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Royal College of Physicians
Re: Review of the Code of Practice on the Naming, Packaging and Promotion of Alcoholic Drinks – Consultation
The Royal College of Physicians and British Society for Gastroenterology are grateful for the opportunity to comment on the above subject. We wish to offer the following comments:

Summary

We welcome the Portman Group’s initiative and recognition of the need to update its code of practice covering the naming and packaging of alcoholic drinks (including below the line promotional activities such as websites and sponsorship) and commend the detailed information provided.

We regret the lack of any proposal to include in the code, compliance with actions 3 and 4 of the Alcohol Harm Reduction Strategy for England published in March 2004 particularly since the then Chief Executive, Jean Coussins, undertook to consider these for inclusion in the 2006 review when she met with us in February 2005.  We strongly recommend that action is taken in this matter (as detailed below) in the current review. 

We understand and support the Portman’s Group position with regard 

to issues not included in the review including health and nutrition, taste and decency and an appeal process.  We regret however the lack of any action on the volume alcohol content of single-serve drinks containers, which we believe should be restricted in size or strength so that they do not contain more than four units of alcohol.

Consumer Information and Product Labelling
Since 2003 the British Society of Gastroenterology, the British Association for the Study of the Liver and the British Liver Trust have been calling for improved public information with regard to alcohol products and in a petition presented to Downing Street in July 2003 they called for inclusion on product labels of the unit content of the product being sold coupled with the safe limits for consumption.  Possibly as a result of this pressure and the fact that alcohol product labelling had been shown to influence consumers’ behaviour in the USA, actions 4 and 5 of the Alcohol Harm Reduction Strategy for England called for alcohol producers and manufacturers to add messages encouraging sensible consumption alongside unit content to the labels of its products in a form agreed with the Department of Health and to display information at point of sale setting out the sensible drinking message and explaining what a unit is and how it translates in practical terms to the drinks sold.  

In 2004 we were extremely pleased when the Scottish and Newcastle Group added the unit content of all their products coupled to the message, ‘Responsible drinkers do not exceed four daily units – men, three daily units – women’.  This was the first time that the consumer was given the necessary information to make an informed choice about the quantity of the product which could be consumed without causing any harm.  Unfortunately only the Tesco group have followed this lead although some companies have added meaningless slogans such as ‘Don’t overdo it’ and ‘Enjoy responsibly’. 

In January 2005 a meeting was held with the Portman Group to discuss this subject which was attended by Professor Humphrey Hodgson, Dr Mike Hellier, Professor Roger Williams and Dr Christopher Record on behalf of the British Society of Gastroenterology, the British Association for the Study of the Liver, the British Liver Trust and the Joint Specialty Committee of the Royal College of Physicians.  Following the meeting Jean Cousins, Chief Executive of the Portman Group, wrote to us on the 7th February 2005 stating, “We will propose that as a starting point the commitment to include Scottish and Newcastle style messages on pack becomes something they all commit to doing within a certain time frame (perhaps the end of the year)” and later “in terms of the code of practice this will be reviewed starting in 2006 and this would certainly be something we could again propose be included, thereby making it more widespread and just amongst our member companies”.  Mrs Cousins also promised to raise point of sale displays with their associate member companies and with the relevant trade associations.  In a further meeting with Mr Jim Minton, Director of Communications of the Portman Group in August 2005, suggestions concerning these matters were made for inclusion in the Portman Group’s commitment to action agreement.

The Portman Group is represented on the Department of Health Communications Stakeholder Group for Alcohol and is thus fully aware of the detailed discussions which have been taking place during the past year concerning product labels and point of sale information and indeed the whole industry ratified such consumer information in the Social Responsibility Standards for the Production and Sale of Alcohol Drinks in the UK published in November 2005.  It is therefore with considerable regret that we note that the Portman Group are not including such information as a mandatory obligation included in the Code. Such consumer information is fundamental for alcohol harm reduction and cannot be seen as just a formal best practice to which the industry “should be encouraged to aspire”.  We therefore urge inclusion within the code of a clause as follows:-

‘The naming and packaging of all alcoholic drinks with an ABV of 1.2% or above will include the number of units contained in accordance with Portman Group guidelines on unit labelling and the daily safe limits for consumption in a format agreed with the Department of Health together with any additional health messages, also agreed with the Department of Health.’  Point of sale information including the above will be clearly displayed in all retail premises using plasma screens or other methods agreed with the Department of Health.

Issues not included in this review

It is clearly wrong for manufacturers to produce and retailers to sell single serve drinks in containers which contain more than the daily safe limits for consumption i.e., four units. We note that many alcohol products are sold in containers where more than four units are present but such containers are designed for multi person consumption.  We do not wish to suggest that such containers are prohibited. We see no reason for delaying action on single serve drinks and note that the code of practice contains several references to the spirit of the agreement. We therefore suggest that the code includes a clause which states that no alcohol product in a single serve container designed for single person consumption will contain more than four units of alcohol.  

Responses to specific questions

1) Rapid Drinking  We abhor the culture within society whereby drunkenness is tolerated and indeed encouraged.  Any kind of marketing which encourages excessive consumption should be prohibited in an effort to change culture to a more responsible behaviour.  We therefore suggest Yes to answers 1a and 1b and no to 1c.  

2) Website age verification pages  We welcome the Portman Group’s discussion of this matter but feel that any kind of verification maybe impractical and difficult to enforce. We therefore suggest that any website material should be strictly labelled to say that the information provided refers only to persons aged 18 or greater.  Inclusion of such a disclaimer should form part of the Code of Practice. In addition, it may be worth asking visitors to a website to proactively enter their date of birth.

3) Sexual success  We support the Portman Group’s stand on this matter and think that the current ruling is appropriate.

4) Replica kit in children’s sizes   We believe that any linkage between alcohol and children should be removed and that the special exemption from code rule 3.2 should therefore be repealed.  

5) Surrogate marketing   We support the Portman Group’s position on this matter and do not propose that rules 2.8 and 2.9 should be modified.

6) Detailed rules for particular media activities.  The advisory service provided by the Portman Group is welcome. However, it should be noted that the Royal College of Physicians is explicitly against sponsorship of events such as sporting ones by the drinks industry and will continue to press Government to follow the example of France where this is banned.
I trust these comments will be of use.
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