Minimum pricing special
Governments have been
wrestling with drinking
issues for centuries,
reports Phil Mellows

A

s the nation groggily awoke
from the festive season, Prime
Minister David Cameron
chose his moment to suggest, through the high Tory
medium of the Daily Telegraph, that he was
minded to introduce minimum unit pricing
for alcohol after all.
It apparently set him at odds with the
Telegraph itself, most of the rest of the cabinet including health secretary Andrew
Lansley, and indeed, the official government position – that it’s probably illegal
under European competition law.
This is, of course, if you take the story at
face value. It’s possible that in light of the
Scottish government’s intention to plough
ahead with minimum pricing Cameron was
just testing the water.
Still, to those of us with an unhealthy
obsession with alcohol policy it will be interesting to see how this one plays out. And if
there is a real split in government it will be
one more expression of a centuries-old
conundrum for the state: how do you
answer the drink question?
In 1903 the Fabian historians Sidney and
Beatrice Webb were working on a major
study of local government when they
became distracted by a single, knotty issue.
They were so distracted that they dropped
everything to write a book on it: The History
of Liquor Licensing in England.
In it, the Webbs take as their starting point
the driving contradiction of alcohol policy.
While the “primary object of licensing legislation has been to prevent the social
disorder and personal misconduct brought
by excessive drinking … this main purpose
has been … complicated and thwarted by
two material considerations” – namely the
revenue from tax and duty and “the desire
to promote the extensive native industries
of brewing and distilling”.

Unresolvable dilemma
The successive attempts to resolve this
unresolvable dilemma are the history of
licensing, a variety of legislation doomed to
constant flux, unceasing interrogation and
permanent dispute. Governments vacillate
this way and that, blown by the wind of different interest groups, trying to steer a
course along a knife’s edge.
In the Webbs’ time, political temperance
– the movement to control alcohol consumption through state action – was reaching its
zenith. The Liberal government elected in
1906, concerned that drinking was hitting
industrial productivity – 75% of Monday
mornings were, according to Chancellor
David Lloyd-George, being lost to hangovers
– introduced a bill that would close a third of
all pubs and nationalise the rest.
It was defeated by mass protest from the
licensed trade and a House of Lords led by
Conservatives in bed with the brewers.
Yet, 80 years later, it was a Tory government that surprised the brewing
establishment with the Beer Orders, short of
nationalisation one of the most dramatic
pieces of state intervention experienced by
any industry. It forced the major brewers to
sell off a total of 11,000 pubs.
Why? Ironically, when you think of it
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today, the government sold it as a measure
that would reduce the price of beer. But
there were bigger considerations behind
this – such as the need to kick complacent
British brewers into a more competitive
position in the European market – an example of promoting “native industries”.
Moving ahead to the 21st century the
best-orchestrated pressure on government
alcohol policy comes from what might be
called medical temperance. Health has
joined “social disorder and personal misconduct” as a reason for state intervention.
Arguably it’s now the main reason, and
minimum pricing has been at the cutting
edge of this campaign. Along with other
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measures that restrict the availability of
alcohol, the assertion is that it will reduce
consumption, and therefore harm.

Modelling study
The Sheffield University modelling study,
which aimed to predict what would happen
under various levels of minimum price, set
out the precise savings that might be made,
not just in terms of lives but in money
spent by the NHS, in the costs of alcoholrelated crime and disorder, and of
absenteeism from work.
To a government that wants to make
spending cuts and revive an economy, that’s
a powerful argument. It’s been a strength of
medical temperance that it recognises it
needs to make an economic argument as
well as a health one.
It takes us back to the Webbs’ insight. The
state is having to choose between the conflicting interests of a single industry sector
and the economy as a whole. It’s pulled one
way and the other, or in the case of the
present government, both ways at once.
The Responsibility Deal, for instance, is
undoubtedly soft on the alcohol industry. In
walking out on it, medical temperance was

trying to suggest that the Conservative-Lib
Dem coalition is in the pocket of drinks
companies. Yet, at the same time, the plan
to “rebalance” the 2003 Licensing Act will
roll back the Labour government’s liberalising measures and make it harder for retailers
to open and run pubs and off-licences.
Cameron’s flirtation with minimum pricing has to be seen in this context. Under
pressure from both sides he’s keeping his
options open.
And, of course, he’s playing the game of
being seen to be doing something about a
perceived problem. After all, alcohol consumption has been in steady decline in the
UK since 2004. If minimum pricing works,
how are will we be able to tell?
Meanwhile, the drink problem we have is
not properly addressed by the political
manoeuvres of government, any government, that negotiates a wobbling course
between medical temperance and the drinks
industry according to the health of an economy rather than the health of its people.
Phil Mellows is a freelance journalist and
writes the Politics of Drinking blog at
philmellows.com.
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