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A new UK private member’s bill provides a simple, clear, and effective way forward
A private member’s bill on alcohol marketing to be put forward by Sarah Wollaston on 30 March tackles two pressing and uncontested problems: the excessive drinking of young people and their massive exposure to alcohol advertising.

The most recent European school survey project on alcohol and other drugs (ESPAD) of 35 European countries shows that only Denmark and the Isle of Man have higher levels of binge drinking and drunkenness in schoolchildren than the United Kingdom. GOTOBUTTON endnote1 (1)  In 2008, 2843 deaths occurred in 15-24 year olds in England and Wales, and almost one in four (23%) of these was attributable to alcohol GOTOBUTTON endnote2 (2) ; that is, more than 600 deaths—almost two a day—significantly more than the combined toll from cancer, heart disease, and respiratory disease in this age group. In addition, alcohol is linked to antisocial behaviour, unwanted pregnancies, and sexually transmitted disease. GOTOBUTTON endnote3 (3)  Alcohol marketing not only facilitates these problems but also seems to suspend critical analysis: the ESPAD survey asked schoolchildren to rate five positive aspects (such as “feel happy,” “feel relaxed,” and “forget my problems”) and six negative aspects of drinking (such as “harm my health,” “do something I would regret,” and “get into trouble with the police”). UK schoolchildren reported the highest positive and least negative expectations for drinking alcohol of any country in Europe. GOTOBUTTON endnote1 (1)   GOTOBUTTON endnote4 (4) 
The Cabinet Office estimates that £800m (€920m; $1300m) is spent on alcohol marketing each year, GOTOBUTTON endnote5 (5)  far more than on alcohol education budgets—for example, the Drinkaware Trust, which is the UK’s biggest such initiative, had a budget of just £2.6m in 2010. For every £1 laid out on advising young people about the downsides of drinking, several hundred pounds are spent encouraging them to drink more. This is money well spent by the alcohol companies: a study funded by the Medical Research Council recently showed that in the UK 96% of 13 year olds were aware of alcohol advertising and had, on average, come across it in more than five different media. GOTOBUTTON endnote6 (6)  No wonder a leading British brewer is able to boast that young men “think of four things—we brew one of them and sponsor two of them” and proclaim that its marketing aim is to “become the most respected youth brand.” GOTOBUTTON endnote7 (7)  The World Health Organization points out that in such a profoundly pro-drinking environment, health education becomes futile. GOTOBUTTON endnote8 (8) 
In the long term the bill will change drinking behaviour in young people. Evidence clearly shows that alcohol promotion encourages children to drink at an earlier age and in greater quantities than they otherwise would. GOTOBUTTON endnote9 (9)  As the Science Committee of the European Alcohol and Health Forum concluded in 2009: “Based on the consistency of findings across the studies, the confounders controlled for, the dose response relationships, as well as the theoretical plausibility and experimental findings regarding the impact of media exposure and commercial communications, it can be concluded from the studies reviewed that alcohol marketing increases the likelihood that adolescents will start to use alcohol, and to drink more if they are already using alcohol.” Removing this profoundly unhealthy influence is, unsurprisingly, recognised as a key public health priority. GOTOBUTTON endnote10 (10) 
These public health concerns need to be balanced against the commercial freedom to promote a product that is legal and acceptable for adults to consume in moderation. The French found a solution to this problem 20 years ago with a measure called the “Loi Evin.” They recognised that protecting children from alcohol marketing required action on both the advertising media used and the messages transmitted. With elegant simplicity they legislated to allow alcohol advertising in media aimed at adults but not children, and to ensure that promotional messages are both factual and verifiable.
The UK, meanwhile, has clumsily imposed self regulatory codes listing the things advertisers cannot say. As last year’s Health Select Committee inquiry showed, this has resulted in such preposterous contradictions as a proscription on marketers associating alcohol with sporting prowess or youth culture while allowing them to sponsor premiership football and music festivals.
In contrast the “Loi Evin” works crisply and cleanly. GOTOBUTTON endnote11 (11)  It protects French children by ensuring that their media and cultural environment is alcohol free. It is also a key part of France’s successful strategic effort to reduce its alcohol problems: in contrast to the UK, consumption there has been falling consistently since 1960. The law has also been tried and tested in the French courts and strongly endorsed by the European Court of Justice, which found in 2004 that the measure is proportionate, effective, and consistent with the Treaty of Rome. GOTOBUTTON endnote12 (12) 
So, along with their café culture, the “Loi Evin” is a French innovation that the UK needs. Sarah Wollaston’s bill will adapt it for the UK context and update it for the digital age. In practical terms (see box) it will allow alcohol advertising in media that adults use, including press, radio stations, public events, and films aimed at adults. It will remove it from media that children enjoy and engage with, including television, social media, youth certificated films, and the sponsorship of cultural and sporting events.

The “Loi Wollaston”: a private member’s bill to protect children from alcohol* marketing

The bill is based on tried and tested French legislation known as the “Loi Evin,” which was introduced there in 1991

It will permit the promotion of alcohol in media that adults use, including press, radio stations, and cinema with an adult audience and at point of sale in licensed premises and at local producer events (such as real ale festivals and distillery visitor centres). Here, advertisers will be permitted to make verifiable factual statements about their products, such as alcoholic strength, composition, place of origin, means of production, and patterns of consumption. All advertisements will also carry explicit health information

Alcohol promotion will not be allowed elsewhere—for example, television, social media, and youth certificated films. The alcohol industry will also not be allowed to sponsor cultural or sporting events with youth appeal

*Alcoholic drinks are defined as those with more than 1.2% abv (alcohol by volume)
In their adult oriented marketing, advertisers will be permitted to make verifiable factual statements about their products, such as alcoholic strength, composition, place of origin, means of production, and patterns of consumption. As in France these advertisements will also carry explicit health information.

The alcohol industry will no doubt protest and claim, as the tobacco industry did a generation ago, that it will do little for public health and only succeed in restricting our sports stars. The French have disproved this last point just as effectively as they have the first: they have managed without alcohol sponsorship since 1991 and their football team has won both the World Cup and the Euro Championship; in the alcohol sponsored UK the four home countries have, between them, only managed one semi-final appearance in either tournament.
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