
  

 

Alcohol duty and alcohol harm 

Key points 

Alcohol harm in Scotland 

Alcohol harm has enormous health, social and economic costs and is one of Scotland’s most 

pervasive public health issues – as evidenced by the latest alcohol death figures from the 

National Records for Scotland (NRS). The figures show an increase from 1,020 alcohol-specific 

deaths in 2020 to 1,245 in 2021, with death rates 5.6 times higher among those living in the most 

deprived areas of Scotland, compared to the least.1 In 2020/21, there were 35,124 alcohol-

related hospital stays in Scotland (at a rate of 641 per 100,000).2  

Currently, the overall UK revenue from alcohol duty (£10.5-12.1 billion) is less than half of the 

costs of alcohol to society (£27 billion).3,4 

Alcohol affordability and the economy  

The level of alcohol harm is directly linked to its affordability: the cheaper alcohol is, the more is 

consumed, and therefore the more harm caused. Alcohol duty has been cut or frozen in most 

years since 2013. As a result, alcohol has become 14% more affordable since 2010.5  

Cuts to alcohol duty since 2012 have cost a total of £8.6bn.6 Following the Autumn 2021 Budget, 

it was estimated that beer duty would be 28% lower, and cider and spirit duty 21% lower in real 

terms compared to 2012/13. Scotch whisky faced the lowest real-term tax rate since 1918.6 

Evidence indicates that previous freezes have increased the affordability of alcohol and have 

resulted in increased alcohol-related harms. The University of Sheffield has estimated that cuts 

and freezes to alcohol duty from 2012-2019 have led to over 250 additional deaths and 4,500 

hospital admissions in Scotland (and almost 2,000 additional deaths and over 61,000 hospital 

admissions in England).7 

Increasing alcohol duty has been highlighted by the World Health Organization as one of the 

most cost-effective measures to tackle alcohol harm, reduce alcohol-attributed cancers, and 

death rates, as well as providing other public health benefits such as reducing obesity.8,9 

The Treasury has estimated that reversing the freeze on alcohol duty will gain the public purse 

£600 million annually.10 

 On Monday 17 October the Chancellor announced plans to allow alcohol duty to rise in 

line with inflation, at a benefit to the public purse of £600 million annually.  

 The World Health Organization has identified alcohol duty as being one of the most 

effective ways of tackling alcohol-related harm. 

 In Scotland, there was an increase from 1,020 alcohol-specific deaths in 2020 to 1,245 in 

2021 (alcohol harm is increasing at an alarming rate: in 2020, deaths from alcohol 

increased by 19% across the UK). 

 During the cost-of-living crisis, alcohol duty helps raise much needed funds while also 

helping to reduce alcohol harm and protect public health.  

 Alcohol duty cuts and freezes disproportionately benefit the off trade, rather than the 

hospitality sector. 

 The decision to increase alcohol duty rates would result in the avoidance of a significant 

further increase in alcohol-related harms and, by reducing these harms, would alleviate 

pressures on our over-stretched health service. 

 



  

 

With the cost of most goods rising, it is crucial that alcohol – a harmful and non-essential product 

that has enjoyed real-term tax reductions for a decade – pays for the damage it causes and 

contributes crucial funds to the public purse. 

Alcohol duty, hospitality and jobs 

It is often believed – and the alcohol industry has argued – that reversing the planned freeze on 

alcohol duty will harm the hospitality industry. However, in reality, duty cuts are mainly helping 

supermarkets maintain the low prices that continue to undermine pubs and restaurants.  

There had been a shift from drinking in pubs to drinking at home in Scotland and the rest of the 

UK, already prior to the pandemic.11 This shift has at least partly been driven by the widening 

price differential between the on-trade (pubs and restaurants) and the off-trade (shops and 

supermarkets). Alcohol duty represents just 12% of the on-trade retail price of beer, compared to 

36% of the off-trade price.12 

There is evidence that the on-trade does not benefit from duty cuts like the off-trade does: 

between 2012-2019, beer duty was cut in real terms, yet beer sales in pubs fell by 17% while 

supermarket sales increased by 11%.13 Similarly, the net decline in the number of pubs was 

around the same rate in both periods of duty increases (2008-2013) as well as duty freezes 

(2013-2017).14 

Arguments around income, employment and trade are regularly used by the alcohol industry to 

resist measures which target alcohol consumption and harm. However, a report from the Institute 

of Alcohol Studies found that there are only seven local authorities in Scotland where the alcohol 

producers account for more than 1% of jobs.15 The report found “no systematic relationship 

between an area’s prosperity and its dependence on alcohol industry employment”.15 Even in 

Moray, where alcohol producers account for 3.3% of all jobs, and distilleries a total of 1,000 jobs 

(2.9%), this is far from the dominant industry - as schools in Moray employ 2,500 people (7.1%), 

hospitals 2,000 (6.0%) and grocery stores 1,900 people (5.5%).15 

There are better alternative measures to support pubs and the hospitality sector, such as 

reducing business rates or reducing VAT on food in pubs. The new alcohol duty system will also 

introduce a new draught relief with a reduced rate for draught beer, cider and made-wines, which 

will benefit the sector. 

SHAAP urges MSPs to support the UK Government in doing the right thing for public health and 

public finances. We urge MSPs to write to the Chancellor of the Exchequer in recognition of the 

role of alcohol duty in reducing alcohol-related harms – which are disproportionately high in 

Scotland.  
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