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The Secretary 
Senate Community Affairs Committee 
PO Box 6100 
Parliament House 
Canberra ACT 2600 
 
By email: community.affairs.sen@aph.gov.au
 

Dear Mr Humphery 

 

Inquiry into Ready-to-Drink Alcohol Beverages 

 

Please find attached a response from the Australian Hotels Association in relation to the 
above Inquiry.  

 
Introduction 
 
The AHA is comprised of close to 5000 members across Australia. It is a Federally Registered 
Industrial Organisation of Employers and has a National Office and Branch Offices in each 
State and Territory. 
 
Our membership base is made up of both general licensed premises as well as 
accommodation members. State and Territory branches within the AHA operate 
autonomously and manage their own finances.  
 
The overarching objective of the Australian Hotels Association is to effectively contribute to 
the establishment and maintenance of an economic and social environment that fosters the 
business success of members and pubs and hotels generally. 
 
In order to achieve such objectives, we are concerned with the stability, viability and growth 
with the Hospitality and Tourism sector.  
 
The AHA aims to provide relevant advice and services to members by maintaining effective 
relationships with key politicians, government agencies and both industry and corporate 
partners.  The focus of these relationships is to: 
 

! increase opportunities to generate revenue; 
 

! reduce the cost of doing business; 
 

! manage their regulatory environment, and  
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! access an adequate supply of appropriately skilled and credentialed people. 
 

AHA members operate in a highly regulated environment and are subject to significant 
penalties if are found to have sold or supplied alcohol to underage or intoxicated persons. 
Licence arrangements vary from state to state and this leads to variations in opening hours 
and competitive arrangements. 

Licensed premises supply alcohol for the following purposes: 

(i) on premise consumption in bars, restaurants and functions rooms, and  

(ii) take away through retail liquor outlets.  

General hotels compete for consumers spending on alcohol with restaurants, retail liquor 
outlets, clubs, cellar door and on line providers.   

Over the last thirty years, reforms such as the introduction of random breath testing have 
seen the split between on and off premise consumption of alcohol change dramatically. 
Today packaged alcohol accounts for around 70% of sales. This is predominately consumed 
away from licensed premises.  

While alcohol sales remain an important revenue source for hotels, they are supported by a 
number of other income streams such as gaming and wagering, food, entertainment, 
accommodation, conventions and functions. 

 

The Tax Increase on Ready to Drink Spirits (RTDs) 

The AHA understands that the Government�s stated reason for increasing the excise on RTD 
products is to reduce the level of risky drinking amongst young females. This decision follows 
the release of a report which showed that consumption of this RTD�s by young girls had 
increased by 14%.  

To the best of my knowledge, there has not been any consultation with the AHA or any other 
relevant industry body on this decision.  

The AHA is aware that the Labor Government is committed to establishing a culture of 
evidence based policy development within the Australian Public Service, we were therefore 
surprised at the decision and justification for the tax increase on RTD�s.  

We urge the Senate Committee in reviewing this decision to consider the following: 
 

(i) the true extent of any problem with risky levels of drinking in Australia, and  

(ii) What is the best way to address any problem and what will this cost.  
 

Any decision which seeks to reduce the level of risky drinking amongst young females should 
lead to a significant reduction in the overall consumption of alcohol. However, Budget 
estimates indicate a substantial increase in revenue resulting from this decision. This is 
understandable given the fact that the majority of consumers of this product category are 
over the age of 25. 
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Is there a �Binge Drinking Crisis� 

The AHA does not believe there is a �binge drinking crisis� in Australia. 

This is supported by the Australian Democrats Youth Poll 2008, which showed that almost 
half the number of people surveyed admitted to binge drinking compared to two years ago � 
the 2008 poll saw 21% admit to downing five or more drinks in one session; in 2006, this 
figure was 38%. So if anything, the binge drinking message has already had an impact on 
young people well before the recent increase in tax on ready-to-drink products was 
announced. 

We have endorsed the Goals of the National Alcohol Strategy 2006-2009. This Strategy seeks 
to create a �drinking� not a �drunken� culture in Australia. We note that this strategy 
indicates that there has been a significant reduction in per capita consumption of alcohol over 
the last two decades. (Page 9).  

It must also be remembered that the social and health cost often attributed to alcohol results 
primarily from the consequences of intoxication through the inappropriate use of the product. 
($15.3 Billion - National Drug Strategy (NDS): The costs of tobacco, alcohol and illicit drug abuse to Australian Society in 
2004/05) 

Despite reduced consumption, there has been a change in drinking patterns. There is a 
perception in the community that the level of high risk drinking has increased, especially 
amongst women and young people.   

The National Alcohol Strategy provides a comprehensive blueprint to deal with the issue of 
risky drinking. The AHA is disappointed that there appears to have been little attempt by the 
States or the Commonwealth Governments to develop and resource, a comprehensive and 
coordinated set of initiatives to support the Strategy. 

The decision to increase the tax on RTD�s fails to take account of evidence from the most 
recent Australian Secondary Schools Study on Alcohol (ASSSA) survey which indicates that 
the level of underage drinking has declined since the RTD tax was reduced in the early part 
of this decade.  The survey also indicates that the overwhelming majority of underage 
drinkers obtain their alcohol from their parents and/or another closely related adult. The 
significant penalties for selling alcohol to underage drinkers have ensured that hotels and 
other licensed premises are extremely diligent in monitoring the age of their customers. 

Any evidenced-based strategy aimed at reducing the level of risky drinking amongst young 
girls should lead to a reduction in the overall consumption level of alcohol not a shift to other 
products.  

Preliminary evidence suggests that the significant drop in RTD�s sales that followed the tax 
increase has been offset by a corresponding increase in bottles of straight spirits or other 
products such as beer, wine and cider. (See attachment regarding Media Reports)  

 

What can be done to create a Responsible Drinking Culture 

The AHA is committed to working with Government and the community to develop a 
responsible drinking culture in Australia. The attached extract from our National Magazine 
Our Hotel details some of the strategies we are currently implementing to address this issue.  

Any change will take time and require a coordinated set of strategies aimed at reducing 
community acceptance of risky drinking and the anti-social behaviour that often accompanies 
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it. The success of the anti drink driving campaign, particularly amongst young people shows 
that change can be achieved. 

Any change must be underpinned by community recognition that ultimately every individual is 
responsible for monitoring his or her own consumption of alcohol and any subsequent 
behaviour that ensues if they drink too much and become intoxicated. Abuse of alcohol is no 
excuse for anti-social behaviour, violence or putting the safety of an individual at risk.  

It is incumbent on Government, regulators, the industry and the broader community to work 
collaboratively to find ways of creating a responsible drinking culture. This will not be 
achieved by pointing the finger of blame at a product or particular sector.  

Attempting to dress a tax increase, which appear to be aimed at achieving a budget surplus 
goal, is inconsistent with evidence based policy making. It undermines trust and makes 
people cynical as to the depth of the commitment that the Federal Government may have in 
finding effective solutions to real problems.   

 

AHA�s Response to Specific Terms of Reference: 

(a) the effectiveness of the Government's proposed changes to the alcohol 
excise regime in reducing the claims of excessive consumption of ready-
to-drink alcohol beverages; 

The Budget decision seems to ignore the fact that the majority of these products are 
not consumed by young females but males over the age of 25. It would appear that 
the substantial price increase will not decrease their consumption but merely 
encourage people to buy full bottles of spirits or lead to an increase in the sale of 
alternate products such as beer, the sales of which have declined with the growth of 
RTD sales.  

(b) the consumption patterns of ready-to-drink alcohol beverages by sex and
age group

 
; 

The AHA is aware that the Distilled Spirits Industry Council of Australia (DSICA) has 
provided a comprehensive submission and refers the Committee to this work and 
DSICA�s 2008 Pre Budget Submission. 

(c) the consumption patterns of all alcohol beverages by sex and age group; 

See (b) above 

(d) the impact of these changes on patterns of overall full strength spirit 
consumption, including any increased consumption of standard drinks of 
alcohol; 

There appears to be no reduction in overall consumption of alcohol but merely a 
shift to other categories or the purchase of 750mls bottles. This often leads to free 
pouring and mixing of spirit-based drinks by young drinkers and can equate to 
higher levels of risky drinking particularly in non-controlled environments. One 
advantage of RTDs is the portion control of alcohol, where intake can be monitored. 
The Inquiry should also take note of the Report of the House of Representative 
Inquiry into illicit drugs and the use by young people. 
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;

f

; 

t

(e) the evidence underpinning the claims of significant public health benefit in
the increase of excise on this category of alcohol  

Any public health benefit would require a demonstrable reduction in risky levels of 
drinking and any associated anti social or dangerous behaviour. We do not believe 
this will occur. An increase in tax on a particular category of alcohol is a blunt 
instrument and merely disadvantages that product in the market. Consumers 
generally move to other options. A reduction in risky drinking requires a 
comprehensive strategy based on thorough research. 

(f) applicability of incentives to encourage production and consumption o  
lower alcohol content beverages; 

The AHA believes that while rising prices merely leads to substitution for other 
products it has found that price reductions do encourage a positive shift in 
consumption particularly where discretionary spending is limited. This is evidenced 
by the level of sales in low and mid strength beers.    

(g) the modelling underpinning the Government's revenue estimates of this 
measure

The AHA is unaware of any modelling 

(h) the effectiveness of excise increases as a tool in reducing the levels of 
alcohol related harm; 

See (e) above 

(i) the empirical evidence on which the governmen 's decision to increase the 
excise on ready-to-drink alcohol beverages was based; and 

The AHA is unaware of any empirical evidence. 

(j) the effect of alternative means of limiting excessive alcohol consumption 
and levels of alcohol related harm among young people. 

The AHA believes a comprehensive strategy is required to ensure the emergence of 
a responsible drinking culture in Australia. Please see attached extract from the 
AHA�s National Magazine � Our Hotel for areas that the AHA is pursuing. There is 
also a need to educate parents on how to deal with their children�s introduction to 
alcohol so they develop a responsible approach. 

 
Conclusions 
 
The AHA believes the market for alcoholic drinks waxes and wanes with fashion. To isolate a 
particular product or segment range is bad policy unless there is clear evidence to the 
contrary. The evidential link between increasing the tax on RTD�s and a resulting reduction in 
binge drinking amongst young women is tenuous. 
 
RTD�s are no better or worse in terms of responsible drinking practice than other forms of 
alcohol.  Consumed responsibly, they offer consumers choice and premium product.   
 
When it comes to responsible consumption, it is not what is consumed; it is the nature and 
volume of the consumption that leads to misuse.    
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The AHA believes that if the Government is sincere in its belief that the increase in tax on 
RTDs is aimed at reducing a supposed increase in binge drinking amongst young females 
then, any increased revenue collected should be applied to address this problem.  
 
Such a committment could provide the necessary resources to allow for the effective 
implemetation of a coordinated and effective National Alcohol Strategy. 
 
If you would like to discuss any of the issues raised within this paper, I encourage you to 
contact me on my mobile telephone on 0419 627 693. 
 
 
Yours sincerely 
 
 
 
Bill Healey 
Chief Executive Officer 
Australian Hotels Association 
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