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Last shout for cheap drinkers

Opinions differ
sharply on a floor
price for alcohol

STEPHEN LUNN

SOCIAL AFFAIRS WRITER

WIIEN Northern Territory med-
ico John Boffa recently endorsed a
nationwide minimum price for al-
cohol al $1.20 a standard drink, he
said most Australian drinkers
wouldn’t be atfected.

“The price of beer won’t change
[and] the price of spirits won't
changebecausethere arenospirits
sold at less than $1.20 (a standard
drink) even when discounted,”
Botfa, a member of the Central
Australian Aboriginal IHealth
Congress said.

“But what would change is the
price of awful cask wine thal no
onc other than young people and
heavy drinkers go near.”

The reaction to his comment
was quick and ficrce, talkback
radio and website trattic labelling
it “elitist idiocy™ and another
example of the battlers getting
“another boot up the arse” from
poorty thought out policy.

Boffa was responding to a deci-
sion by federal Health Minister
Nicola Roxon to ask the National
Preventative Ieallth Agency to
examine the idea of a uniform na-
tional floor price for a standard
unit of alcohol, whether it be con-
tained in beer, wine or spirits.
Roxon described the referral as a
preliminary bul important step.

Boffa says a sufficiently high
minimum price would shift at-risk
drinkers [rom cheap cask wine —
which can scll for as little as 30c a
standard drink — back to beer.
This would mean they would get
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drunk less often and by extension
cause themselves and others less
damage.

But even if it helps the desper-
ale situation in some Aboriginal
communities the prism
through which Botta views alcohol
andilseffect —isit good policy for
everyone?

The question boils down to
whether a [loor price on alcohol
would benefit the nation’s overall
health and welfare, or is it a blunt
instrument that will miss its tar-
get? And isit little more than class
warfare that could cost the Gillard
government at the polls?

Alcohol policy analyst Luke
Malpass from the Centre for Inde-
pendent Studies lakes the latter
view, his position dovetailing with
the public’s furious response.

“The whole push behind al-
cohol policy, according to the cur-
rent zeitgeist, is to get alcohol con-
sumption down across the board,
not merely Lo target binge or prob-
lem drinking,” Malpass says.

“This idea of putting a mini-
mum price on alcohol simply
won't work. If you raise the price,
moderate drinkers might change
how much they drink, but those
with scrious drinking problcems
will not.

“I's what I call a ‘new class war’.

Socialists who think they can, via
all sorts of regulation, improve a
human being are becoming [rus-
trated that those at the lower end
of the socio-economic scale, who
do tend Lo smoke and drink more,
don't get what they're trying to do
for them. There’s a real conde-
scension aboul this,” Malpass says.

The alcohol industry agree
there’s the whiff of elitism about
the proposal, given research {rom
the University ol Adelaide that
shows pensioners, those earning
less than $40,000 a year and rural
Australians are the ones who tend
Lo drink cheaper forms of alcohol
and therefore would be hardest hit
by a floor price.

Winemakers Federation of
Australia chief executive Stephen
Strachan says it’s nonsense (o
suggest cheaper wines are solely
the preserve of drunks and young

people. He adds a floor price at
$1.20 astandard drink would reach
deep into the volume of wine sold
in Australia.

“[1t] would catch basically all
cask wine and a reasonably signifi-
cant proportion of bottled wine,”
Strachan says. “On the domestic
market, a little under 40 per cent
by volume of table wine sales is
cask wine.

“They're portraying it as a tar-
geted measure aimed at people
with alcohol abuse problems, but
this will target all consumers of
affordable wine.

“Certainly some people abuse
it, of that there’s no doublt, but the
vast majority usc it in moderation
and choose it because it's afford-
able and convenienl.

“A typical consumer of these
products are older Australians and
it is also skewed loward females.
It’s in every subutb across Austra-
lia and the notion it’s being con-
sumed only in indigenous com-
munities or by kids or those with
an alcohol problem is simply rub-
bish,” Strachan says.

The Gillard government may
be tlirting with it, but there’s been
no commitment. Roxon says the
decision to have the newly formed
Preventative Health Agency
examine the issue was a “very pre-
liminary step, but [ think it is an
important one”.

And Indigenous Affairs Minis-
ter Jenny Macklin says she is only
interested in the evidence. “T wanl
to look at the facts, look at what
works with dealing with alcohol
abuse, bul I want all the options Lo
be on thetable,” she says.

One who believes there is a
strong case for a uniform national
minimum alcohol price, and not
just as an antidote to the problems
inindigenous Australia, is Michael
Thorn, chief executive of the
Alcohol Education and Rehabili-
lation Foundalion, a charitable or-
ganisation campaigning against
alcohol misuse.

“We're supportive of Lhe con-
sideration of @ minimum price.
The evidence supports it. Work in
the UK definitely supports the
view that people drinking at harm-
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ful levels are most affected by rais-
ing the price of alcohol. People
wilh a propensily Lo drink heavily
arc buying cheap booze,” Thorn
says. “A $1 per standard drink
would Kick up the minimum price
of a bottle of wine to $7 to $8, so
those $2.30 bottles you can now
buy at big supermarkel oullets
would be off the table.”

Thorn cites a study in The Lan-
cel last year, which [inds “general
price increases were cffective for
reduction of consumption, health-
care costs and health-related qual-
ity of lifc losses” for all ages.

“Minimum pricing policies can
maintain thislevel of effectiveness
for harmful drinkers while reduc-
ing effects on consumer spending
for moderate drinkers,” the study
says. “Drinkers aged 18-24 arc cs-
pecially affected by policies that
raise prices in pubs and bars.”

The conservative government
in Britain has introduced a floor
price for alcohol, but health cam-
paigners have criticised it as being
too low to have a significant effect
on drinking behaviour. And Scot-
land is about to introduce a more
onerous minimum floor price for
alcohol: al 45 pence a standard
drink it's expected to hit general
consumption levels.

Thorn says there are two public
policy debates running in parallel
to contain the cost to the commu-
nity of alcohol. The first is tar-
geled, the recent NT legislation
that cracks down on takecaway
purchases by identified problem
drinkers, for example. The second
is a population-wide response to
the societal harm occasioned by
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alcohol misuse, which Thorn says
is costing the nation an estimated
$36 billion a year.

“There’s a growing body of cvi-
dence that there is harm attached
Lo using alcohol. I think we're in
denial if we don't think there are
harms from even low levels of
alcohol use.”

Another anti-alcohol cam-
paigner, Paul Dillon, director of
Drug and Alcohol Research and
Training Australia and author of
Teenagers, Alcohol and Drugs, says
young people conlinue to do what
they've always donewhenitcomes
to choosing alcohol, buying what-
ever gives them “the most back for
theirbuck™.

“All kids will tell you they look
on Lhe side of the boltle, work out
how many standard drinks there
are and calculate what gives them
the most standard drinks for the
least money.

“Soit'the unit price goes up and
they still only have the same
amount of money to spend, they
will have to drink less.

“When you can buy bottle of
wine at Coles or Farmer Jack’s for
cheaper than the cost of a bottle of
sparkling waler there’s somelhing
wrong in the world.”

But Malpass demurs, saying fig-
ures on the cost of alcohol to so-
ciety invariably fail to offset the
benefits of the industry, including
the employment generated, the
exporl dollars created and, on
some views, the positive health
effects of the odd glass of wine.

“Across the socio-economic
spectrum people enjoy a drink. But
the unspoken assumption is that

Nicola Roxon

alcohol and cigarettes must be
priced out of the range that these
nanny-stalers, these healthists,
consider problematic. They
assume people don’t make a con-
scious choice to drink and not ex-
crcise. [t's incredibly infantilising.”

He says the so-called alcopops
lax on pre-mixed drinks broughl
in by the Rudd government didn't
achieve any behavioural change
when it came to the alcohol con-
sumption of young drinkers.

“The girls who would drink one
Breezer or two Breezers don’t any
more. The alcohol tax changes re-
sulted in perfect substitution, the
teenagers stopped buying alco-
popsandinstead bought abottle of
Jim Beam and mixed it with Coke.”

More political intervention in
this policy spaceis polentially poli-
tically damaging, according to for-
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mer Labor senator John Black,
now a political analyst.

“IA minimum price] would
effectively be another tax on lower
income groups and they won't like
il,” Black says. “It will have a dis-
proportionate impact on people in
the lowest income quintile, and it
won't affect behaviour for those
who arc dependent and who have
the problem. It's economics 101,
inelastic demand.”

There could well be blowback
politically on the Gillard govern-
ment, he says, with eleclorales
containing a higher than average
proportion of the nation’s poor the
polilical {lashpoints.

Black cites Qucensland scats
such as Forde, Rankin and Hink-
ler, along with the western suburbs
of Sydney, the north and west of
Melbourne and the north ot Adel-
aide, where less well-off drinkers
may vent their spleen against an-
other government intervention in
their personal choices. In those
scats there are higher numbers on
welfare and they consume more
per capita on cigareltes, gambling
and alcohol, he says.

They are also more likely to be
available and willing to participate
in polling and talkback radio.

“On politically sensitive issues,
given this is the group that will be
offended, it's like putling a mega-
phone on the street corner. Look
at last year when Kevin Rudd put
up the excise on cigarettes in the
budget. Itkilled him. He thoughtit
would be a plus but the week after
he did it there was an 8 per cent
swing against him in the polls and
that was effectively it.”
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