds raised 

would help offset the significant costs to the public sector of dealing with the consequences of 

alcohol harm. Alcohol harm costs an estimated £3.6 billion per year.2 This includes an estimated 

loss of £865 million to the Scottish economy’s productive capacity (due to presenteeism, 

absenteeism, unemployment and premature alcohol-related mortality), £268 million in health 

care costs, £230 million in social care costs, and £727 million for alcohol-specific offences and 

crimes.  

The Scottish Government’s devolved and local tax powers provide two mechanisms through 

which those who profit from the sale of alcohol can be made to contribute towards alcohol-

related harm costs and preventative action.  

1. A public health supplement to non-domestic (business) rates, applied to retailers licensed 
to sell alcohol and linked to volume of sales 

2. The creation of a new local public health tax that applies a levy to the sale of alcohol in 
the off trade 

 

Revenues would be levied, collected and spent by local government on mitigating the wide-

ranging social costs associated with alcohol use, and could include local preventative and 

enforcement activities. 

The first mechanism, that of a public health supplement, was previously employed by the Scottish 

Government between 21 April 2012 and 31 March 2015, in order “to address the health and social 

problems associated with alcohol and tobacco use” and to generate income for preventive-

spending measures.22 The supplement (9.3 p per pound of rateable value in 2012-13 and 13p per 

pound in 2013-14 and 2014-15) applied to retailers licensed to sell alcohol and registered to sell 

tobacco, with a rateable value of £300,000 or more. The supplement was regulated for through 

the Non-Domestic Rates (Levying) (Scotland) (No. 2) Regulations 2012, in exercise of the powers 
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conferred by section 153 of the Local Government etc. (Scotland) Act 1994. The supplement was 

successful in raising significant revenue of £95.9m over its 3-year duration.23 

Alternatively, a new local alcohol harm prevention tax could apply specifically to alcohol retailers 

and be linked to the volume of pure alcohol sales rather than to rateable value. This would 

facilitate even greater generation of income than the previous supplement, creating the means 

to claim a proportion of the increased revenue that off-trade alcohol retailers have likely 

experienced as a result of the implementation of minimum unit pricing (MUP) since 201824 and 

on-trade COVID-19 restrictions.25 For example, off-trade sales increased by 28% in Scotland 

between March and July 2020.26 Linking the tax to the amount of pure alcohol rather to the 

rateable value would more directly relate the tax to the harm caused.   

It is reasonable to expect that some of the costs of this tax would be passed on to the consumer. 

As price is a key driver of alcohol consumption,27 this could provide an added benefit of 

contributing to reduced consumption. Improving the health of the population would also increase 

economic growth.   

To ensure a fair and equal recovery from the COVID crisis, AFS would recommend using human 

rights to create and scrutinise Scotland’s national budget. The Scottish budget should promote, 

protect and fulfil our human rights, including our right to health.28 We refer the Committee to the 

briefing papers produced by the Scottish Human Rights Consortium which set out the human 

rights principles and standards that should shape budget goals and processes, and provide a 

detailed set of practical questions and considerations to help assess budget decisions.29  
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