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The date 2 March 2020 is a significant one in Wales. It signals the formal introduction 
of a minimum unit price (MUP) for alcohol of 50p.

Time will tell whether forecasts by researchers prove to be correct. They have 
suggested that introduction of the MUP will result each year in 66 fewer deaths and 
1,281 fewer hospital admissions in Wales. That’s not all. They have suggested that 
the Welsh NHS will save more than £90m over 20 years in direct healthcare costs. 
In addition, it is claimed that, over a 20-year period, £783m could be contributed 
to the Welsh economy in terms of a reduction in alcohol-related illness, crime and 
workplace absence.

In Scotland, a minimum price of 50p per unit has been in place since 1 May 2018. 
It was introduced against a background of research estimating that, by year 20 of its 
implementation, hospital admissions would have fallen by 2,000 a year and alcohol-
related deaths by about 120 a year.

It’s too early to assess whether that sort of forecast is on target. However, according 
to a recently published report by NHS Scotland, analysis of alcohol sales data has 
shown that, in the 12 months following the implementation of MUP, off-trade alcohol 
consumption fell in Scotland but rose in England and Wales. To put this into perspective, 
annual per-adult off-trade alcohol sales in Scotland still exceeded such sales in England 
and Wales but represented the smallest difference over the last nine years.

It is interesting to see which drink categories showed the biggest changes in 
Scotland within the first year of MUP. Per-adult sales of cider fell by 18.6%, spirits by 
3.8% and wine by 3%. Per-adult sales of beer fell by just 1.1%. By contrast, fortified 
wine increased by 16.4%. 

Over the same time period, in England and Wales per-adult sales of cider increased 
by 8.2%, beer by 7% and spirits by 5.6%. Per-adult sales of wine fell by 1.3% whereas, in 
stark contrast to the position north of the border, fortified wine sales fell by 11.2%. 

These statistics, together with further research findings from Scotland later this 
year, will be seized on by those keen to see MUP introduced in England where, as 
matters stand, the only price control is the ban on selling alcohol below a ‘permitted 
price’ (equivalent to the level of alcohol duty plus VAT). That has been in place since 
May 2014, with the consequence that, for example, a can of average strength lager 
cannot be sold for less than 41p or a standard bottle of vodka for less than £9.06.

Since then, a Public Health England report has concluded that MUP can reduce 
alcohol-related harm while saving health-care costs and a House of Lords Committee 
has recommended introduction of MUP in England if the Scottish MUP is found to be 
effective in reducing excessive drinking. In addition, alcohol charities, public health 
groups and others argue that MUP would have more of an impact on alcohol-related 
harm than the current ban on below-cost selling.

In July 2019, the UK government said: “There are currently no plans to implement 
minimum unit pricing in England. However, we will keep this under review as evidence 
emerges from Scotland.” The recent NHS Scotland report will not have escaped 
notice in Westminster. 

David Clifton focuses on MUP developments in Scotland and Wales, 
and ponders its introduction in England

MUP – TWO DOWN, 
ONE TO GO

Q: How did the Toby Carvery in Snaresbrook 
get its gaming machines back?
A: You are referring to a recent decision by 
Redbridge Council to restore the pub’s machine 
permit notwithstanding two previous undercover 
test purchase failures. The answer is that Mitchells 
& Butlers were able to introduce sufficient new 
measures to persuade Redbridge Council that 
higher standards of machine supervision would be 
introduced. These included relocating a machine, 
retraining all staff and installing a system that will 
electronically notify them when the machines are 
approached, re-programming machines to provide 
an age restriction warning and displaying posters to 
similar effect throughout the premises. In addition, 
the staff member found responsible for the previous 
failings has received a final written warning. The 
pub company is also planning a series of gaming 
machine test purchases in its other sites.

Q: What is the chancellor’s Pubs 
Relief Plan?
A: It’s a discount to be introduced in April 2020 for 
up to an estimated 18,000 qualifying pubs with a 
rateable value (RV) below £100,000, that will see 
£1,000 taken off their business rates bills. This 
will be on top of an extended retail discount, which 
smaller pubs with an RV of below £51,000 are also 
eligible for. For more information, see ‘Happy hour 
for pubs as government cuts business rates’ on the 
gov.uk website.

Q: Can a pub lawfully limit parents to 
two alcoholic drinks if accompanied by 
their children?
A: This story has received a lot of publicity, with 
JD Wetherspoon explaining that a guideline to 
this effect applies to its pubs nationwide with 
the intention of deterring ‘unruly behaviour’ by 
children. Like other pub operators, Wetherspoon 
has the right to determine to whom it sells alcohol 
and in what quantity, as long as its decision is not 
made on unlawful discriminatory grounds. Even 
if discrimination was to be alleged, it could argue 
that its guideline is justified in terms of it being 
a proportionate means of achieving a legitimate 
aim, namely upholding the licensing objectives 
of public safety and protecting children from 
harm. Just remember: these things always need 
handling with care. 
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