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Competition Authority stance on alcohol pricing is misguided

The National Off-Licence Association has dismissed as ‘misguided’ the view expressed by the Competition Authority, in its submission to the Alcohol Advisory Group, that the removal of the ban on below-cost selling had not contributed to the increase in alcohol abuse and binge drinking in Ireland.

“The Advisory Group has been briefed by the Minister for Justice to specifically examine, as a matter of urgency, the factors that must be addressed in order to combat the widely acknowledged increase in alcohol abuse in Ireland. In our view, for the Competition Authority to claim that the price war and free alcohol promotions that have become a central platform in the marketing programmes of major supermarket chains and discount stores do not have an impact on consumption levels is disingenuous”, stated Jim McCabe, Chairman of the National Off-Licence Association. 

“Since the abolition of the Groceries Order, which resulted in the removal of the below-cost selling ban, there has been a free-for-all in the alcohol market, with the giant retailers blatantly using cheap or free alcohol promotions to attract increased customer numbers. The Authority is seriously misguided if it believes that the availability of cheap alcohol does not stimulate bulk purchasing and consequently over indulgence. We represent 330 independent specialist alcohol retailers nation-wide and we see at first hand the impact of cheap alcohol promotions by multiples and discount outlets on consumption levels and our perceptions are also shared by many independent interest groups and social partners that are equally concerned with the on-going problem of alcohol abuse. 
“The Competition Authority has dismissed our views and those of the social partners as “entirely theoretical”, whereas the reality is that alcohol is now cheaper than soft drinks in outlets exploiting the removal of the below-cost ban, a situation that cannot be regarded as responsible retailing.
“Furthermore for the Authority to rely on basic CSO consumption figures in arriving at their conclusion that alcohol consumption levels are falling, when these figures do not purport to measure levels of abuse and binge drinking, demonstrates a serious lack of appreciation of the extent of the alcohol abuse problems in Irish society. Instead of placing emphasis on simple national consumption statistics the Competition Authority would do well to study the impact of widespread availability of cut price, frequently below-cost and sometimes free alcohol on factors such as the increased levels of underage drinking and public order offences.

“The primary objective of the Competition Authority is to deal with curbing inflation but it should also recognise its responsibilities in avoiding the creation of situations where price cutting is achieved at the expense of unacceptable consequences for society, particularly where alcohol is concerned.

“The Authority claims that increasing taxation on alcohol is preferable to preventing below-cost selling, but the reality is that where alcohol is used as a ‘loss leader’ this will not in the least deter those engaged in the price war. It could in fact prove to be more of an incentive than a deterrent. Indeed the Authority should reflect on the perverse reality that in the prevailing situation, the Government is unwittingly subsidising below-cost selling. This is due to the fact that retailers selling below-cost are reclaiming more VAT on their alcohol purchases than they are charging on sales, thereby reducing their VAT returns”, said Mr McCabe.

The National Off-Licence Association has also made a submission to the Alcohol Advisory Group and has stressed four main factors that are contributing to alcohol misuse in Ireland. The factors are:

· Increased availability of alcohol since deregulation of licence transfer, has resulted in many more types of outlets selling alcohol than at any previous time.

· There is a need to impose a higher degree of responsibility on all outlets selling alcohol, including the requirement to provide mandatory training and accreditation for all staff with responsibility for dealing directly with purchasers. It is equally important to introduce a requirement for those purchasers to be provided with a mandatory national ID card.

· It is proposed that legislation should be introduced preventing the exploitation of alcohol being sold either below-cost or provided free, in advertising and promotional campaigns.
· Greater sanctions and penalties should be enforced, including prosecution of those engaged in purchasing alcohol for consumption by minors; increased penalties for persons underage who attempt to purchase alcohol and prosecution of adults who permit underage consumption when parents or guardians are not present.
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