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On Tuesday 1 May Scotland will become the first country in the world to implement a minimum
unit price for alcohol (MUP), following a ten year campaign. The final legislative step was cleared
on Wednesday 25 April when the Scottish Parliament unanimously approved secondary legislation
setting the price at 50 pence per unit. From 1 May no alcohol in Scotland will be sold for less
than 50p per unit.
MUP is expected to deliver significant health and social benefits. In the first year alone, MUP is
expected to save 58 lives and reduce hospital admissions by 1,299. These effects build over time.
At full effect, by year 20, MUP is expected to save 121 lives and reduce admissions by 2,042 each
year.
The Scottish Government first announced its intention to pursue MUP as part of its alcohol
strategy, Changing Scotland’s Relationship with Alcohol, published in 2009. The minority SNP
government sought to legislate for MUP as part of the Alcohol etc. (Scotland) Act 2010, but the
Scottish Parliament voted to remove the MUP provisions. A subsequent attempt by the majority
SNP government resulted in the Alcohol (Minimum Pricing) (Scotland) Act being passed in 2012.
The Act was subject to several legal appeals by the Scottish Whisky Association and others. A final
appeal to the UK Supreme Court failed in November 2017, enabling the Scottish Government to
proceed to implement the legislation some six years after it was first passed.
The legislation includes a ‘sunset clause’, meaning that it will expire after six years unless the
Scottish Parliament passes an order to extend it. To inform this decision there is a ‘review clause’
requiring that the Minister presents a review report to parliament on the impact of MUP after five
years of its operation. NHS Health Scotland have been tasked with leading an independent
evaluation of MUP and production of the review report as part of the Monitoring and Evaluating
Scotland’s Alcohol Strategy (MESAS) programme.
Some Canadian provinces operate variants of an MUP but no country has implemented this model
- which focuses solely on alcohol content, not the type of product - throughout its jurisdiction.
Legislation to establish a minimum unit price is currently under consideration in the Welsh
Assembly and the Irish Oireachtas. The government of the Northern Territories in Australia has
also announced its intention to implement MUP.

Background to Minimum Unit Pricing (MUP)
What is minimum pricing?
A minimum price for alcohol sets a floor price for a unit of alcohol. It won’t affect every alcoholic
drink – only those sold at less than 50p per unit. For example, a can of lager or cider containing
2 units of alcohol will have to cost at least £1.1 Drinks like strong white cider, super strength lager
and own brand vodka or gin are most likely to be affected. It is currently possible to buy a 3 litre
bottle of cider for £3.99: equivalent to 18p per unit.2
Minimum pricing will not affect pubs, clubs and restaurants because their drinks are already sold
at more than 50p a unit.

Why do we need minimum pricing in Scotland?
Alcohol is 60% more affordable today than it was 30 years ago.3 Scots buy the vast majority (73%)
of their alcohol from shops and supermarkets.3 When something becomes more affordable,
people tend to buy (and consume) more of it. The more people drink, the more alcohol-related
diseases and social problems increase.
Alcohol consumption and deaths are significantly higher in Scotland than the rest of the UK; Scots
drink 17% more than the English/Welsh4 and our deaths rates are twice the level of England and
Wales.5
Once implemented, Scotland will become the first country in the world to establish a minimum
unit price for alcohol (some provinces in Canada operate variants of minimum pricing). Legislation
to establish a minimum price is currently under active consideration by the National Assembly for
Wales and by the Irish Oireachtas.
The next page provides a timeline of key events in MUP policy in Scotland.

MUP Timeline
Scottish Health Action on Alcohol Problems (SHAAP) publishes Price, Policy and
Public Health, a report of an Expert Workshop which includes a recommendation
January 2008 that “The Scottish Government should establish minimum prices for alcoholic
drinks”.

June 2008

Scottish Government publishes Changing Scotland’s Relationship with Alcohol: A
Discussion Paper on our strategic approach which committed the government to
taking a whole population approach to reduce consumption and harm and included a
“robust package of measures”, including seeking views on “the principles on which a
minimum pricing scheme for alcohol products should be established”.

March 2009

Scottish Government publishes Changing Scotland’s Relationship with Alcohol: A
Framework for Action, including a commitment to implement minimum unit pricing
as one of over 40 measures to reduce consumption and harm.

September
2010

Scottish Parliament votes to remove provisions on minimum pricing from the Alcohol
etc. (Scotland) Act 2010.

Alcohol (Minimum Pricing) (Scotland) Act is passed unopposed by the Scottish
24 May 2012 Parliament.
29 June 2012 Alcohol (Minimum Pricing) (Scotland) Act receives Royal Assent.
Whisky Association (SWA) and other European wine and spirit trade associations
January 2013 seek judicial review of MUP on the basis that it is unlawful.
May 2013

Outer House of Court of Session rules MUP is lawful.

February 2014 SWA appeals Outer House ruling.
December
2015

European Court of Justice issues an opinion but says it is for national court to
determine whether MUP meets proportionality test.

October 2016 Inner House of Court of Session concludes that MUP is lawful.
November
2017

UK Supreme Court unanimously dismisses the appeal by the Scotch Whisky
Association and others, ruling that the Alcohol (Minimum Pricing) (Scotland) Act
2012 does not breach EU law, and that minimum pricing is appropriately targeted,
lawful and proportionate.

Scottish Parliament unanimously approves the Alcohol (Minimum Price per Unit)
25 April 2018 (Scotland) Order 2018, setting the minimum price at 50 pence per unit.
1 May 2018

Implementation of minimum price.

April 2023 April 2024

Scottish Government to report to Scottish Parliament on “the operation of and effect
of minimum unit pricing” during the five years of its operation.

Minimum pricing expires if Scottish Parliament does not approve an order to extend
30 April 2024 it.

What difference will it make?
1.

Minimum pricing will save lives. In the first year alone, minimum pricing could prevent 58
alcohol-related deaths, 1,299 hospital admissions6 and 3,500 crimes. 7

Modelling by the University of Sheffield suggests that minimum pricing will save lives, improve
health and reduce crime. The most recent Sheffield research (April 2016) estimated that the
proposed minimum price of 50p per unit would result in the following benefits by full effect of
the policy (year 20)6:
• Reduction in alcohol consumption of 3.5% or 26.3 units per drinker per year
• Alcohol related deaths would fall by about 120 per year
• A fall in hospital admissions of 2,000 per year.
2.

Minimum pricing targets the heaviest drinkers because they buy most of the cheapest,
strongest alcohol like white cider and own-brand spirits.

Minimum pricing is particularly effective at reducing the amount of alcohol drunk by harmful
drinkers as they tend to buy most of the cheap alcohol that is affected by minimum pricing (impact
on moderate drinkers is estimated to be around an extra £2 per year).6
A minimum unit price of 50p per unit is expected to result in a 7% reduction in alcohol
consumption in harmful drinkers (roughly equivalent to 8 bottles of vodka or 25 bottles of wine),
and a 2.5% reduction in consumption by hazardous drinkers.6 For people drinking heavily, even
small reductions in consumption can have big health benefits. Minimum pricing will also help to
prevent alcohol problems from developing in the first place.
3.

Minimum pricing will particularly benefit hazardous and harmful drinkers living in poverty.

Though poorer households are less likely to buy and consume alcohol, they are disproportionately
more likely to suffer the harms associated with drinking.8 Those living in Scotland’s most deprived
areas are 6 times more likely to die and 8 times more likely to be hospitalised due to alcohol than
those in our least deprived communities.3
Health gains of minimum pricing are greatest in hazardous and particularly harmful drinkers in
poverty, with 46% of the lives saved by a minimum unit price from these drinkers in lower socioeconomic groups.9 Similar patterns are observed for hospital admissions.10
4.

Minimum pricing only affects shops and supermarkets.

Drinks in pubs and restaurants already cost more than 50p per unit so won't change under
minimum pricing; the average price per unit sold in shops and supermarkets is 53p per unit
compared to £1.79 in the on-trade.4 The impact on alcohol consumption and harm will be
significant however, as the majority (73%) of alcohol is bought from shops and supermarkets for
consumption at home.3
5.

Minimum pricing is widely supported.

Minimum pricing is supported by the public, politicians, doctors, police, homelessness services,
children's charities and parts of the licensed trade.

What happens now?
From 1 May 2018 minimum unit pricing will become a new mandatory condition of a premises and
occasional licence in Scotland, so will apply to all businesses, organisations and persons holding a
premises or occasional licence in Scotland. Failure to comply with a licence condition is a serious
matter and can lead to a premises licence review; and could lead to revocation. Licensing
Standards Officers will be responsible for monitoring compliance with minimum unit pricing.
The legislation also contains what is known as a ‘sunset clause’. This means that it will expire after
the sixth year of implementation unless the Scottish Parliament votes for it to continue. To inform
this decision there is a ‘review clause’ requiring that the Minister presents a review report to
parliament on the impact of MUP after five years of its operation.
The Scottish Government has tasked NHS Health Scotland, under the Monitoring and Evaluating
Scotland’s Alcohol Strategy (MESAS) work programme, with leading an independent evaluation of
MUP and producing the review report. The evaluation will consider the impact of MUP on alcohol
producers and licence holders, and the impact on the licensing objectives set in the Licensing
(Scotland) Act 2005 (e.g. preventing crime and disorder, protecting and improving public health,
and protecting children and young people from harm).
Alcohol Focus Scotland’s Role
Alcohol Focus Scotland, along with Scottish Health Action on Alcohol Problems (SHAAP), has been
at the forefront of the campaign to establish minimum unit pricing in Scotland over the last ten
years. As a key source of expertise on alcohol harm and evidence-based interventions in Scotland,
AFS helped to build understanding of the evidence base and support for MUP as one of the main
ways in which to prevent and reduce alcohol harm in Scotland. We have produced research and
policy briefings, contributed to Parliamentary debates and undertaken extensive media work on
MUP. We have undertaken price surveys which highlight how cheaply alcohol is sold, the most
recent of which is here. AFS also made a written intervention in the MUP court case, believed to
be a first for an NGO, in order to demonstrate civic society’s support for the policy.
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Alcohol Minimum Unit Pricing: Mythbuster
Is there any proof that MUP will actually work? Is it not just ‘modelling’?
Evidence on the effect of minimum unit pricing comes from broadly two sources: observations from places that have introduced
similar policies, and academic models, based on the best available evidence, simulating the likely effects of the policy. In Canada,
i
where minimum pricing is in place, it has resulted in a reduction in the amount people drink, with fewer hospital admissions and
ii
fewer alcohol-related deaths. Detailed modelling of the effects of minimum unit pricing in Scotland has been produced by Sheffield
University’s School of Health and Related Research using their Sheffield Alcohol Policy Model (SAPM). This suggests that minimum
pricing will save 58 lives in Scotland in year one, rising to 121 lives in year 20, as well as significantly reducing hospital admissions and
crime. The most recent modelling, from April 2016, is available here.
Surely price doesn’t matter to people who are alcohol-dependent?
Evidence shows that even very heavy drinkers tend to adjust their alcohol consumption in response to price. The Sheffield modelling
suggests that harmful drinkers (drinkers whose usual alcohol intake exceeds 50/35 units per week for men/women), will reduce their
iii
drinking by 7% or 246 units per year on average, roughly equivalent to 8 bottles of vodka or 25 bottles of wine. That would bring
significant health benefits.
Minimum unit pricing will not only encourage those who already have alcohol problems to reduce how much they drink but will help
prevent those of us at risk of developing problems in future from increasing our drinking.
Will people not just find other ways to get alcohol or turn to illegal drugs if the price goes up?
It has been suggested that dependent drinkers will find ways round price increases by turning to illicit alcohol, stealing, or by turning
to illegal drugs, however, there is no real evidence to back this up. Research with a group of heavy drinkers that explored these
scenarios indicated that there is no single response. Some individuals would employ a range of strategies to cope with a sudden
increase in price of their alcohol; from reducing the amount they drink or changing what they drink, to borrowing money or taking
the money for the alcohol from the household budget. In addition, those who are not already using illegal drugs are unlikely to start
iv
doing so and that potentially reducing their alcohol intake may reduce the likelihood that they will.
What is important is that those with serious alcohol problems have access to appropriate services as and when they need them to
support them in cutting down or stopping drinking.
Is this not just the nanny state telling people what to do?
No. People will still be free to make their own choices about how much they drink. But the reality is that alcohol consumption and
v
vi
harm in Scotland have doubled in Scotland since the 1980s, driven by alcohol being 60% cheaper today than 30 years ago. The
Scottish Government has a duty to act to address the unacceptable situation where beer can be bought more cheaply than water.
Every one of us is paying the price - regardless of whether we drink - whether as a family member, friend or colleague of someone
with an alcohol problem; as a member of a community which feels unsafe due to alcohol-related crime; or as a tax payer paying for
the NHS, social services and policing.
Is this not punishing the majority for the sake of a few who have a problem with alcohol?
vii
No. In Scotland, one in four of us are drinking above the Chief Medical Officers’ recommended limits and alcohol claims 24 lives
viii
each week. Drinking too much increases the risk of a range of health harms - including cancer, stroke and accidents - as well as
creating social problems. Often it is people other than the drinker who feel the effects the most: children, family, friends, colleagues
and workers in front line services like the NHS and police. Half of Scots report being harmed as a result of someone else’s drinking,
ix
and more than 1 in 3 report having heavy drinkers in their lives. As a result of parental drinking, many children in Scotland have
x
experienced physical abuse and violence, and a lack of care, support and protection. There is also a strong association between
xi
alcohol consumption and crime, especially violence. The total cost of alcohol harm to Scotland is estimated at £3.6 billion a year;
equivalent to £900 for every adult.
xii
Moderate drinkers will spend only an additional £2 extra a year on alcohol under MUP.

Is MUP not unfair to people living in poverty, who won’t be able to afford to drink?
No. It is people in our poorest communities who suffer the effects of cheap, high strength alcohol the most, so they have the most
to gain from minimum unit pricing. People in our poorest communities are currently suffering huge health inequalities from alcohol:
they are 6 times more likely to die and 8 times more likely to be hospitalised due to alcohol than people in our most affluent
xiii
communities. That’s because people in our poorest communities who drink heavily tend to drink significantly more than heavy
xiv
drinkers in more affluent communities and are more likely to have other compounding factors such as smoking, poor diet or
xv
general health issues. Around 46% of the lives that will be saved by minimum unit pricing will be amongst hazardous and harmful
xvi
drinkers living in poverty, even though they only represent 2.6% of the Scottish population. Minimum price won’t solve poverty
but it is one of the few public health interventions which can reduce health inequalities.
Will MUP not lead to an increased demand for health services, and can our services cope?
xvii
Alcohol harm costs the NHS in Scotland an estimated £267 million each year, and is a significant drain on our hard-pressed public
services. Reducing alcohol harm will greatly reduce this burden and help us to maintain high-quality, responsive, publicly-funded
health services. With an ageing population and more complex and costly medical treatments, demand on our NHS is continuing to
increase, making the need to prevent and reduce alcohol harm all the more pressing. MUP may prompt some people to seek
support for their drinking who might not otherwise have done so but overall the policy will reduce pressure on public services by
cutting the number of hospital admissions by nearly 1,300 in the first year alone.
Is MUP illegal?
No. The UK Supreme Court unanimously ruled, on 15th November 2017, that alcohol minimum pricing does not breach EU law, and
that it is a proportionate means of achieving a legitimate aim.
Wouldn’t taxing alcohol be more effective/less intrusive?
No. Minimum pricing is particularly effective at reducing the amount of alcohol drunk by harmful drinkers as they tend to buy most
of the cheap alcohol that is affected by minimum pricing. Using taxation as a price lever is less effective because some retailers can
afford to absorb tax increases and consumers still pay cheap prices. In addition, taxation can’t specifically target the cheapest
alcohol in the same way that MUP can. The most effective approach would be minimum unit pricing combined with alcohol taxation
based on alcohol content not - as it is currently - on categories of products.
Will MUP not just result in more profits for supermarkets and pubs?
The Scottish Government’s modelling of the policy looked at the impact on revenue and predicted that – with a 50p per unit price –
revenue to off-trade retailers (i.e. shops) would increase by £41m per annum, but would fall by £7m for on-trade retailers (i.e.
pubs/clubs). Although this modelling estimates additional revenue for the industry as a whole, no-one knows where this additional
revenue will end up along the supply chain. The monitoring and evaluation programme which has been put in place will look at the
impact of MUP on the market. Some (including Alcohol Focus Scotland) have argued that if there is evidence that the industry
makes additional profit from MUP, the government should look to recover this to pay for alcohol prevention and treatment through
a new tax.
Will MUP not lead to job losses? For example, what about people working in the drinks industry?
xviii
Tackling alcohol misuse will improve the economy not damage it.
Alcohol harm costs Scotland a staggering £3.6 billion each year.
It is difficult to estimate the impact of MUP specifically on jobs in the alcohol industry. Some producers consider that there could be
xix
job losses for companies heavily involved in own label production. However, it is likely that ‘value’ products will still be sold,
xx
although in reduced quantities. An analysis of the Europe-wide alcohol market found no relationship between trends in
employment in hotels, restaurants and catering (and bars) and alcohol consumption. In several countries (e.g. Italy) employment and
xxi
consumption levels even went in opposite directions. The Sheffield Model also estimated that a minimum price of 50p per unit
would reduce unemployment among harmful drinkers by 1,300 per year through their increased ability to participate in the
xxii
workforce.

Will MUP mean you can no longer get alcohol in meal deals, or using discount coupons and reward cards?
Businesses can continue to run promotions (as long as they are not classed as irresponsible promotions) provided that the minimum
price of the alcoholic product in question is included in the overall price of the promotion. For example, where a supermarket offers
a meal deal that includes a bottle of wine with an ABV of 12.5%, the total cost of the meal deal must not be below the minimum
price of the wine (i.e. £4.69). Reward cards can continue to be used to buy alcohol provided that the points redeemed have an
equivalent cash value that is not below the minimum price of the alcoholic product. Similarly, discount coupons can still be used for
alcohol, provided that the price of the product, after all applicable discounts are applied, does not fall below the minimum price of
the product.
Will people not just buy their alcohol online or using ‘click-and-collect’ to get round MUP?
It has been suggested that online sales and services like ‘click-and-collect’ will not be covered by MUP. However, MUP will apply to
all sales of alcohol that take place within Scotland. This means that if alcohol is purchased online and despatched from within
Scotland – for example as part of a weekly shop – then MUP will still apply. In relation to ‘click and collect’, these facilities are acting
as a post box/collection point rather than a despatch point; the point of despatch would be where the goods have been despatched
from to the ‘click and collect’ facilities. If alcohol is purchased online in Scotland but despatched from outwith Scotland (whether
that be the rest of the UK or internationally), then minimum pricing will not apply. However, the Scottish Government believes that
xxiii
the type of alcohol typically bought over the internet is unlikely to be affected by MUP, and it is highly unlikely that any
supermarkets will make home-deliveries of alcohol across the border.
In addition, Wales is already following Scotland’s lead on MUP, whilst the UK government is under increasing pressure to replicate
the Scottish legislation. This means that it may well not be long before MUP applies across much of the UK.
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