
Drinking in Ireland: a review of trends
of alcohol consumption, alcohol related
problems and policies towards alcohol.

Item Type Report

Authors Walsh, Brendan M.

Citation Walsh, Brendan M., 1980.Drinking in Ireland: a review of trends
of alcohol consumption, alcohol related problems and policies
towards alcohol. Dublin: ESRI.

Publisher Economic and Social Research Institute (ESRI)

Download date 25/05/2023 02:48:23

Link to Item http://hdl.handle.net/10147/335864

Find this and similar works at - http://www.lenus.ie/hse

http://hdl.handle.net/10147/335864


, 
, 

I 

I·· 

z 
;;0 
rr; ...... , 

I> 
z Ill! Ci 

'10' 
I 

0', 
2 
C,. 

'1 ' 
,I' , 

"I 

': ' 

\' 
. , 

1_', 

'I' TI~E'ECON·OMIC'A'ND'SOCIAL RESEARCH 'iNSTIT.UTE< 
.' . ,r'" 

~ I, , 

,1.-

-~I 

\ ' 
1 

!. 

I': 

'j ,1 

I' 

! i 0, •. ,/ . 

.~'": 
I,r '" 

.~ .. 

"~I. 
- •• • _~:,: ,I, ! . 

'... 1. ,. 

I,"'IN'" 
I· ' -,' k.;;- ," 

L ~. 

BRENDAN M; ~wl\LS,H, 
,',' ... - .. .. 

. ! 

". i·,I' I ) t . '; j 

i ijROA~DSHEET;' No; 
~ I - 1- I "' 

.... " ~! 

'j 

," 
~ ;"':-'< 

, 
'.i 

'r 
.' 

'_L_ 

.J • 

, .!. 
! 'j' 

i 'f." . .. ~ :" 

',' 

"(.'. 

i !. , , 
. \ 

I,. 

I ' 



"T. K. WHITAKER, M.Se. (ECON.), D.ECON.SC., LL.D., PrnidPIII 11/1/11' 
Imlilllie. 

oJ. F. MEENAN, M.A., B.L., C/raimwn oj I/;e COllncil. 
R. D. C. BLACK, PH .D., Profwor. Depar/men/ oj ECOIIOTlliCl, rhp QJIpPII"s 

Vllivnsit)', BelJa.lt. . .:. 
F. B. CHUBB, M.A., D.PHIL., ProjfHor, Deparlmellt ojPoli/iml SciPTlCf. Tril/il)' 

Collp{!,e. Dublin. 
'SEAN CROMIEN, B.A., Second Secretary, Departmen/ of Fillal/c/'. 
G. DEAN, M.D., F.R.e.P., Direc/or, II"/edico-Social Rnf(!rch BOllrd. 
N.J. GIBSON, B.Se. (ECON.), PH.D., Professor, Departmen/ 0/ F.co//II//lin, TIzI' 

.\'I'!II lIlIil'/'r.li/y oj CIJ/n. Co/praine. 
PATRICK A. HALL, B.E., M.S., DIP.STAT., Direclor /v RI'.lPllrch. IlIIlillile of 

Publir Adminil/m/ioll. 
"w. A. HONOHAN, M.A., F.I.A. 
TH E MOST REV. JAMES KAVANAGH, M.A., S.T.L., Bi.I/III/1 II/ Zrrill. 

"KIERAN A. KENNEDY. M.ECON.SC., B.PHIL., PH.D., Direr/or oj 1//1' 
IIl1/illlll'. 

IVOR KENNY, M.A., Director Gellera/. iri.llz Mlllla{!,fmflli 11l.1/i/1I11'. 
MICHAEL J. KILLEEN, B.A. (MOD.), B.COMM .. D.P.A .• . l1l11l1lgin{!, 

Din'ctor. Indw/rilll Devl'iopllle/ll Alll/wril)'. 
T. P. LIND-IAN, B.E., B.SC., Dim/or. Cl'lIlral S/aliJ/iCl Of/ice. 

*P. LYNCH, M.A., MRIA, Professor of Poli/ical Econ01ll)" Ullivmil)' College. 
Dublin. 

CHARLES McCARTHY, PH.D., Professor of IlIdwlria/ Rela/iOlIl. Trillily 
College. Dublin. 

*El.'GENE M(CARTHY. M.SC.(ECON.), D.ECON.Se., Direc/or. FnlpTli/rd 
i:lliOIl of Em/lloyer.l. 

JOHNJ. McKAY, B.SC., D.P.A., B.COMM., M.ECON.SC., Prillci/ml. Cnllf'.IJ,P 
of Commt'rct Hil/hinines, Dublill. . 

"c. H. MURRAY, LL.D., Govenlor, Central Bal/k. 
J. e. NAGLE, M.COMM. 
D. NEVIN, Anislllni Genem/ Secrelary, Irislz COllgre.ls of Trade Unions. 
THE MOST REV. J. NEWMAN, M.A., D.PH., Bi.1/rOf! of Limairh. 
TADHG 6 CEARBHAILL, SWplllry, Jjppar/ml'll/ oj Labour. 
REV. E. F. O'DOHERTY, M.A., B.D .. PH.D., Pro/e,lsor. Depar/ml'lll 0/ Logic 

and Psychology, University College, Dubli/l. . 
D. P. O'MAHONY, M.A., PH.D., B.L., Projes.lOr, Df'par/ment of EC(JIlomin, 

Univer.li/y College, Cor/I. 
LABHRAS 6 NUALLAIN, D,ECON.Se., Professor of EconomiC5, Vllillmily 

College, Galway. 
"w. J. L. RYAN, M.A., PH.D., Prq{essor of Polilical Economy. Trinily Co/lpge. 

Dublin. 
REV. L. RYAN, M.A., D.O., L.PH., Projessor, St. Palrick'.1 College, ,lIa),lloo//r. 
T. WALSH, M.AGR.Se., PH,D., D.Se., MRIA, Direclor, AIlCGT. . 

"REV. C. K. WARD, B.A., S.T.L., PH,D., Prq{essor, Deparlmelll"ojSocilll Science, 
VnivPrJily College, Dublin. 

~NOEL WHELAN, B.COMM., M.ECON.SC., PH.D., Secretar)" Depar/Illmt ~r 
Ilze Taoiseach. 

°Members of Executive Committee 



,,\ease Return to Librar'l .. , 

DRINKING IN IRELAND 

A Review of Trends in Alcohol Consumption, Alcohol 
Related Problems and policies towards Alcohol 

F~R YOUR INFORM/\Tlm:]--"l 
LlBRAliY AND INFQ.f1fv1ATION ur~IT I 

.Q!=PARTMHJlOF HEA~!1! I 
copies olthis paper may be obtained from the EconomiC and Social Research 
[l1.Itilute (Limited Company No. [8269). Registered Office: " Burlington 

Road, Dublin 'I' 

Price I R £4.00 

(SIJecial rale/or studen/.s I R £2.00) . 



Brendan M. Walsh is a Research Professor at the Economic and 
Social Research Institute. The paper has been accepted for 
publication by the Institute, which is not responsible for either 
the content or the views expressed therein. 

Printed by Brunswick Press Limited 



", " Jr1n!\4' ~:;; 
o~ oct \!lIB.. .. \~ 

, . 
DRINKING IN IRELAND. 

BRENDAN 

lIBR:~~ ~~NUDR INFORM~TION ': , 'I 
,INFORMATION '~I 1 

DEPARTMENT " . UdlT ~ . OF HEALTH 

• TH E ECO N OM 1C AND SOCIAL RESEARCH \ NSTITUT£, 

DUBLIN, 1980 

ISBN 0 7070 0033 S 

-~---------------------



~~_~=='---"-'-'--"~'~-'~i 
11.-.,.,.... ..... , ~ ... ":i'iil-,·., ... ,n 1 
1'\. ~~ -.; .~:N"U',c:·.,!,)'-1 \ 

I . ," ,.,1 t , C,l.;' . '\" I 
I ; L ','!':: :~ .. I '\\ 

f. ~ •• --,,~.~-~---
.~ ,~~ '", ..... ] ': I 

~~::';.;; . "'~" I' 
I ___ ._ .... _~J!J'M1 ~~~ 
,j 
l; ., i,,*"~ ~~r.~ II : 
.: . . J. l~~~!:!!,,~dfnentJ 

This study has grown from my involvement with the 
International Study of Alcohol Control Experiences (ISACE). 
- ISACE is being conducted over a three-year period with 
support from the Finnish Foundation for Alcohol Studies; The 
Social Research Group, School of Public Health, University.of 
California, Berkley; The Addiction Research Foundation, 
Toro~<?; _illd_th.E::~~choneurological Institute, Warsaw. An 
~t\'Oom~iMis"p~er was presented at the Second 

/~Ing"'Meeun'g""t:>[..I.SACE~n Pacific Grove, California, in 

(

If arch 1979. The present versi'<t\n reflects the helpful comments 
. recei~iat1-':ltJ 1f~ting, a} well as the general lines of thought 

. that ~bemg explored b~ IS!CE. . 
\\'~";(., :r:~~ Medi.~o-~~t!.~"rch Board, Dublin, is also 

""-.;P ... ~tt~~~.~nd the present study has benefited 
greatl-y"£Q.I!b!~S"si'(jns with Dr. D. Walsh, who first interested 
me in the economic aspects of alcohol consumption in Ireland. 
I would also like to acknowledge the encouragement provided 
by Dr. Geoffrey Dean. I am also grateful to R. C. Geary; P. 
Mooney, D. Rottman, E. Shelley and A. D. Tussing for reading 
an earlier draft and providing helpful criticism. 

The views expressed and any remaining errors in the paper 
are, however, my sole responsibilitY. 



Section 1 

Section 2 

Section 3 
Section 4 
Section 5 

Section 6 

Section 7 
Section 8 

CONTENTS 

General Summary Page· 
I ntrod uction 
The Trend of Alcohol Consumption and 

Expenditure on AlcohoL 4 
The Trend of Alcohol-Reiated Problems 12 

Projections of Alcohol Consumption 20 

The Economic Importance of Alcohol in 
Ireland 24 

Assessing the Economic Costs of Alcohol 
Abuse and their Relevance to Control 
Policies. 

The Trend of Alcohol Prices and Taxation 
Reflections on Control Policy Options 
8.1: Price as a Control Mechanism 
8.2: Restrictions on Alcohol Advertising 

and Anti-Alcohol Abuse Publicity 
8.3: Controls on Availability 
8.4: . Penalising the Consequences of 

Alcohol Abuse· 

30 

39 
47 
47 

54 
61 

66 

Section 9 What Scope is there for an Alcohol 
Control Policy? 70 

Appendix A Measuring the Economic Costs of Alcohol 
Abuse in Ireland 73 

Appendix B Estimates of the Price and Income 
Elasticities for Alcohol in Ireland 80 

Appendix C Price Elasticity, Expenditure and Tax 
Receipts 82 

Appendix D Con1parisons with Cigarette Smoking 83 

References 87 



LIST OF TABLES 

Table Page 

Alcohol Consumption per head of Population ' , 
aged f5 and over in' Litres of 100 per cent Alcohol ,;., 

1950-79 5 

2 Consumption of AlCohol iiI Selected Countries" 
mid-1970S 7 

.3 Expendi'ture on Alcoholic Beverages,as Percentage 
of (a) ,Total Personal Disposable Inco~~ and (b) 
Personal E,xpenditu'r,e on Goods, 'and S~rVices, 
1960- 7 7 " ' " ;~, ,,}' 9 

. .~ ') . '~,f ~ 

4 Expenditure on AlGoholi'~' Beve~~'g~s as a 
Percentage of Total Personal' Expenditure on 
Goods and Services in,Selected Countries, 1975-77 10 

5 Death Rate from Cirrhosis of the Liver per 100,000 
Population aged'IS and over, Ireland, 1961-77 ,14 

6 Admission to Psychiatric Facilities for the 
Diagnosis of Alcoholism or Alcoholic Psychosis 
196~-77 15 

7 Prosecu'tions Relating to Dr.unkenness, Ireland, 
1961 -7 8, per 1,000 Population aged 15!lnd over 18 

8 Estimates of the Components of Growth of 
Alco~ol ,Consu~ption per ,head of Population 
aged 15 and ov~r 22 

9 Excise Duties on Alcoholic Beverages 'as a 
Percentage of all Tax Revenues 'Excluding Social 
Security Payments and Contributions to the EEC; 

197 1-75 24 



10 0 Excise Tax Receipts from Beer, Spirits and Wine as 
a Percentage of (a) Total Net Receipts of 
Exchequer and (b) Total Taxes on Capital, Income 
and Wealth, 1950-78 26 0 

11 

12 

15 

16 

Chari 

Employment in Production and Retail 
Distribution of Alcoholic Beverages, Ireland, 

195 1 -7 1 

Irish Trade in Alcoholi(R(,v~Tages, 1961-78 

Real Price of Alcoholic B('verages, 1961 :80 

Excise Duty on Beer and Spirits in Current and 
Constant Prices, 1950-80 

Illustrations of ~ikely growth in Drink 
ConslIlIlption and Expenditure over

o 

a five-year 
period 

Reported Expenditure on Alcoholic:Beverages as 
Percentage of Total Household Expenditure 
(Urban Areas),O l977 

LIST OF CHARTS 

Consumption or Alcoholic Ik\'nages per Head of 
Population aged 15 and over 1950-79 (in Litres of 

43 

49 

52 0 

Page 

100 per cent Alcohol) 6 

2 Real Price I ndex of Alcohol by Quarter, 1968-79 41 

3 Excise Duty on Reer (Standard Level) and Spirits 
(Proor Gallon) in 1968 Pric~s· 44 



General Summary 

This study reviews the Irish experience over the last 20 years 
in regard to alcohol consumption, alcohol-related problems 
and policies towards alcohol.· 

The growth of alcoh~1 consumption over the 1960s and 
1970S has been very rapid and due both to increasing 
consumption per drinker and a higher percentage of drinkers 
in the population: By international standards, however, 
consump'tion is not exceptionally high in Ireland, althOligh the. 
proportion of income spent on drinking is very high .. 

. As consumption has grown so lOO have 'some of the widely 
used indices of alcohol-related problems, notably hospital 
admissions for alcoholism, arrests for drunkenness and road 
accidents occurring around pub-closing time. On the other 
hand, the death rate for liver cirrhosis does not yet reflect the 
effects or higher consumption to any great extent. 
. A review of the economic importance of alcohol in Ir.-eland 

reveals that it does. not account for a major proportion of 
national output, employment or exports. Moreover', its 
contribution relative to thilt of other sectors has declined quite 
substantially in the last two decades. However the proportion 
of total tax revenue obtained from the excise taxes on beer and 
spirits Jernains over. 10 per cent, which is vel)' high by 
international standards. 

i . 
A study of the tax burden on alcohol reveals that the excise 

taxes tended to fall in real terms during the period of 
accelerating inf1ation starting in t.he I~lte 1960s, and. that spirits 
taxation in particular declined relative to its level in earlier 
years. Recent budget changes have only partially reversed these 
trends .. 



The question or assessing the economic costs 01" alcohol 
abuse is discussed and illustrated with some tentative 
calculations based on Irish data. It seems sal"e to conclude"that 
the heavy excise taxes paid by drinkers more than ol"fset any 
costs imposed on the exchequer as a consequence 01" alcohol
relateo problems. Thus, the rationale lor a policy 01" stricter 
controls on drinking must be lound elsewhere thall in an 
economic analysis of the gains and losses to t he exchequer. 

In Section 8 or this study the options open to policy-makers 
anxious to curb the growth in alcohol consumption arc 
reviewed. It is argued that the scope lor curbing consumption 
through taxation increases of sulliciel1l magnitude to raise the 
price or drink relative to the general cost 01" living is quite 
meagre. Drink is already relatively expensive in Ireland, and the 
econometric evidence suggests that rurther real price rises 
would tend to increase the amount spent on alcohol rather than 
reduce the an:;ounts drunk. Restrittions on publicity and 
advertising are not judged likely to have a major impact on 
drinking or even on the recruitment of' young people to the 
drinking populati-on. Controls on where and when drink may 
be sold have been relaxed rather than tighiened in recent years, 
and while a case may be made for reversing this trend, its n~t 
inlluence on drinking patterns is not known. 

As an alternative to these approaches, it may be argued that it 
would make more sense to penalise those whose heavy drinking 
causes problems. 0 bvious targets would be those who drive 
while drunk or who are absent Ii-om work because or drinking. 
The problems that lie in the way olenlorcing this type or policy 
are discussed and it is concluded that there is scope lor 
improvement in this regard in Ireland. 

The end result or this study is not a blue-print I()r a policy on 
drinking but rather a review of the situation as it has developed 
over the post-war period and of the range or issues that need to 
be taken into account in lormulating policy in this area. 
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Section 1 

Introduction 

In the years ahead we are likely to see a con~iderable increase' 
in efforts by the state to dis~ourage patte;ns of beha~iour 
believed to have adverse repercussions on hea)th. De'spite a 
general commitment to the view that the individual is the b~st 
judge o(w~at contributes to his or he~ own welfare, the state 
appears to be increasi'ngly willing to try t~ rrjodify behaviour' in 
direction~ b~lieved to, promote public he~lth. Undoubtedly 
mu2h' of the impetus for this, emphasis comes from the rapid 

'escalation of public expenditure on health services 'and the 
'':', ; :tai'i~~i'ng :fiSc~r' promise 'of 'preventive measures. As Bo~nie 

(19,7"8')~ rhetori''Cally asks ,"what legislator or taxpayer, would 
forgo an opportunity to inve~t in one ounce of preventive 
programming to avoid paying a pound of cure later on ?'" 
(p. 2'02). H'igh on the list of behaviou~s' which it may be ho'ped 
co~ld be modified with- major social benefits is alcohol 
consiimptiori or "alcohol 'abuse". This issue' is particularly . 
relevant in Ireland because of the widespread belief that 'the 
Irish are very prone to alcohol-related problems. 

'This is,' therefore, an opportune time to survey a range of 
issues related to alcohol consumption in Ireland toda/There is 
a need for' objective background iriforrilation against which 
policy initiatives can be judged, as well as for an overview of the 
nature and magnitude of the problem' represented by alcohoi 
abuse in Ireland today. The pr;esent study attempts to meet 
these needs. ' , , 

The approach taken is to present basic information on the' 
level and trend of alcohol consumption in Section 2, followed 

'I 



by a summary of data on the level and trend of alcohol-related 
problems (such as cirrhosis deaths, admissions to hospital for 
alcoholism, arrests for dr'unkenness etc.) in Section 3. Although 
these two sections are primarily descriptive, there is also a 
discussion of the extent to which the increase in alcohol 
consumption can be linked with the increase in alcohol-related 
problems. 

Section 4 takes up the crucial question of the growth in 
alcohol consumption that is likely to occur iri the coming years, 
and a number of factors that may lead to a moderation of 
recent trends are discussed. ' 

Section 5 documents the'large, but declining, role of alcohol' 
in the Irish economy, considering separately its contribution to 
employment, tax revenues and the balance of payments. 

The question of measuring the economic costs of alcohol 
, abuse is discussed from a methodological viewpoint in'Section 
6, and the tentative calculations presented in Appendix A are 
used to illustrate the point that there is a· net gain to the 
exchequer as a result of drink in Ireland. The implications of 
this finding are explored in this section. 

In view of the central plate of alcohol prices and taxation in 
many discussions of alcohol control, Section, 7 . provides 
background information on these variables for Ireland over the 
period since 1950 . 

These first seven, sections set the stage .for al1'exploration of 
control policies, which is undertaken in Section' 8. In the first 
part of this section the scope for using ~he price of drink as a 
way of moderating the growth of consumption is explored. 
Drawing on the econometric results regarding elasticities 
summarised in Appendix B it is shown that very substantial 
price increases would be required to offset the effect of rising 
income on the growth of alcohol consumption. The social and 
political limitations of this approach are discussed. 

The second part of this section explores the potential for . 
. advertising controls in curbing alcohol consumption. Drawing 
on a summary of the international research in this area it is 

2 



concluded that it would be unrealistic to expect too much 
either from curbs on drink advertising or from health 
education campaigns to discourage excessive drinkin·g. 

The third possible control policy explored is limitation of the 
availability of alcohol. The key issue in this area seems to be the 
political feasibility of reversing the trend towards lib"eralis'ation 
w~ich has been apparent since the early 1960s. . 

The review of control policies 'presented in Section 8 is a 
sceptical one. This is not meant to be negative, but rather to 
serve as a warning to those who espouse 'apparently simple 
solutions (such as heavier taxation) to what is in fact a very 
complex issue. In the concluding Section 9 the broad question 
of what should be done about alcohol in our society is taken 
up. The ambivalence of our attitudes even tov.ards such 
apparently clear cut issues as drunken driving is discussed, and 
the question is raised whether we are really convinced that there. 
is, or is likely to be, a serious problem of alcohol abuse in 
Ireland, and if so whether this problem is to any great extenL 
amenable to control policies. Although running some risk of 
being construed as a predominantly negative contribution to 
the debate, Sections 8 and 9 are intended to b~ a critical but 
constructive examination of the' difficulties or defi.ning exactly 
what we can hope to achieve through a policy towards alcohol 
in Ireland in the years ahead. 

3 
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,Section 2 

The Trend of Alcohol Consumption and Expenditure on Alcohol 

The growth, of consumption ,of alcoholic beverages 'in 
Ireland over the period 1950"79 is shown in Table.l and Chart 
1. Ove~ the 29-year period alcohol consumption-per person 
aged :over 14 rose by '1 13 per cent or at an annual average rate 
of 2.6 per cent. The growth rate was much higher-4.5 per 
cent~uring the years of rapid economic growth from 1961 to 

the onset of therecession in 1975. The effect of this recession on 
the growth of consumption seems to have been temporary.The 
relationship ,between the growth of income, and alcohol 
consumption, is explored econometrically in Appendix B, 
where it is seen that alcohol consurription is highly sensitive to . 

income,"tending to increase more than proportionately with 
changes in income, all other things remaining equal. 

An important feature of the ,trend of alcohol consumption in 
I reland has been the more rapid growth of consumption of 
spirits and wine than of beer. In 1950 only 28 per cent ofoul
alcohol was consumed in the form of spirits and wine,' 
compared with almost 40 per cent in 1978. Most of the growth 
in the share of spirits and wine in the alcohol market occurred 
during the 1960s and 1970s. It is also notable that the rate of 
growth of alcohol consumption in Ireland has in recent years 
outpaced that recorded in neighbouring countries. We have 
now drawn level with the United Kingdom in terms of 
consumption per person aged over 14, whereas in the mid-
1960s our consumption was about one-quarter below the 
British level (Keller and Gurioli, 1976). However, despite this 
tendency for Irish consumption to grow at a faster ~ate than, 

4 



Table I: Alcohol consumption per head oj population aged 15 and over in'litres of 100 
pfJ cent alcohol 1950-'79 ' 

Beer Spirits Wine Total 

1950 3,34 L20 0.13 4,67 
195 1 3.56 L21 0.14 4,9 1 
195 2 3·34 0·95 0.12 4.4 1 
1953 3. 29 0.98 0.13 4.40 
1954 3. 29 L06 0.14 4·49 
1955 3·39 L08 0.15 4·62 
1956 3.48 L05 0.15 4·68 
1957 3.40 0·99 0.15 4·54 
1958 3.3 1 L03 0.15 4·49 
1959 3-43 L08 0.16 4·67 
1960 3.48 L15 0·17 4.80 
1961 3·73 L38 0,19 5,30 
1962 3·75 1.30 0.19 5. 24 
1963 3·84 1.39 0.21 5·44 
1964 3·97 1.50 0,24 5.7 1 
1965 4·02 1.56 0.25 5.83 
1966 4.03 1.53 0.24 5.80 
1967 4. 10 1.56 0.25 5.9 1 
1968 4. 2 7 I.73 0,27 6,27 
1969 4·59 1.93 '0.28 6.80 
197 0 4-7 6 2.06 0.3 1 7. 13 
197 1 5.04 2.21 0.3 2 7,57 
197 2 5.3 1 2·43 0·35 8.09 
1973 5,65 2·75 0.40 8.80 
1974 6.19 2.82 0·43 9·44 
1975 5.81 2.9 1 0·43 9. 15 
197 6 5·59 2.83 0·43 8,85 
1977 5.63 .3.00 0·46 9.09 
197 8 5·79 3·35 0.56 9. 64 
1979· 6.05 3.30 0.61 9.96 

Data Sources: Annual Reports of Revenue Commissioners; Irish Statistical Bulletin. 

Notes: (I) The Revenue Commissioners' data refer to "net duty 'paid" beer 
(imported and home-made); spirits and wine "retained for home 
use". . 

(2) A standard barrel of beer, proof gallon of spirits, and gallon of 
wine were taken as equal to 7 .86, 2.6 and 0.'568 litres of absoluie 
alcohol respectively. 

(3) Up to 1974 the data were for years ending on 31 March. Weighted 
averages of adjacent years have been taken to obtain calendar 
year figures. 

(4) These quantities include consumption by visitors to Ireland but 
excl~de consumption b\' Irish people while abroad. . 

* Provisional 

5 



Chan I. Consumplioll or Atcoholic Beverages per Head or Populatioll Aged. 
15 and over 1950-,1979 (inlitres of 100 per cent alcohol) . 

Log 
Scale> 

Total 

Beer 

Spirits 

Wine 

I 

6 

Lilrcs 
10 

1.0 



that observed in· other European countries, we still retain our 
position near the bottom of the international "league table" of 
alcohol consumption per person. This may be confinned from 
Table 2, which summarises the available data on international 
consumption levels. The extreme position of France and. 
Portugal is notable, but a study of trends over time in alcohol 
consumption in these countries reveals a levelling ofT and hence 
a tendenCy for the gap to narrow between them and ~ountries 

Table 2: Consumption of alcohol in selected countries, mid- 1970S 

Country Year Litres of absolute alcohol per 
person aged! 5 and over· 

Portugal 1974 23·4 
France 1972 21!-4 
Germany (FR) 1974 14.8 
Belgium 1973 14·4 
Austria 197 2 14. 1 
Switzerland 197 1-73 13·9 
Italy 1973 13. 6 
Australia 1973 13·3 
Spain 197 1 12.8 
New Zealand 197 2 12.6 
Denmark 1973 10·9 
Canada 1974 10.8 
Netherlands 1974 10.6 
USA 1975 10·5 
UK 1974 10.2 
Ireland 1974 9·4 
F:inland 1973 7. 6 
Sw.eden 1973 7. 0 
Norway 1974 5. 6 
Israel 1974 3. 2 

Source: Keller and Gurioli (J 976), Table J o. 
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such as Ireland which have experienced rapid growth (Keller 
and Gurioli, Table 11). 

The paradox that despite our comparatively ,low per capit~ 
consumption of alcohol, expenditure on alcohol is very high in 
Ireland in relation to incomes, has been, discussed in an earlier 
publication (Walsh and Walsh, 1973): In 'Table 3, ,the 
proportion of (a) personal disposable income and (b) personal 
expenditure, on goods and services devoted' to purchasing 
alcohol over the period since 1960 is set out. Both these 
measures of the importance-·of drinking in Ireland show a 

, marked increase over the two decades, -especially during the 
years up to 1971 .. The'proportion of income spent on drink in 

. Ireland is much higher than that recorded in other western 
countries· today. Our nearest rivals are Finland and the UK, 
where the proportion of total expenditure devoted to alcoho'l is 
about 7 per cent, compared with over 121 per cent in Ireland, 
(Table 4). In Poland the proportion of income devoted to 
alcohol appears to be very high, but comparisons with it 
socialist system of national accounting are difficult to' make 
because of the undervaluation of expediture on services." We 
would have to go back to Victorian Britain to find a higher 
figure than the contemporary Irish one: expenditure on drink 
as a proponion of total consumption reached a peak of 15 per 
cent in the UKin 1876 (Dingle, 1972). 

Ir would, -however, be mistaken to infer directly from the 
statistics on expenditure on drink that the Irish devote an 
excessive amount of resources to producing and distributing 
alcoholic beverages. Approximately half the total outlay on 

, drink is accounted for by taxes (this point is discussed in more 
detail in Section 5). The remainder of the outlay, that is; about 
six per cent of personal consumer expenditure, covers nbt only 
the costs of producing and distributing alcoholic beverages but 
also the rental"heating and other expenses oflicenced premises 
where most Irish drinking takes place. 

The National Prices Commission, in their Monthly Report of 
December 1977, provide the following. breakdown of ' retail 
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Table 3: ,Expenditure Oil . alcohoLic beverages as percentage.o! (a) totaL 
personaL disposabLe income and (b) personaL expenditure on 
goods and services, 1960 -77 

Expenditure on aicohoL Expenditure on aLCohoL 
.. 

a.l·percentage o! as percentage qf 
disposabLe personaL personaL expendit1ir~ : 

income on goods and services .. 

1960 7.6 8.2 
1961 7. 6 8·5 
1962 8.2 9. 1 
1963 8·4 9·2 ., 

1964 8·4 9·4 
1965. 8·7 9·7 
1966 8.8 9. 8 
1967 9. 0 10.1 
1968 9. 1 10.1 
1969 9·4 10·9 
1970 10.0 11.5 
197 1 10.2 11.6 
1972 9.6 11·4 
1973 9·3 . 11.5 
1974 9·4 11.5 
1975. 9.6 12·7 . 
1916 19·4 13·'2 
1977 9·7 12·3 
Source:. National Income and Expenditure, (NIE) 197.7, Table A. II and ea~lier 
editions. . . . 
Notes:. Personal disposable income = Personal income less taxes on personal 

in~ome and wealth .. NIE. item~ 90 
mmus 92 . 

Personal expenditure on goods and services = Personal disposable 
. income.less savings, NIE 

item 121. 
All magnitudes measured at current mar~et prices. 
There' figures include drink purchased" by tourists while visiting 
Irela'nd, but exclude drin~ Pllrchased by Irish people while,outside 
Ireland. In 1968 Ireland had a net favourable balance from tourism of 
4·3 p<;r cent of personal expenditure,.but bY·1977 this had Jallen to 1.4 
p~r cent, so cqrrection for this factor would have very little influence 
on the'more recent figures in' this table.. .. ,. ., 
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Tahle 4,: Expenditure on alcoholic beverages as a percentage of total 
per:sonal expenditure on goods and servic~s in selected 
countries, 1975-77 

1975 1976 1977 
Belgium 3. 8 3·9 4.0 
Canada 3.6 3.6 , 

3·5 
Finland 6.6 6·5 6.2 
France 2.6 2·4 2·3 
Greece 2·7 2.6 2.8 
Israel 1.0 0·9 0·9 
Ireland 12.8 13. 2* 12·3 * 
Italy 2.8 2·5 2·3 
Netherlands 2·4 2.2 2.1 . 
Norway 3·9 3·1 3·7 
Poland*'-' 13. 2 
Sweden 4·7 4·7 4.6 
UK 7. 8 8.0 7·9 
USA 1.6 1.5 1.4 

Data Source:· UN Yearbook of National Accounts Statistics; 1978 

Tabl!; refers to "Private Final Consumption Expenditure by 
Ob.iect. in PUt·chasers· Values, at Current Prices". 

From Irish NIE (see Table 3) 
.', "Consumption of Alcoholic Beverages as percentage of personal 

expenditure on goods and material services" - data from Central 
Statistics Office. Warsaw (GUS) 

expenditure on alcoholic beverages ina licensed bar: (%) 

t glass of Irish whiskey 1 pint stout 
Distiller/Brewer 14 25 
Exchequer 

(excise + VAT) 46 
Retailer 40 

Total cos't 100 100 

Following various changes in the trade price and in taxation, 
the approximate situation In March 1980 was that. the 
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exchequer (excise + VAT) content of a ):lalf glass of Irish. 
whiskey was 56 per cen.t and of a pint of stout 47 per cent. 

These figures illustrate the relatively small proportion of 
total expenditure on drink that represents the cost of producing 
the beverages, and the very large share represented .by excise 
and value added taxeS. The high proportion of the consumer's 
budget devoted to purchasing drink in Ireland is, however, 
important evidence of the attachment of the Irish to alcoholic 
beverages and their willingness to forgo other items in order to 
secure a desired level of alcoholic. intake. The econometric 
evidence suggests that expenditure on drink rises at least.in 
proportion to increases in income, and Lhin higher real alcohol 
prices result in higher expenditure on drink rather than 
decreased consumption (see Appendix B). 

Another important point that should be kept in mind in 
making comparisons, either between households or between 
countries, ot expenditure patterns is. the question of which 
items are included or· excluded in total personal expenditure. 
In Ireland, health and housing are very heavily subsidised items 
(especially for the lower socio-economic groups) and hence 
their importance in the household budget is relatively low, but 
this does not imply that drink pre-empts these. items of 
expenditure. This issue is taken up again in con_nection .with 
household expenditure patterns in Section 8. 
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"Section 3 

The n~nd ofAlcoho~-Related Problems 

Recent d'iscuss'i~ii of a'lcohol-rdated', problems has been 
gre~tly influen'ced byted~rinan's hypothesis, which is g~neraIly' 
understood to show that the proportion of excessive drinkers in 
a population is ~loseiy rdated tq the jm capita cOJ1sumption of 
th'at population (see Ledennan', 1956): ~ecause Ledennan 
assumed that drinking'p~tterns have a log-,n()rmai distribution, 
it follo~s' from' his hyp~th~sis t,hat, the ~~mber of heavy 
~;:iflkers in a population rises more ,rapidly than peT capita, 
constimptio'n. This hypothesis has been largely r~sponsible for 
the growing acceptance of the view that the' best way to'lower 
the incidence of problem drinking in a country is to reduc~ the 
average level or' drinki~g in th~ country. " 

The statistical basi~ of the ,Ledennan hypothesis has been 
shown to be deficient, and' the correlation bet~een average 
consum'ption' and such 'indices of al~oholism as dea'ths, from, 
liver cirrhosis or hospitals admissio~'s for ~lcoholis~isbyno 
means as close as a strict adherence to Ledennan's ideas would 
suggest (DuffY, 1977). In the Irish case it must be borne in mind 
that a significant amount of the recent growth in per capita, 
consumption has been due to, the fall in the number of 
abstainers in the population, and that the newly recruited 
drinkers are likely to have relatively low consumption, which 
would tend to weaken the association between the growth in 
consumption per head of total population and consumption 
per drinker. Apart from the other criticisms that have been 
levelled at Lederman's hypothesis, this factor alone would tend 
to reduce its relevance, in the short-run at least, in Ireland. 
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Despite these reservations, it seems obvious thOat 'in a general 
way there tends to be some correlation between average alcohol 
consumption and the incidence of alcohol-related problems. 
I n this section all that-is attempted is a sumrnary of the trend of 
Lhe main -indicators of alcohol-related problems over the 
period of the recent rapid rise in average alcoh9l consumption 
and a brief commentary on the apparent relationship between 
consumption and the indices of alcohol abuse. 

Deaths from liver cirrhosis are widely regarded as one of the 
most important objective indicators of the incidence of alcohol 
abuse. There are, however, two difficulties in using the cirrhosis 
death rate as an index of excessive drinking. In the first place, 
not all cirrhosis deaths are attributable to alcohol abuse. The 
proportion due to other causes may vary from time to time or 
place to place, causing the cirrhosis death rate to fluctuate for 
reasons unrelated to the level -of heavy drinking. Secondly, 
there may be variations in the accuracy with which cirrhosis is 
reported as the cause of death. Duffy and Dean (1971") 
investigated the reporting of cirrhosis mortality in Ireland 'and 
concluded that even when <!.llowance is made for the under
reporting of deaths from this cause, the cirrhosis mortality rate 
is very' low by international standards. This led them to 
conclude that "alcohol consumption in the case ofIreland does 
not apparently affect the incide-nce of cirrhosis" (p. 396). None 
the ress, it has been noted that" there is a significant correlation 
over time bet~een cirrhosis mortality and alcohol consumption 
in _Ireland (Walsh and Walsh, -1973). In Table 5 the cirrhosis 
mortality rate since 1961 is set out, and it may be seen that there 
is some evidence of an upward trend in this rate, especially 
among women. However, the' fact that over the period. when -
alcohol consumption per capita rose by over 100 per cent the 
cirrhosis death rate increased by less than 50 per ~ent suggests 
that, contrary to the Lederman hypothesis, the extreme 
physical consequences of heavy drinking rise much less than the 
average level of drinking. Moreover, the female death rat~ from 
cirrhosis is almost as high as the male, which is surprising in a 
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Table 5: Death ratefrom cirrhosis of the liver per IOO,OOO Population 
aged 15 and over, Ireland, 196 1-77 

Males Females Both sexes 
1961 .4·3 2·5 3·4 
1962 5. 1 3. 1 4. 1 
1963 4·5 2·3 3·4 
1964 5·7 2.2 4. 0 

1965 6.0 3. 0 4·5 
1966 3.6 2.2 '2·9 
1967 5·3 2·3 3.8 
1968 5. 2 3·9 4·5 
1969 6,3 4. 1 5. 2 
1970 6.1 3.6 4·9 
197 1. 4·3 2·9 3.6 
1972 6.1 4·6 5·4 
1973 '5. 8 4·2 5·~ 
1974 7. 1 3.8 5·4 
1975 4. 8 4·2 4·5 
1976 6·4 4. 1 5. 2 
1.977 5. 6 4·4 5.0 

Source:' Annual Reports on Vital Statistics 

condition supposed to be ciosely related to the incidence of 
heavy drinking. However, the evidence discussed here relates to 
a r,e1atively short period of time, and does not preclude the 
possibility lhat the effects of the increase in. alcohol 
consuf11ption wilI be more clearly reflected in the cirrhosis 
death rate in the longer run. The evidence presented by Blaney 
(1973/74) points to a close association. between alcohol 
consumption and the cirrhosis death rate in Ireiand in the first 
quarter of the prese11l ce11lury . 

. The admission rale to me11lal hpspitals for the diagnoses 
"alcoholism" and "~lcoholic pyschosis" is anolher frequently 
used index of alcohol-related problems. The data for the 
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period 1965-77 ,are shown in Table 6 {earlier years are not 
available}. It may be seen that this rate more than trebled over 
this 13-year period. The Irish rate, is now some five times that 
found in England and. Wales, although higher rates are 
recorded in Finland. It is o.bvious, however, that great caution 
must be used in interpreting this statistic becaus~ hospital 
admissions data are influenced by the type or treatment 
racilities on offer to the public and general attitudes towards 
availing or treatment ror the problem of excessive drinking. In 
Ireland there has beer an increasing emphasis in recent years 
on the disease concept of alcohol, which has as its corollary 
higher expectations among the public regarding the efficacy of 
medical treatment for the problem. These developments may 

Table 6: Admission to psychiatric jacilities for the . diagnosis of 
alcoho'tism or alcoholic psychosis 1965 -7 7 

Rate per I, 000 population aged 15 and over 
A II admissions First arlmi.l5i01l5 

Both Both 
sexes Males Females sexes Males Females 

1965 0.83 1.40 0.26 0·35 0.62 0.09 
1966 0.89 1.47 0.30 0.40 0.68 0.13 
1967 1.01 1.66 0·35 0·43 0.7 1 0.15 
1968 1.26 . 2.17 0·35 0·54 0·94 0.14 
1969 1.44 2·45 0.4 1 0·59 1.00 0·17 
1970 ' 1.5 2 2.5 8 0-45 0.62 .1.05 0.18 
197 1 1.82 3.03 0.60 0·75 1. 25 0.26 
197 2 2.00 3·39 0.60 0.82 1.39 0.24 
1973 2.30 3. 83 0·77 0·95 1.56 0·33 
1974 2.50 4. 1 5 0.84 0·97 1.61 0.3 2 
1975 2·75 4.48 1.02 1.01 1. 64 0·37 
1976 2·75 4.46 1. 04 1.02 1,62 0·37 
1977 3. 01 4.9 1 1. 1 1 1.12 1. 83 0-4 1 

Souree : O'Hare and Walsh, 1979, and earlier years. 
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accollnt for some of the increase in hospital admissions, 
independently of any change in' the underlying incidence of 
problem drinking. The Scottish experience in recent· years 
appears very similar to the Irish, with the increase in hospital 
admissions' for alcoholism outstripping the increase ill 
consumption ofalcohol (Kendall, i979), whereas in CalilcJllli ... 
for example, the alcoholic population of mental hospitals has 
decreased sharply iii response to a major shift in mental health 
care towards community based detoxification centres (Bunce et 
ai. 1980). In the Irish case it is interesting to Ilote that the higher 
professional socio-economic group has Olle of the, highest 
admission rates for alcoholism (0 'Hare and Walsh, 1979, 
Table 11). It is possible that professional people are more likely 
to seek medical treatment for heavy drinking 'than are others, 
even though their intake of alcohol may not be exceptionally 
high'-Consistent with this view is the fact that the average length 
of hospital stay for higher professionals admitted for 
alcoholism is much shorter than that for unskilled' manual 
workers, another group with a high admission rate. These 
points illustrate how much care must be taken in drawing 
inferences from the overall hospital admissions rate to the lewl 
of problem drinking in society. In any event, the increase in the 
hospitals admissions rate of 300 per cent over a period when 
average alcohol consumption rose by only 70 per cent can 
hardly be explained even by a strin illterpretation of the 
Lederman hypothesis, and factors othn than the growth in 
consumption and in the incidence of problem drinking must be 
invoked to account for the rapid growth in admissions. 
However, despite all these caveats, the hospital data are 
important evidence of the gravity of the problem of alcohol 
abuse in Ireland today. It may be seen from Table 6lhat while 
males continue to have a much higher admission rate than 
females, the female rate has been increasing more rapidly than 
the male. 

In Table 7 the prosecution rates for "drunkenness" ,-inri 
"drunken driving" over the period 1961-78 are set out. Both 
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rate~ have risen over the period, but the increase in the' 
prosecutions for drunken driving is the more striking.·This 
series is, of course, greatly influenced by legislation and in 
particular the introduction of the blood alcohol level test in 
1971.' The fact that in 1977 a police force with.a gj'owirlg 
volume of work due to'a rising level of seriOlis crime dealt with 
over ten thousand crimes of drunkenness or drunken driving 
compared with fewer than four thousand in 1961 suggests that 
there has been a genuine increase in alcohol-related 
lawlessness. 2 

There is some evidence that concern at the extent of alcohol 
abuse am.ong y?ung people is more widespread in Ireland than 
in Britain. Despite the fact that there was a higher proportion of 
non-drinkers and a lower average intake of alcohol among 
Irish than English youths, O'Connor (1978) reports that a 
much higher proportion of Irish than English' youths 
considered drink to be "a problem among the youth". Even 
more striking is the contrast between the 30 per cent of Irish 
mothers, 'compared with only 10 per cent of their English 
counterparts, who said· that "drinking is the most serious 
problem in this country". This response must, however, be 
interpreted in light of the fact that it was elicited in the course of 
an interview concerned with drinking habits. . 

The only indication provided in O'Connor's sUI)'ey as to the 
nature of the problems believed to be caused by. excessive 
drinking is the res'ponse of the interviewees as to their own 
experience 'of drinking problems during the previous year. 
Forty five per cent of Irish male youths,confessed to a problem, 
compared with only 27 per cent of British males (op. ,cit. Table 
7). By far the .most li-eCjuently mentioned problem in both 
countries was "argu~lents '.with friends", but the. greatest 
contrast between I rish and English youths was the 16 per cent 

I TIl(' icgislalioll was passed'ill 1968. 10 lake ~lre·C1 i;, No,,611ba. i<)fi<) •. btll ils 
inlro<illl'lion was delayed by adllli'nislr;lIive dillicuhies uillil 1971. ' 

'I. Although illll'riltuional cOlllparisolls oFcrillll' slalisiics 1l1Usl b~ Irealed with cautioll. 
il is "rinlt"!'eSi «) nOle lhal lhe prmeollion rale Ii,r drunkenness and drunken dri"ing 
ill Ellgialld alld Wales in 1'l7!; W,IS allllosl exactly Ih, sallie as lhal in Ireland. 
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of I rish males, compared with only fo'ur per cent of English 
males, who mentioned "money problems due to drinking". 
This finding is of relevance to the discussion in subsequent 

Table 7: Prosecutions relating to drunkenness, Ireland, 1961 -78, per 
I, 000 population aged 15 and over 

Offence 
Drunkenne5.5 Drunken driving 

rate rate 

11)61 \.6 0·3 
1962 \.6 0·5 
1963 \.6 0·5 
1964 \.7 0.6 
1965 \.8 fJ.7 
1966 \.8 0:6 
1967 \.8 0.6 
1968 \.8 0.6 
1969 \.6 0·7 
1970 \.4 0.6 
197 1 \.6 1.0 
197 2 \.6 1.2 
1973 2.1 1.6 
1974 2.2 2.2 
1975 2.2· \.8 
1976 2.1 1.3 
1977 2.6 \.8 
197 8 na 2.8 

Source: Statistical Abstract, Offences relating to intoxicating liquor laws, and 
Parliamelllary Debates, Dail Eireann, Vol. 320, NO.3, (j May, 1980) 

P·501 

Note: "Drunkenness" refers to prosecutions for drunkenness simple or with 
aggravation {there are about equal numbers of each type of offence}. 
"Drunken driving" refe,·s to "driving or allempting to drive while 
drunk" and more recently, includes refusals to give a 
breath/blood/urine sample. 
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sections of this paper of the effectiveness of price as an alcohol 
control measure: The overall im pression conveyed is that 
although drinking rnay give rise to disputes and fights among 
Irish youths, and absorb an inordinate proportion of their 
spending money, the incidence of more serious problems 
related to health or employment is low and very similar to that 
reported among British youths. 

Mention should also be made ofLynn's (197 Il view that "the 
amount of alcohol consumed in a society is a function of the 
anxiety level of the people" (P.27). He claims to show in this 
monograph that the low level of alcoholism in Ireland by 
illlcrnational standards is part of an underlying syndrome 
\vhich he identifies as a low level of anxiety: Lynn's discussion 
or the statistics relating to alcoholism in Ireland, although 
based on the data for the 1960s or earlier, serves to remind that 
several indices of alcoholism are relatively low in Ireland, and 
that it is by no means easy to establish that the problem of 
alcohol-abuse is particularly acute here. . 

In summary, there has been an increase in the incidence o/" 
some indices of alcohol abuse, notably admissions to hospital 
for alcoholism and prosecutions for drunkenness and drunken 
driving, over the recent period of rapid growth in alcohol 
consumptiOri. However, "deaths from liver cirrhosis have risen 
much less rapidly than alcohol consumption. Although we have 
no historical data on attitudes towards alcohol, the results o/" a 
recent survey indicate that it is regarded as a serious problem by 
the Irish public. 
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, Section 4 

Projections oj AlcohoL Consumption 

Caution must be exercised in attemp.ting to project ,the rut UFl' 
gro~th in alcohol consumption in the light or !hl' t'xpqil'llce or 
the period '1961-75" While, stand~rd econollletric,analysis 01' 
Irish data Indicates that the iricoo}c elasticity or dl'llland ror 
alcohol is relatively,high, and the price e1ast,city rairly low (sec 
Appendix B), it, must be borne in mind that mediull1- 01: long
term projections of consumption are very sensitive to a val:iety 
of technical considerations as well. a? to, the paniculat.' time 
period covered by the data used in the econometric analysis, It 
would b~ unwise to assume that even, ,I' we repeat in the 1980s 
the rapid economic expansionachieved betweeri 1961 and 1974 
we would; again experience the, rate, of growth of alcohol 
consumption that was r;ecorded during those years. There are a 
num,ber of factors th~t suggest the possibility of a, moderation 
in the growth of alcohol consumption in Ireland in the longer 
term, 

To illustrate these factors, it is, helpful to think of the 
consumption of alcohol per person (aged 15 and over) as mae}e 
up of two components, namely, consumption per drinker and 
proportion of the population (aged 15 and over) that drinks: 

ConSlIllIpl ion of Alcohol Conslimplion of Alcohol Drinkns 
x-------

Populalion (I.') and o\,("r) Drinkers Popul'lIiol\ (15'""d o\'erl 

(A more detailed analysis would take into account the facts that 
the first term, on the right-hand side can be regarded as the 
product of "frequency of drinking" and "consumption per 
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drinki,ng session".} The rapid growth of alcohol consumption 
in Ireland since 1961 has been due to significant growth in both 
of these factors. It'is not possible to document each source of, 
growth with precision, but we know from market research and 
o~her survey sources :that the proportion of the adult 
population that is abstine'nt ("teetotallers") has fallen in recent 
years. According to one source, for example, the proport}on of 
the population aged 18 and ,over who had drunk some alcohol 
during the week prior to interview rose from 27 per cent in 1964 
to 41 per cent i'n 1975. Berwee'n 1968 and 1974 the proportion 
who had consumed alcohol during the year prior 10 interview 
rose from 53 to 62 per cent. The proportion of drinking rose 
most -rapidly among women (from 32' to 48 per ("('lit) arid 
people aged 18-24 years old (from 46 to 66 per cent).:l In the 
1972 study of Irish and English drinking habits mentior~ed 
earlier, it was found that the proportion of non-drinkers was' 
higher among Irish than English, youths; one-quarter of the 
Irish females, and ,one in ten of the males, said they were non
drinkers, compared with fewer than one in twenty of either sex 
in England (O'<:onnor, 1978, P'78) .. There is, :therefore, room 
for continued growth in alcohol consumption due to further 
growth in ,the proportion of the population that drinks, but as 
this proportion rises an upper limit is approached ,and the 
contribution of this factor tapers ofT. 

It is possible to provide a rough estimate of how much of the 
growth in per capita consumption over the period 1968-74 has 

'been due to the increasing proportion of the population that 
drinks, and how much to increased consumption per drinker.' 
The data in Table 8 suggest that somewhat less than half the 
total growth is attributable to the'declining proportion 'Of non
drinkers, but obviously the contribution' of this factor will tend' 
to taper, off as an upper limit to the proportion of the 
population that drinks is approached. 

, These ('slimaics are derived rrom markel ITs,"ar('i; ('ondu('(l"d on "<"h"lr or OIH' or iiI<" 
companies involved inlhc Irish drink Irack. ' 



Table 8: Estimates cif the components oj growth cif alcohol consumption 
per head oj population aged 15 and over. 

. Consumption per Estimated proportion of Estimated 
persall aged 15 drillkers in population consumption 

alld over aged 15 ana over per drinker . 
(litres/year) per cent (litres/year) 

1968 6·45 48 13·5 
1974 9. 27 
Annual average 

5) 16·3 

growth rates, 
1968 -74 6.2% 2·9% 3. 2% 

It is difficult to anticipate whether or when there is likely to 
be a levelling-off in the consumption per drinker. Examples of 
this phenomenon can be cited from the past.· In the 1870S 

consumption of alcohol reached a peak in England and 
gradually declined towards the end of the century, despite the 
growth in real income. Dingle (1972) attributes this levelling off 
to the spread of new and cheaper consumer goods (implying a 
rise in the relative price of drink) and the gradual.adjustment of 
the working classes to their new-found prosperity. rn France 
alcohol consumption has declined slightly from the very high 
levels reached earlier in the present century (Keller and Gurioli, 
Table 11), pe·rhaps due to the reduced role of drinking with 
meals and despite the increased importance of drinking apan 
from meals. In Ireland, both illicit spirits distillation and the 
consumption of taxed spirits declined sharply towards the end 
of the nineteenth century and this was followed by a sharp 
decline in all the available indices of alcohol-related problems 
(Blaney, 1973174). Irish consumption, at present close to 10 

litres of alcohol per person aged over 14, is not exceptionally 
high by international standards so that there is no obvious 
reason to anticipate an immediate levelling off in cons.umption. 

None the less, we must be sceptical of projections of alcohol 
consumption that consist of little more than extrapolations of 
the correlation between the growth in income and in drinking 
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over the~st two decades. This growth rriight represent a once 
and for all transition to new patterns of consumption, 
associated with the new prosperity of many groups and the 
fundamental social changes that have occurred in Ireland over 
this period. Alcohol could now, more or less, spontaneously 
decline in relative importance in our society, as occurred 
towards the end of the nineteenth century in Britain. Another 
possibility is that a steady increase in the more co.nspicuous 
types of alcohoi-related problems such as public drunkenness, 
drunken driving, and hospitalisation for alcoholism, could 
lead to a Ids tolerant attitude towards drinking and the 
implemelltation of effective control measures and a decline in 
average consumpti,on. 

These consideration~ render the prospect of another 
doubling ·of per capita alcohol consumption before the end of 
the century less probable than it might ap·pear·at first sight, but. 
significant further gr~wth in consumption - and presumably in 
the incidence·of alcohohelated problems - is none the less very 
likely to occur. 
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Section 5 
• '~I 

The Economic Importance of Alcohol in Ireland 

The most obvious economic role of alcohol :in the Irish 
economy is the very high burden of taxation it bears. Within the 
EEC, Ireland, the UK, and Denmark are exceptional in the 
extent to which they rely on excise taxation of alcohol (and 
tobacco) as :1 source of tax revenue. But even within this group 
of'three, Ireland is exceptional, obtaining abo'U( 12 per cent of 
all tax receipls from the excise taxes ~n alcohol, compared with 
only five per cent in the UK (Table 9). Inclusiveof the VAT 

Table 9 : Excise duties on alcoholic beverages as a percentage of all tax 
revenues excluding social security .payments and 
contributions to the EEC, 1971-75 

197 [' 1972 1973 1974 ,1975 

Belgium 1. 74 1. 73 1.59 1.55 1.46 
FI'ance 1.68 1.80 1. 75 1. 67 1. 70 
Germany (FR) 2.18 2.27 2.08 2.00 1.94 
halyl 1. 09 1.09 1.16 0·93 0.7 0 
Luxembourg 1.3 2 1·49· 1.33 1.24 1.40 
Netherlands 1.96 2.01 1.85 1.81 1. 76 
Denmark- 3·79 3.'7 0 . 3·34 3. 29 3:54 
Ireland 12.19 11.76 11.89 11.50 11.72 
UK 5. 65 5. 85 5. 12 4. 63 4. 82 

I Reel' and spirils only 
NotP.l: (a) These figllres excludc Ihe revenue (where relev<ll1I) I'rom VAT or 

Ihe salc or alcoholic bcverages, which in Ireland contributed a 
I'urther 2.6 per cent or lotal tax receipts in 1975. 

(b) The Irish figure lor 1977 was 11.0 per cent. 
SOllrer,,: Sulkunen (1978), Table 26. Based on Statistical Oflice or the 

ElII'opean Comlllunities, Tax Statislics 1970-75. 
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receipts from the sale of alcohol would make the Irish situation 
even··more unusual. 

This heavy dependence of the exchequer on revenue from 
alcohol taxation is of long standing in Irdand; indeed the 
growth of other sources of tax revenue has led to some decline 
in the importance of alcohol taxes, which contributed almost 
16 per cent of total revenue in the early 1960s and 18 per cent in 
the early 1950s. The declining share of excise taxes on alcohol 
in LOtal revenue is clear from Table 10. 

Heavy dependence on revenue from drink taxes was also a 
feature of the UK economy in the past: in the I 880s over 40 per 
cent of British Exchequer receipts came from excise taxes on 
drink (Harrison, 1971, p. 346). A rapid decline in the relative 
importance of this source of tax revenue is a natural 
development as other taxes, notably income and value added 
taxes, assume greater importance. None the less, it must be 
borne in mind during any discussion of alcohol control policies 
in Ireland that it is still the case that a major decline in alcohol 
consumption could have serious fiscal repercussions. 

Direct employment in the production of alcoholic beverages 
is not of majqr imp.brtance to the Irish economy, and has 
c\cc\illn\ both absolutely and relative to total employment in 
t he last two decades (Table 1 I). The retail distribmion of 
alcoholic beverages, especially through public houses, provides 
more employment than the production of alcoholic drink. ' 
Additional employment is, of course, provided in the sectors 
supplying raw materials and other inputs to the drink industry. 
The most important domestic input is barley grown by Irish 
fanners under contract to brewers and distillers. This' is of 
considerable significance in some regions of the country. 

[n assessing the economic importance of the alcoholic 
beverages industry to the economy what matters is not so much 
how many people or 01 her resources are currently dependent 
on the industry for employment, but rather how specific to the 
industry these re·sources are. While it is obvious that much of 
Ihe labour force, plant and equipment, and other resources 
ClIlT('lllly dependent on the industry in Ireland are fairly 
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Table 10: Excise tax receipts Jrom beer, spirits and wines ILl a percentage oJ( a) Total 
net receipts of exchequer and (b) Total taxes on capital, income and 
wealth. 1950-78. 
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Table 1 1: Employmenr in production and retail distribution of 
',--:- - alcoholic beverages, Ireland, 195 I -7 I 

Manufacturing alcoholic 
beverages' 

Retail sale of alcoholic 
beverages 
Public Grocery and 
house public house 

combined 

(Thousands) 
195 1 7.0 14·4 4·5 
1961 6·4 10·9 6.2 

197 1 5.9 2 12.0 3. 2 

I Malting, brewing, distilling 

Total as 
per cent 

Total of total 
Employment 

25·9 2.1 

23·5 2.2 

21.1 2.1 

2 Census· of Industrial ProduClion data, average of 1970 and· 1971 October 
figures (1971 Census of Population aggregated entire "beverages" group). 

Source:· Census of Population. Industries Volume 
Irish Statistical Bulletin, for 1971 ManufaCluring Employment. 

specific to the industry and would only be redeployed in other 
sectors at a considerable cost, Ireland .does not share with, for 
example, the wine producing regions of Europe a high regional 
dependence on producing alcohol from agriCultural inputs 
grown on land that has very low productivity in alternative uses, 
but our endemic high unemployment rate lends force to the 
argument that it would be difficult to replace the jobs lost in 
any major contraction of the alcohol trade. 

A final measure of the importance of alcohol in the Irish 
economy is provided by considering the proportion of total 
exports accountec;I f()r by alcoholic beverages. I n the early years 
of the independence ·of this state alcoholic beverages accounted 
for a very large proportion of non-agricultural exports. In 1928 

. out-of a total export trade of £45 million just over £4 million 
was due to exports of "ale, beer, porter and spirits", and other 

. non-agricultural items only amounted to £5 million 
(Commission on Emigration, 1948/54, Table 36). The data in 
Table 12 show how radically this situation had changed by the 
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Table 12: I:ish Trade in Alcoholic Beverages ([96[-78) 

Total 
Beer Spirits Wine alcoholic beverages 

Imports oj alcoholic E.xports oj alcolzolic 
Imports Exports Imports Exports Imports Exports Imports Exports beverages lIS beve'rages as 

Em. Em. Em. Em. Em. Em. Em. ." £m percenloj pn cenl oj 
tolal merclzandisp. tolal maclzandi.lf 

imports p.xpor/.l 

1961 0·3 6·9 1.2 0·4 0.8 0.02 2·3 7.3 2 0.88 4. 1 
1962 0-4 6·7. 1.4 0·5 0·9 0.02 2·7 7. 22 0·99 4. 1 
1963 0.6 6·9 1.6 0·5 0·9 0.02 3. 1 7·42 1.01 3.8 
1964. 0.6 6·9 1.5 0.6 1.1 0.02 3. 2 7.5 2 0.9 2 3-4 

I'.> 1965 0·5 .7.0 1.8 0.6 1.2 0.03 3·5 7. 63 0·94 3-4 
00 196Q 0.6 ·}·5 1.5 0.6 1.0 0.03 3. 1 8.13 0.83 3·3 

1961 0·5 7 ·9 1.5 0·7 1.2 0.02 3·2 8.62 0.82 3.0 
1968 0·4 8.2 2.0 1.0 1.5 0.02 3·9 9·22 "0·79 2.8 
1969 0·4 8.0 2.2 1.0 1.6" 0.02 4. 2 9. 02 0.7 1 2·4 
197 0 0·4 8·4 2·4 1.4 1.8 0.04 4. 6 9. 84 0.68 2.1 
197 1 0·4 9. 6 2·5 1.6 1.8 0.03 4·7 11.23 0.62 2.1 
197 2 0.6 " 10.2 3. 8 1.9 2·4 0.03 6.8 12.13 0.81 1.9 
1973 0.6 11.0 5·1 3. 1 4·4 0.08 10.1 14. 18 0.89 1.6 
1974 0·7 10·5 5·5 3·5 3. 8 0.06 10.0 14.06 0.62 1.2 
1975 0.6 14. 2 6. 7 3. 8 .4.6 0.04 11.9 18.04 0.7 0 1.3 
197 6 " 0·7 14·9 8.0 5·9 6.1 0.03 14.8 .20.83 0.63 1.1 
1977 0·9 15. 1 9 .. 0 9. 6 7·7 0.05 17 .6 24·75 0·57 1.0 
197 8 1.0 16.0 13·5 17. 1 9·7 0.02 24. 2 33. 12 0.65 1.1 

Sourel?: Irish Trade Statislin 
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1960s and how this,trend continued during the 1970s. The 
value of exports of alcoholic beverages grew four-fold between 
1961 and 1978, but total exports grew more than ten-fold, so 
that the share of alcoholic beverages in total exports declined 
from four per cent in 1961 to one per cent in 1978. More 
detailed examination of the trade statistics reveals that exports 
of spirits have grown from a very sma II base in 1961 to the point 
where they accounted for more than half of total exports of 
alcoholic beverages in 1978. Until 1977 we ran a net deficit in 
our trade in spirits, but Irish whiskey sales abroad now account 
for almost half of total sales of Irish whiskey, and the distilIers 
lo~kto overseas markets for much of their future growth. Beer 
exports, on the other hand, have consistently made a sizeable 
net cOlltribution to foreign exchange earnings. . ' 

In summary, then, the relative importance of the alcoholic 
beverages industry in the Irish economy has been declining by 
alI the measures considered here - contribution to tax 
revenues, employment, and foreign exchange earnings. 
Nevertheless, the exchequer remains very heavily dependent on 
the excise taxation of alcohol as a source of revenue, exports of 
spirits have grown rapidly in recent years, and beer remains an 
important source of net foreign exchange ear~ings. 

:,' 
", 
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Section 6 

Assessing the Economic Costs:of Alcohol Abuse and their Relevance to 
Control Policies 

Cost-"beriefit "studies are properly undertaken by economists 
t~ evaluate and compare alternative uses of scarce resources -
the most obvious example being a comparis~n between several 
proposed road construction projects in order to decide which 
should be undertaken first. There is no comparable basis on 
which a cost-benefit evaluation of alcohol could be conducted. 
Despite this, there is a tradition of attempting to place"a money 
figure on the ecoriomic· costs of alcohol abuse (see Berry and 
Boland, 1977). , 

This type of calculation is not a simple matter and mt,ly not be 
very meaningful. There is no general· agre'ement as 'to what 
should be included am'ong the costs of alcohol abuse, and the 
imputation of money, figures for most of the items to be 
included involves a high degree of subjective guess work. The 
problems encountered in this area are particularly severe in 
Ireland because there have been no detailed studies of 
i~dividual aspects of the effects of excessive drinking. In other 
countries, these topics have received much more attention, but 
an examination of the methods used reveals to my mind a 
tendency to attribute to drinking a causal role in many areas 
where it may be no more than a symptom of a deeper problem. 
To give an example, the mere fact that a high percentage of 
cases of assault involve people who have been drinking does not 
necessarily imply that all these incidents would be averted if the 
people in question did not drink. ' 

In this section, some of the methodological issues involved in 
measuring the economic costs of alcohol' abuse are briefly 
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discussed. Appendix A contains, some very. tentative 
calculaLions for Ireland based on the principles discussed here. 
-iI'lese ~sLimates of Lhe' economic costs of alcoholic abuse are 
related to the revenue received from taxes on drink, and the 
balance between costs and, tax receipts discussed. 

The first point to bear in mind in any attempt to measure the 
economic costs' of excessive drinking is that the concept most 
relevant to social policy is the cost imposed on others by heavy 
drinkers. There seems to be little point' in including any 
allowance for the' costs thilt are borne by the, drinker himseif in 
the form of decreased earnings, increased pain and illness, and 
perhaps pre'mature death. As Mishan (i972, p. 164) explains in 
another context: 

,If smoking tobacco causes 20,000 deaths a year, no subtracting 
li'om the benefits, on account of this risk, need be entered in a 
cost-benefit analysis of the"tobacco industry in as much as 
smokers are already aware that the tabacco habit is 
unhealthy ... the economist has no choice but to assume that 
they consider themselves better off despite the risks. 

One ground for rejecting this argument would be the 
"addictive" nature of alcohol, which implies that after a certain 
stage the drinker can no longer be considered to choose freely 
to go on drinking. To the extent that a.person can arrive anhis 
stage unwittingly, conventional economic analysis of consumer 
behaviour, with its assumption of rational choice each time a 
consumption decision is made, is irrelevant. But whether it is 
useful to view alcohol as an addictive in the sense that once a 
certain threshold is passed the individual no longer retains any 
control oV,er decisions about future levels of drinking is 
debatable, and 'it certainly can be, argued that few.drinkers 
remain unaware of the risks of becoming "addicted" through 
persistent heavy drinking. 

Another agrument against, Mishan's view is based ,on a 
rejection 'of his (and most ,economists') implicit assumption 
that individuals are fully informed about the consequences of 
their consumption patterns-and really are capable of making 
informed decisions leading to a ,utility maximising pattern of 
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consumption. A more sceptical view of the knowledge available 
to consumers, and a less optimistic view of the wisdom of their 
behaviour, is widespread among non-economists and accounts 
for the very widespre;.d use of subsidies to encourage 
consumption of "merit" goods (e.g., education) and taxes [0 

discourage "demerit" goods (e.g., alcohol). While 
acknowledging" the wide acceptance of this argument, it is 
implicitly rejected in the approach to evaluating the economic 
costs of alcohol abuse taken in the present~tudy. 

There is an obvious analogy with suicide in some drinking 
patterns. The excess mortality associated with heavy drinking 
has been documented by Sundby (1967) and Adelstein and 
White (1976), among others. It is particularly interesting to 

note the importance of the high rate of suicide among heavy 
dr'inkers. While to some extent" this may reflect the misery 
induced by addiction to alcohol, it might also indicate that 
heavy drinking is a form of suicide. More generally, we all know 
that we could prolong life by rigorous adherence to strict rules 
of diet, exercise and other habits, but we make some sort of 
implicit calculation as to how much extra longevity "Ye are 
,willing to secure in this manner, and more or less consciously 
decide to sacrifice the additional .years of life that could be 

, attained by a more austere lifestyle or additional expenditure 
on health. It is also relevant to note that exposing life to 

avoidable risks may be enjoyable to some, especially younger 
people. As "Fromm (1968) argues this is shown by opserving 
human behaviour in such activities as racing fast cars. On 
balance, then, it seems that we should accept Mishan's line of 
reasoning, and enter n6,debit to the alcohol industry simply 
because some heaVy drinkers die younger. 

Another major problem in evaluating the costs of heavy 
drinking is the question of evaluating the pain and suffering to 

others caused by a heavy drinker's behaviour, including 
perhaps his premature death. Undoubtedly, this is enormous 
and, in commonsense terms, constitutes perhaps the main cost 

, of aicohol abuse. But there is no agreed methodology by which 
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this can be converted into a money equivalent. Hypothetical 
amounts, such as the sum ·that others would be willing to pay to 
avert the problem, could be discussed, but there is no 
possibility of actually measuring these. In an analogous area, 
the evaluation of the costs of road· traffic accidents, it is 
customary to omit any imputation for the pain and suffering 
caused to others by an accident victim's death. There seems to 
be no choice but to adopt the same approach in respect of 
alcohol abuse. This may strike some as omitting the most 
important damage done by' heavy drinking from our 
calculations, but it underlines the limitations of an economic 
approach in this area. The traditional "temperance" attitude to 
heavy drinking was to condemn it on moral grounds rather 
than to attempt to demonstrate the damage it inflicted on the 
economy, and the points raised here suggest that the more 
recent emphasis on the economic repercussions of heavy 
drinking has a limited relevance. 

The output that an alcoholic might have produced had he 
lived longer is not a cost to society unless (which is unlikely) the 
alcoholic was being paid less than the value of his contribution 
to national income. The usual assumption is that he would have 
been paid the value of the output he produced, so the rest of 
society neither gains nor loses if he does not produce this 
output and receive this income. Moreover, in an economy 
which has a high unemployment rate and a rapidly growing 
labour force, a worker who dies prematurely can generally be 
easily replaced unless he has skills that are not readily available. 
To take an extreme example that may not be wholly without 
relevance in the Irish context: an alcoholic bachelor who lives 
alone on a small farm and dies prematurely (from pneumonia, 
for example) because of a combination of heavy drinking and 
neglect of his health can hardly be said to impose economic 
costs on society. However tragic his life and death are, no one 
other than himself is economically worse ofT because of his 
death. It would be falla.cious, in my view, to treat as a cost of 
alcohol abuse the present value of the output he might have 
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produ"ced had he lived 10ngeLI ri fact, there may even be an 
economic gain to others in the freeing of"land"he no longer 
mismanages. Similarly, if he were killed by running his "own car 
into a lamp pO'st, no cost' is imposed on society.' 

The items that should be included in a list of the economic 
costs of alcohol abuse to society are' the damage done to'others 
through motor vehicle and other accidents caused by drinking; 
some' measure of the effect of' alcoholism 'on costs of 
production, the cost of state-financed health care facilities used 
to treat alcoholism or illness caused by heavy drinking, 
resources (police, ~ social workers etc.) used to· cope with the 
problems created by heavy drinking, and fiiially transfer 
payments . (pensions, . unemployment benefits etc.) paid to 
drinkers or their dependents because of absence from work or . 
death caused by drinking. The first four items are resource costs 
of alcohol abuse, the' last item is a transfer payment which could 
be regarded as a subsidy to the drinker from the rest of society, 
but does not lower the overall level ·of national production. 4 

The state has to raise revenue·to meet some of the resource costs 
(such as the health care costs) and the transfer payments but 
some of them (such as damage caused by accidents) are borne 
by non-drinkers or moderate drinke\s in the form of higher 
insurance premiums. 5 

Much of the. basic information that is required to arrive at 
reliable estimates of these costs is simply unavailable for 
Ireland. Only by making assumptions based on shreds of 
evidence and figures that have been used' in other coun'tries can 
any progress towards an estimate be made. This is done, item 
by item, in Appendix A, using figures for 1976 because this is 
the latest year for which national income accounts are available 
at the time of writing. 

• Taxes imposed to finance transfer paymems have a resource cost to the extem that 
they cause market dislOniolls. 

S An imeresting developmeJll ill this comext is the recem announcemem by. the largest 
Irish car insurance company of a discoum (in the form of immediate emillemem to 
the first year's no claims bonus) for non-drinkers" This should be welcomed as a 
rough attempt to make the drinking driver bear more of the cost of the increased risk 
of accidems associated with drinking. . 
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The results of this tentative' exercise suggest a figure'in the 
region of £63 million as the 1976, cost to the exchequer of 
.health care and social service expenditure, unemployment 
benefits, pensions etc., and loss of tax revenue due to akohol 
abuse. This must be viewed against the tax revenue contributed 
by drinkers. In 1976, the yield of excise taxation of alcohol in 
Ireland totalled £158 million6 , in addition to which value 
added taxation {VAT} of the sale of alcohol brought in £34 
million, and excise licences for selling liquor a further £0.1 
million., Thus the total tax yield associated with alcohol was 
£192 million. But it would be fallacious to attribute all this tax 
yield to alcohol in as much as a switch of consumer outlays 
from alcohol to other items would not result in a net tax loss or 
£192 million - most of the items whose consumption would rise 
are also subject to VAT and excise taxation. A net loss to the 
exchequer would occur' only because alcohol is an 
exceptionally heavily taxed item and any reduction in 
expenditure on it will involve a switch to less heavily taxed items 
{unless all the expenditure were diverted to tobacco or petrol
items with an even higher rate of excise taxation}. As a simple 
way of approximating how much indirect 'tax would be 
recouped by the exchequer' if consumers diverted all their 
present outlay on alcohol to other items; I have assumed that 
this diverted expenditure would be subject to a tax'rateequal to 

that in efh~ct on non-alcoholic expenditure as a whole in 1976. 
Thus the increased expenditure On non-alcohol would yield 
£73 million in excise tax and VAT, compared with the £ 192 
million received from alcohol. This allows us to conclude that 
the "net':, tax yield of the expenditure on alcohol is £n 9' 
million. This' is a measure of the extent to which the tax on 
alcohol is exceptional by comparison with that on other items 
of expenditure. 
, A further consideration needs t<.) be mentioned, even if we, 

can do little to quantify it. If drinkers were persuaded to switch 

Ii Ex,'is(" ,ax n'n'ip" al'(" 110' "("al'l1;al'k("d" lill' anv sp'("!"ili!" "'." ill li'dall;I,IJlII J(>nll 1';,'1'1 
oi' gCII("l'aIGo\'('I'IIIIII'II' n'v("IlU,', Th("\' lillls hdp linan!"(" ('[lIn"1I Cow'l'IIlIIcn, 
('xpl'ndilu)"{'. "I '. -
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a significant amount of their expend'iture from alcohol to other 
items of consumption, the gain in terms of the reduction in , 
alcohol-related problems might be partially offset by some 
increase in other public health problems. This would be most 
obvious· if the switch were into tobacco products, but 
econometric studies suggest a low marginal expenditure 
elasticity for this commodity (McCarthy, 1977). However, 
increased expenditure on motor vehicles and travel (which have 
high marginal expenditure elasticities) would lead to an 
increase in road accidents. Thus we must bear in mind that 
although a substantial reduction in alcohol consumption 
would undoubtedly reduce the level of alcohol-related 
problems, some of this gain might be offset by a rise in other 
problems due to the increased amount of money available lor 
other items of expenditure. 

Taking a summary view (ignoring the considerations just 
discussed), we could very tentatively say that the cost to the 
exchequer of alcohol abuse in Ireland in 1976 was in the region 
of £60 million, compared with a "net" tax yield of £119 

million. I think the margin by which the net tax yield exceeds 
the estimated cost is sufficiently large to allow us to conclude 
that alcohol consumption considered from the aggregrate 
viewpoint does not impose a net cost on the state. 7 Drinkers are 
so exceptionally heavily taxed that they more than pay for any 
costs their drinking imposes on other taxpayers. 

The implications of this analysis must be interpreted 
carefully. The findings suggest that in the aggregate the Irish 
drinker more than "pays his.way", but this should not lead us 
to ignore the likelihood that individuaJ heavy drinkers impose 
substantial· net costs on society. We all stand to gain 
enormously, in hard cash as well as in a wider sense, if the 
damage inflicted on society by excessive drinkers is averted. The 
main obstacle in the way of reaping this potential gain is the fact 

, II would be wrong to go as far as the nineteenth century British MP who asserted thai 
the habitual drunkard·was "the Sheet Anchor of the British Constitution" because of 
the amount he paid in taxes (Harrison, '97', p. 347)' 
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that many of the measures that have been proposed to achieve 
this goal, such as controls onavailability of alcohol and higher 
excise taxation, affect all drinkers and not only the minority 
who account for the bulk of the damage caused by alcohol 
abuse. A question has to be raised as to the fairness and 
political feasibility of interfering with the liberty of a large 
group in society in the hope of modifying the behaviour of a 
minority within that group. An analogy could be drawn with 
motor vehicle insurance, where the premia are set to cover the 
aggregate cost of the claims plus the insurance companies' 
profit margin·. If these premia were so high that they covered 
that cost of claims twic.e over, motorists would strongly resist 
any increases which were based on the belief that higher premia 
would discourage driving in general and thereby bring down 
the accident rate among a minority of· reckless drivers. 
Although originally simply a revenue raising measure, the high 
excise taxes on alcohol could be viewed as a premium paid by 
drinkers in general to offset the costs imposed on society by 
excessive d·rinking, and since I estimate that this premium is 
more than adequate to cover these costs in Ireland, one can 
understand the reluctance of politicians to espouse higher rates 
of taxation as a means of controlling the adverse side-effects or 
alcohol consumption. Moderate drinkers might argue that 
penalties should be borne by the bad risks (that is, the heavy 
drinkers) rather than by the moderate drinker almost as much 
as the real offender. Unfortunately, there is no readily apparent' 
way in which excise taxes could be restructured to meet this 
objection. 

These issues are important because expert opinion appears 
to be moving away from the view, which gained ground during 
the 1960s, that alcoholism is a disease amenable to medical 
treatment, towards the belief that alcohol-related problems 
should be seen in a wider social context and that the best hope 
of curbing these problems lies in measures that reduce the 
availability of drink and moderate the overall level of drinking 
in society (see Bruun et al., 1975; Robinson, 1977; Kendall, 
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1979). This emerging emphasis on social control as the most 
promising approach to the problem of alcohol abuse raises the 
important question whether the state is ju~tified· in interfering 
with the liberty of the public to the extent that would be 
necessary to achieve a general reduction in the level of alcohol 
consumption. An affirmative: answer to this question is only 
warranted if it can be shown that this approach would.achieve a . 
major ,reduction. in, the social.costs of alcohol abuse. 
Unfortunately, relatively little is known about the effectiveness 
in redl,lcing average consumption of many of the widely 
propos.ed measures, such as curbs on advertising, higher excise 
,taxation, and stricter controls on availability. Moreover, it is 
not certain that the drinkers who wquld be dis<;:ouraged by such 
measure~ (as distinct from total prohibition or the emergency 
conditions imposed during war tim~) are those who account for 
a significant proportion of the social problems of ~lcohol 
abuse. These issues are returned to in Sectio~ 8, below. 
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Section 7 

The Trend of Alcohol Prices and Taxation 

The price of alcoholic beverages is obviously of great 
importance in any discussion of policy towards alcohol. The 
Irish situation is exceptional because of the very heavy burden 
of excise taxation borne by beer and spirits. It is not easy to 
make international price c,omparisons of a bundle of 
commodities such as alcoholic 'beverages relative to the general 
price level. However, the most authoritative study of 
international price levels (Kravis et al., (978) shows that beer, 
wine, and spirits are very expensive in the United Kingdom 
compared with other EEC countries or the United States.s In as 
far as the relative price of alcohol in Ireland appears to be 
slightly higher than that in the United Kingdom, it may safely 
be concluded that alcohol is relatively a very expensive item in 
this country. 

I t is much easier to make comparisons of the trend in the real 
price of alcoholic drink within Ireland over time than to 
present international price comparisons. Table 13 and Chart 2 

show the trend in the "alcoholic drink" component of the 
Consumer Price Index relative to the total consumer price 
index since 1961. The real priCe ofalc6holic ,dri,nk rose quite 
significantly between 1961 and 1969, but declined between 
1970 and 1974. The fluctuations in this price since 1970 

• See Kravis el al Appendix Table 4,3, taking the ratio'of a country's purchasing power 
parity for alcoholic beverages to its overall purchasi'ng power parity as a measure of 
the relative price of the beverage, "Purchasing power parity" is the number of units 
of one currency needed to buy goods equivalent to what can be bought with one unit 
of another currency, If, for example, $t will buy a bOllle of beer in the United States 
and the same bottle cost £0,50 in Ireland, the US/Irish beer purchasing power parity 
i,s 2, 
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Table 13: Real price oj alcoholic beverages, 1961-80 

,i 

. (Annual average 1970 = 100) 
Alcoholic drink Beer Spirits 

(I) (2) ()) 

1961 82·4 73.6 94. 1 
1962 89·5 81.5 99.0 

1963 90.2 82.6 99. 1 
1964 92.1 85·4 98.2 
1965 92.4 86·3 98.3 
1966 95. 2 89. 2 102·5 
196 7' 96,9 92.0 103. 2 
1968 96.2 93·9 100.8 
1969 100·4 101.8 102·7 
1970 100.0 100.0 100.0 
197 1. 99. 1 99·5 99. 1 
197 2 94·3 93. 1 93. 2 
1973 91.0 86·9 90.6 
19i4 85·"5" 78,3 80·9 
1975 89.6 89·3 88.0 
1976 97. 6 103.4 89·7. 
1977 91.3 97. 8 85·2 
197 8 90.2 97 ·7 83·7 , 

86.0 1979 90.5 95. 0 
1980 
(fiqt two quarters) 93·5 98.0 90.0 

Noles: Series (1l is the index of alcoholic drink in the Consumer Price Index 
divided by the all items index. Prior to 1968 the implicit deflators or 
expenditure on GNP were used. 

Series (2) and. (3) are based on indices of the retail price of a pint of 
stout and a glass of whiskey in the Dublin area, divided by the 
Consumer Price Index. These ·are not official price indices, but they 
give a reliable indication of the trend in beer and spirits prices over the 
years. . 
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illustrate the effect of 'inflation on the tax component in the 
price, and the sudden adjustment of the tax in the Budgets of 
1975, 1979 and 1980. . . . 

Table 13 also contains an approximate index of beer and 
spirits prices, which illustrates,the tendency for beer to become 
expensive relative to spirits dver the period since 1961. This 
change in relative prices is frequently mentioned as a reason for 
the more rapid growth bf spirits consumption, although it has 
proved difficult to support this through econometric studies, 
which seem to suggest that the two beverages are, if anything, 
complementary rather than substitutes (Kennedy et at. 1973)". It 
may be seen that the tax increases introduced in the 1980 
Budget restored the relative prices of the two beverages to their 
1970 levels. 

The prices displayed in Table 13 reflect the costs of 
producing a:nd selling alcoholic beverages as well as the' 
taxation levied on therri. From a policy viewpoint interest lies 
mainly in the tax element. The excise on beer is levied as so 
many £ per standard barrel (that is, 36 Imperial gallons of worts 
at a specific gravity of 1055°), and on spirits as so many £ per 
proof gallon spirits (that is, an Imperial gallon which at 51 ° 
Farenheit weighs 12/13th of an equal measure of distilled water 
at the same temperature). In Table 14 and Chart 3 the level of 
~hese excise taxes over the period 1950-80 is shown in current 
and in constant (1968) prices. These series are accurate 
measures of the excise tax borne by beer and spirits, although 
changes in the alcoholic strength of the final product should 
also be taken into account. 9 In 1961 a standard barrel of Irish
produced beer was made into 1.18 barrels of the final product, . 
but by 1976 the same standard barrel would have yielded 1.38 
barrels of the weaker beer being sold then. The a~erage specific 
gravity of beer retained for consumption in Ireland declined 
from 1042.1 ° to 1039.8° over the period, and. apparently a 
similar reduction occurred in the alcoholic strength of spirits. 

• There is no requirement that alcoholic beverages sold in Ireland display int('rlllation 
on alcoholic content. . . 
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Table 14: ExciJf rllIl}' on beer and spirits in curre1lt.and constant prices, 195 0 -80 . 

ClIrrer!' priers CII/I.I/rm/ ( 1968) prier., 
Brer Spirit., Bfer Spin"', 

USlmuwrd .LIProo! USlalldarri UProar 
BarTPI Galloll Barrel Gal/oil 

1950/5 1 5.60 6.85 11.26 13· 77 

195 1/5 2 5. 60 6.85 10·43 12.76 

195 2/53 9.65 8.4 0 16·53 14.40 

1953/54 9.65 8·40 15.7 1 13.6 7 

1954/55 9.62 5 8.40 15.64 13.64 

1955156 9.62 5 8.40 15.27 13·33 

1956/57 9.62 5 8·40 14.61 12.76 

1957158 10.275 8-4 0 14.96 12.23 

1958/59 10.275 . 8.40 14·34 11. 73 

1959/60 10.275 8.40 14·34 11.73 
1960 /61 10.275 8·40 14. 29 11.68 

1961/62 10.275 9.56 13.89 12.92 

1962/63 1 1.825 9.56 15·35 12.4 1 

1963/64 11.8 25 9.56 14.96 12.10 

1964/65 13·335 10.295 15.84 12.23 

1965/66 14.85 11.775 16.7 8 13.3 1 

1966/67 17·97 11.775 19·73 12·93 

1967/68 19·335 1l.775 20·57 12·53 

1968 /69 22.81 12.5 15 23. 18 12.]2 

1969/70 2].09 13.985 25.63 13. 23 

1970/7 1 2].09 14·02 23.68 12.26 

197 1/7 2 29. 167 15.385 23-40 12·34 

197 2/73 29. 16 7 15.385 21·54 11.36 

1973/ 74 31.9 13 17.990 2 I. 16 1'1.93 

1974 
(91ll()1lIitS) 31.9 13 17.990 18.09 10.20 

1975 52.047 22.27 2 19· 72 10·45 

197 6 60·595 26.037 6 24.08 10·35 

1977 60·595 26.037 6 2 I. 19 9. 11 

1978 60·595 26.0376 19.69 8-46 

1979 67.97 6 31.0 246 19.50 8.90 

1980 " 90.12 44·33 21.9 10.8 

"Constant price figures assume 18 per cent increase in Consumer Price Index 
dl!ring 1980. 

Sources: Annual Reports or Revenue Commissioners. 
Finance Acts .. 
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Chan 3, Excise Duty on Beer (standard level) and Spirits (penal' gallun) 111 1968 Prices 
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Manufacturers are given an incentive to reduce the strength of 
alcoholic beverages by the fact that the excise tax is levied on 
the standard barrel or proof g'allon, regardless of the volume of 
the final product obtained from these measures, but changing 
consum~r preferences have been imponam as a reason for the 
reduced average strength of the beer and spirits being sold 
today. The consumption of vodka has risen rapidly, and this in 
particular has reduced the strength of the spirits group)as a 
whole. 

The most striking feature of the trend in the tax dement. in 
both beer and spirits is that the real (or constant price) tax on 
beer in 1979 was no higher than it was in 1967, while that on 
spirits was 22 per cent below its 1961 level. It is very evident 
from these tables that the Government's ability or willingness 
to maintain the real' tax rate on drink declined during the 
period of accelerated inflation starting in the' early 1970s. This 
is perhaps inevitable in view of the political unpopularity of an
nual budget excise tax increases large enough to offset a rapid 
rate of infla;tion, as well as the way e~cise tax increases are 
themselves reflected in subsequent consumer price increases. 
The tax increases on beer and spirits announced in 1.976 a.nd 
1980, were widely seen as austerity measures, but the figures in 
Table 14 show that they merely restored the levelofreal taxa
tion that prevailed in the early 1970s. 

Ar:tother s,triking aspect of the development of drink taxation 
since 1961 ;s the very significant increase in the tax on beer 
relative to that on spirits. In.1961, the tax'on a prQof gallon 
spirits was 85 per cent of that on a standard barrel of beer, but 
in 1978 it had fallen to 44 per cent. Total tax revenue obtained 
from spirits in the early 1960s was a little less than that obtained' 
from beer, but by 1976 beer was contributing almost 50 per 
cent more to the exchequer than spirits, despite the more rapid. 
growth in spirits' consumption. On the oth~r hand, if the excise 
tax on be~r, spirits and wine is regarded as a tax on the 
alcoholic content of these beverages, it can be caJculated that 
spirits are mor~ heavily taxed than beer: 
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Spirits 
Beer 
Wine* 

198.0 

17. 1 
11."5-

9·5 

, Excise t'ax per litre of alcohol content' 
£ 

1961 

3.36 
1.30 

1.36 

1,961 at 1980 prices 

1'8.8 

7;3 
7-. 6 

, " 

~'Assuming 11.5 percent alcohol by ~olume 

The alcohol in~pirits is more heavily taxed than that in beer 
or wine in a'ii EEe countries' (Sulkunen" 1978, Table 3). This 
may' be the result of a belief' that strong d~inks 'ar~ more 
harmful than be~~ or wine,:- a point of view for which th~re is 
some evidence (Brown, 1978). It is more likely, however, that 
the high rate of ta~ on spirits: is due to the desire to obta'in a 
high revenue yield and a reluctance to tax beer too heavily in 
view of its importance in' the worki~g man's budget. ',The 
differer:ni"al between beer. and spirits excise taxes has narrowed 
appredably since 1961, but 'recent budget ch'iinges have 
reversed this trend. ' , 
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Section 8 

Reflections· on Control: Policy Options 

The rapid increase in alcohol consumption of the past two 
decades gives grounds far apprehension about the future scale 
of alcohol: abuse problems. We have already mentioned the 
growing support for the view that the most proinising·approach 
10 the problem of excessive drinking in a society· 'is to try to 
redUCt" iht' overall level of alcohdl consum'ption. Among the 
measures frequently proposed to achieve this goal are increased 
excise taxation of alcohol, stricter curbs on advertising of 
alcoholic beverages, and campaigns to educate the public 
about the dangers of heavy drinking. In the present section 
some thoughts on the possible effectiveness of these approaches 
in Ireland are presented against the background of the 
infol1l1ation in the previous sections. 

8. I: Price as a Control Mechanism 

It was seen in Section 7 that drink is relatively expensive in 
Ireland, in the sense that a larger amount of other commodities 
must be forgone in order to purchase.a given quantity of beer 
or spirits than is the case in other countries for which data are 
<l\'<lilablc. This is largely due to the heavy excise taxation of 
drink in Ireland. It was also seen that up to the 1980 Budget the 
burden on excise taxation on spirits and wine has not tended to 

keep pace with inflation, but that on beer has risen 
considerably in real terms since 1961.' 

When consumers respond to an increase in a commodity's 
price by a less than proportionate fall in the amount consumed, 
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economists say that the demand for the commodity is price 
inelastic. (In Appendix C some of the basic relationships 
between price, quantity, and expenditure are summarised.) All 
the· available eviden~e (see Appendix B) suggest that the price 
elasticity of demand for alcoholic beverages in Ireland is low. 
This reOects the fact that drinkers are not easily persuaded by 
price rises to reduce their cosumption - whatever needs are 
being satisfied by drinking are not readily met by other means. 
The evidence also suggests that the Irish allocate a substantial 
amount of any increase in their incomes to buying drink (see 
Appendix B). The result of this low price elasticity and high 
income elasticity is that although our per capita consumption is 
still mode~t by international standards (see T<!:ble 2) it is high by 
comparison.with what might be expected in'view of the fairly 
low average income in Ireland and the high relative price of 
alcoholic beverages. 'o 

What results could be expected from a policy of increasing 
excise taxes on drink so as to mainta{n a steady rate of increase 
in its price relative to the general cost of living, as is advocated 
by some who wish to curb the growth in.alcohol consumption? 
Using estimates of price and income elasticities discussed in 
Appendix B, Table 15 presents the results of an exercise in 
simulating ·demand under a number of assumptions about 
prices and incomes. 

Assuming a price elasticity of - 0.4 and income elasticity of 
1.2, the growth of per capita consumption under two 
assumptions about the behaviour of prices and incomes is 
illustrated. The first assumption is that the real price of drink 

10 This conclusion is supported by the results presemed in Kravis e/ al .. where real 
qllamilies per capita are regressed on relative prices and real income in· the ,16 
collnlrics included in Ihe sllIdy. Quite high and sialistically signifieanl income 
daslicilies and ncgalivc bUI insigniflcanl price e1aslicities were· oblained for bOlh 
beer and spirils (see Table 6.4). In the light of this linding it is hard 10 explain in 
cOll\'CllIional economic lerms why Irish per capita consumplion of alcohol should be 
abotIl equal 10 that in Ihe UK, where real income is about 50 per cenl higher than in 
Ireland. The high consumption of drink in Ireland appears lObe an exception 10 the 
generallenor of Ihe analysis in Kravis el al. Ihal differences in consumplion pauerns 
bel"ecn couIHries can be aceouIlled for by differences in prices and income wiihoul 
recourse 10 social or cullllral explanalions. 
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Table 15: Illustrations if likely growth in drink consumption and e~penditure over (/ jivf.-year period 

Initial Year Consumptioil 
Consumption Year 5 

Initial Real Expenditure 
Re~1 expenditure 

myear 5 

Assumptions: Price elasticity = - 0.4 
Income elasticity = 1.2 

Annual average growth rate rij TI.'1I1 income 

J per cent 

Real price 
if drink 

static 

100 

119 

100 

119 

Real price 
oj drink 
rising by 

5 per-cent p.a. 

100 

108 

100 

5 per cent 

Real price 
rij drink 
static 

100 

133 

100 

134 

Real price 
rij drink 
rising by 

5 per celli p.a. 

100 

122 

100 

Both elasticities constant over .the range of income and prices considered. 



remains at its present level, which is also close to its average 
level during the 1970s. Alternatively, the real price is assumed 
to grow at five per cent annually. Real per capita income is 
assumed to grow at three per cent annually (close to the 
historical trend growth rate) or five per cent. 

Combining this range of assumptions we see that drink 
consllmption per person grows by a minimum of eight per 'cent 
or a maximum of 33 per cent over a five-year period. 
Examination of the results reveals very clearly that slowing 
down the growth of the economy from five to three per cent 
would have a greater impact on consumption than would 
increasing the real price by 28 per cent over a five-year period. 
The slower growth in income results in a level of consumption 
about 14 per cent lower than it would otherwise be; whereas the 
increase in the real price only causes consumption to be 11 per 
cent below what it would be if the price remained stable. 

Unfortunately, the mod~'st curb on consumption that results 
li'om a 'major rise in the real price of drink is accompanied by a 

, substantial increase in real expenditure on drink. I~ all four 
cases the amount spent on drink rises' more rapidly than 
incOJ'nc, but this discrepancy is most pronounced when the real 
pricc 01' drink rises, causing the growth rate of expenditure on 
drink to be almost double that of real income. Increasing drink 
prices at this rate would 'also add about three per cent to the 
cost of iiving. / 

In as much as some of the problems associated with heavy 
drinking in Ireland arise from excessive expenditure on drink":' 
leaving too little for other purposes - I would be slow to 
conclude that a policy oflong-te,rm increases in the real pric~ of 
drink would be socially desirable. Before judging this issue one 
would like to know more about which drinkers are deterred by 
price increases. We havc no direct information on this, but the 
econometric evidence discussed in Appendix B shows that the 
lowest price elasticity is associated with beer (and within the 
beer group with stout, traditionally the working man's drink), , 
while spirits appear to be more price sensitive. If this is the case, 
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incrcases in the price of spirits would have a greater d~terrent 
erlect on conslllllption, and run less risk of pushing up the 

. proportion of income devoted to buying drink, ·than similar 
increases in beer prices. But reliance on price increases as a 
deterrent to heavy drinking is open to the general criticism that 
perhaps only moderate drinkers are deterred by higher prices, 
while heavy drinkers respond to higher prices by devoting moore 
or their income to maintain their drinking habits. 

The only available official information patterns of 
expenditure on drink comes from the results of the Household 
Budget Inquiry. Although these results seriously understate 
total expenditure on drink, they may provide useful 
in/ormation on variations in the pattern of expenditure by 
social groups and income classes. From Table 16 it may be seen 
that there is a fairly clear tendency for the proportion of total 
expenditure devoted to alcohol among the lower social groups 
to exceed that among the professional and salaried classes. This 
is wholly due to high prpportion of expenditure devoted to 
beer among the "other non-manual", "skilled manual", and 
"semi-skilled manual" workers. This "regressive" pattern of 
expen~liture is much less pronounced when the data for income 
groups are studied, possibly because many of the lowest income 
households consist of one (elderly) adult, and this type' of 
household tends to devote only a small proportion of total 
expenditure to alcohol. These figures, although they must be 
treated with caution, illustrate the intractable problems in the 
way of designing an alcohol taxation policy that w~uld penalise 
heavy drinkers while avoiding' undesirable effects on the 
distribution cif income. 

Concern that the effects of price increases could' lead to a rise 
in the proportion of income devoted to drink could be allayed 
by the consideration that if this occurred it would be reflected 
in the growth of tax revenues from drink. This buoyancy in 
excise tax receipts could, in theory at least, be earmarked for 
offsetting any adverse effects of the higher e:xpenditure on drink 
through, for example, a programme: of food 'subsidies or 
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Table 16: Reported expenditure on alcoholic. beverages as percentage· of 
total household expenditure (urban areas), 1977 

Social group Beer Spirits 

Professional 1.6 
Salaried employees 2.8 
Other non-manual 5. 1 
Skilled manual 5.6 
Semi- and unskilled manual 6.1 
Other 3·3 
All households 3. 8 

Gross weekly household income 
Under£20 

All Households 

£20 - £29 
£30 -£39 
£40 -£49 
£50 -£59 
£60- 69 

£7 0 - £79 
£80 - £89 
£90 -£99 

£100 - £119 
£120-£149 
£150 -£179 

£180+ 

0.8 

0·7 
0 . .7 
0·7 
0.6 
0·4 
0·7 

" Data for individual beverages not published. 

Drink Total 
Wine undefined alcohol 

. 0.6 0·7 3·7 
0·3 0·9 4·7 
0.1 0·7 6.6 
0.1 0·5 6·9 
0.0 0.6 7-4 
0.2 0·5 4·4 
0·3 0·7 5·5 

Total alcohol* 

2·7 
4·9 
4·8 
5·3 
6.1 

4·9 
5,2 
5. 2 

4·7 
5·7 
5·7 
5. 2 
6.2 

5·5 

Source: HOUJehold Budget Survey, Annual Urban Inquiry, ReJUltJ{or 1977 

special interventions to help the families of heavy drinkers. 
Subsidies on essentials financed from the additional receipts 
fI:om taxes on drink could in theory be used to offset the 

. inflationary consequences of the higher taxes. In reality it 
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~ , 

would prove very difficult to ensure that Min;sters for Finance 
at some future date would not succumb to the temptation to 

use the money lor other pressing T:equirements. 
The necessity f?r annual announcements of higher rates of . 

excise taxation, and the political obloquy they entail, could be 
remov'ed if the system' of taxing alcoholic beverages were 
changed to a VAT basis. A step in this direction has been taken 
as far as tobacco is concerned. In 1978 the system of taxation on' 
tobacco was changed so that it is now partially an ad valorem tax. 
A disadvantage of this change is the requirement that about one 
per cent of VAT receipts must be considered part of the EEC's 

• 
" " own resources , 

In summary, then, there are major limitations on the scope 
for using the tax on drink as a control mechanism in Ireland. 
This tax is already very high, which is partly why the proportion 
of income devoted to drink is higher in Ireland than anywhere 
else in the world. Moreover, there is some tendenCy for the 
poor to devote a higher proportion of their income to 
purchasing clrink than do other groups, and care would have to 
be taken to avoid exacerbating this pattern of expenditure 
through increased taxation. Finally, it is hard to structure a 
pricing policy so that it has its greatest effect on the heavy 
drinkers who constitute the core of the problem of alcohol 
abuse. While it might be argued that some of these objections 
could be met by a poliCy of raising the price of spirits arid wine 
relative to beer, it must be admitted that this is at best a crude 
approach to dealing with the issues involved. 

Ultimately, the greatest obstacle in the way of using excise 
taxation as a means of moderating the growth of drinking is the 
political unpop~larity of increases in the cost of living due to 
higher taxes on beer and spirits. Successive governments have 
shown concern at any factor that contributes to the rate of 
inflation and the National Prices Commission, for example, 
subjects applications for higher drink prices by the produce,rs 
or retailers to detailed examination and tries to minimise the 
actual price rise. In the consultants' study of the brewing 
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industry published by the Commission in February 1979, the 
main emphasis was on the scope of increased efficiency and cost 
reduc'tion in the industry, presumably in the hope that such 
measures could provide grounds for price reductiof).s, This 
illustrates the conflict between policies that may seem desirable 
Ii-om the public health viewpoint, such as increased excise 
taxation of drink, and those that are pursued 'with the aim of 
moderating the'rate of inflation. 11 ' , 

Few countries have experimented with excise taxation on 
drink as a means of controlling the spread of alcohol abuse. In 
the United Kingdom, the taxes on drink were inc'reased steeply 
as part of a number of special measures during the First Wo~ld 
War. These measures certainly resulted in a sharp fall in the 
anlo"unt of drink 'and in the level of alcohol-related problems. 
In Finland, state policy is to keep the tax element in drink 
high enough to maIntain a fairly stable real price of alcohol. 
The sharp increase in drink~ng and in alcohol-related problems 
in the 1970S is attributed to changes in availability. In Poland, 
the real price of alcoholic beverages rose sharply during the 
1960s and 1970s, but consumption has not moderated and 
the problems of alcohol abuse increased. It is clear from 
international experience with price as a control measure that 
heavier taxation does not always lead to a fall in the probiems 
of'excessive consumption_ 

8.2: Restrictions on Drink Advertising and Anti-Alcohol Abuse 
Publicity . 

Drink advertising is an obvious target for those concerned 
about problems created by the rising trend in alcohol 
consumption. But before advocating restrictive measures on 
such publicity in the hope of moderating the growth ~'f 

" li'.lanliary 1976 Ihl' GO\,l'rIIl1Il'nl illlroclllced;i "consl;lnl-lax price index" which is 
nOI inllll('ncecl by changes in indireCl laxalion occurring aher Novl'l1Ihn 197.1, Thl' 
'p"rpOSl' of Ihis nl'W indl'x was 10 r(;I1IO\'(' Ille ellen of increases in laxe, on drink, 
lohacco ('1('. li'Dlll Ille l1IeaSLIre of inllalion lIsed in wage negolialions, Inll \'('rv lillk 
liSt' S{'ClllS [0 ha\'(' b(,(,11 IHade of il ill Ihis context. 
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consumption, the theoretical <lnd empirical evidence relating to 
the elfect of advertising on consumption should be examined. 

Unfortunately,' the point of departure is a negat.ive one. 
Despite the vast outpouring of international research on the 
topic, a great deal of uncertainty and ignorance attaches to the 
whole question of advertising. The author of the most 
comprehensive available study on advertising prefaced his 
book with the following warning: 

AI'ter surveying the work of others and extending it in various 
directions, the study still reaches negative conclusions: there is 
barely a molehill of hard evidence behind the mountain of 
proSt; on the subject of advertising (Schmalensee, 1972, p. VI I I). 

Two preliminary points lIIust be kept in mind. Inthe first 
place, most advertising is brand specific (e.g., "Drink Smith's 
Gin"). Sales of an .individual brand may be increased either 
because its marke.t share rises (people switch from .Jones's to 

Smith's gin) or because sales of the product increase (people 
drink mOI:e gin). If the latter is the case, it is possible that the 
increase in the sales of the product is at the expense of a closely 
related product (people may switch from vodka to gin, or even 
li'om beer to gin). Most evaluations of advertising campaigns 
are not concerned with distinguishing between these possible 
sources of growth in sales, while many econometric studies 
concentrate on the effects of a firn1"s advertising budget on its 
market share. Comparatively little research has been addressed 
specifically to questions such as whether drink advertising 
increases the overall consumption or alcoholic beverages. 
Secondly, fIrms can advertise l'or reasons other than the desire 
to increase sales. The goal or the firm is to maximise its net 
\\'onh over its planning hOI-izon. In pursuing this goal many 
Llctors lIIust bc taken into account in addition to sales volume, 
alllollg 111('111 costs, the structure of prices, the mix of brands 
being sold, and the behaviour of competitor firms. Economists 
have alicn argued thal the main purpose of advertising certain 
products (such as' cigarettes, detergents, and alcoholic 
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beverages) is to maintain the hold of a relatively small number 
of firms (0Iigopolists)12 on the market, to avoid cut-throat price 
competition, and to prevent the entry of new firms. To the 
extent that these are the reasons why firms in these industries 
spend so much on advertising, advertising cannot be said to 
playa significant role in boosting total sales of the product (as 
distinct from sales of specific brands.) 

Another reason why firms spend so much on advertising may 
be the way in which advertising helps them to segment the 
market. targeting certain brands at the young or the wealthy, 
for example, and pricing those brands so as to increase profits 
over what they would be if only one undifferentiated 
commodity were sold. If this is the case, then advertising allows 
fIrms to reduce sales to low-profit consumers and hence 
exacerbates monopoly restriction of output rather than 
increases total sales (see Adams and Yellen, 1971l. The heavy 
advertising budgets for the high profIt lager beers introduced 
in Ireland in the last decades might be an illustration of this 
strategy. 

These arguments about the rationale for advertising serve to 
warn against expecting that a ban on advertising alcoholic 
beverages would have a marked effect on the level of drinking. 
They also draw altention to the generally ignored possibility 
that ifall publicity were successfully suppressed, firms might be 
f()rn'd illto price cutting to try to maintain or increase their 
mark('( shares. It is, therefore, possible that banning 
advcrtising would lead to the elimination of the monopoly 
elelll('l1t that undoubtedly exists in the profits of the producers 
of alcoholic beverages in Ireland, resulting in lower prices to 
the conslimer and some increase in the volume of sales - exactly 
the opposite orthe effen desired by those who advocate such a 
ball Qn public health grounds. 
" H,"("IIil.'OIl (IIJ7X. Tab'" ill APP(,lIdix AI (,Slilll<lI('d .11(' largl'st "Hlr linlls may 

a("('I'"I1' li.r as 1111",11 as Xs ptT ("('II' 01',1,,' sail'S "I'di"illl'd prodllns alld 96 pl'r Cl'lI' or 
I> ... ·w.,d prodll("" ill I",'lalld. A SII",," or til(' Brl'will!!; IlIdllSlr\' ill I rdalld pllblislll'd by 
,II" Nolliollal Pri("l's COlllllli"ioll 1l\lollti,h' R('port, F"bruar\' '97'1) sll"ws ,1101, 
Cllillll(,S~ .alld il.' anilial('\ ;ICI 1111111('(1 1111 ~J1 pc)' C('1l1 of III(' dOllll'!'tlic IHarkel ill 

11)71;/77 . 
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The absence of published data on product advertising in 
Ireland precludes full scale empirical research into this topic. 
Data on advertising outlays by the dominant beer marketing 
company in Ireland were made available to me on a quarterly 
basis for the period 1967-77. An econometric analysis of beer 
sales using income, prices, unemployment rates and advertising 
outlays as regressors revealed a small, but statistically 
significant, negative association between advertising and 

. consumption. The most obvious explanation of this result is 
that advertising followed a counter-cyclical strategy, rising 
during the recession of 1975-76, but not having a measurable 
inlluelKl' Oil sales. While these results are far from conclusive, 
they provide no support for the view that outlays on beei" 
advertising have played a role in the rise in alcohol 
consumption in Ireland since 1968. It would he interesting to 
pursue this line of inquiry using data for spirits advertising. 

We must neit ignore the evidence that many new products 
and cOlisumption patterns can spread very rapidly even when 
advertising is effectively banned. An obvious example, of 
importance throughout the western world, is the diffusion of 
ihe use of marijuana in the absence of commercial publicity. 
Another example of relevance to Ireland is the growth of a 
m~rket in "artificial" contraceptives despite the fact that thei~ 
sale and advertising for sale were illegal. Another example, 
even more relevent to the Irish experience with drink control 
poli('ics, is the apparently rapid growth in the teenage market 
lor cider despite the modest amounts spent promoting this 
beverage. Its popularity appears to be due exclusively to a 
signillcant price differential between it and beer, due to the 
lower tax rate on cider (at least up to the 1979 Budget). 
Similarly, certain brands of cheap wine are resorted to by heavy 
drinkers (and by juveniles) without being promoted through 
advertising. In Eastern European countries such as Poland, 
where there is little advertising of any form for alcoholic 
beverages, there has norie the less been a rapid increase in 
con~umption and (h'e problems of alcohol abuse are very 
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sel-ious. The widespread drinking of illegal poteen in 
nineteenth' centlAry Ireland owed nothing to the influence of 
advertising. 

There are, moreover, several examples of unsuccessful 
attl'mpts to promote alcoholic bever<l:ges through large scale 
advertising campaigns. Among the more important instances 
are light whisky in North America, heavy wines in California, 
and light beer in Ireland. It, therefore, appears that 
consumption patterns are not 'as easily manipulated, in either 
direction, a; would seem to be implied by the attention devoted 
by some commentators to policy towards advertising alcoholic 
beverages. , 

As stated earlier, th~ real test of any control policy is not its 
efleet on the overall level of consumption but its impact on 
those heavy drinkers who contribute disproportionately to the 
costs of alcohol abuse. It is implausible to suggest that a person 
addicted to alcohol is influenced one way or the other by 
advertising. A more realistic case could be made for the belief 
that the recruitment of young people to drinking could be 
I'cduccdby banning drink publicity (or, less plausibly, by 
curbing the use of young people/in drink advertising). It could 
be argued that a total ban on advertising enforced over a long 
period would eventually have a significant effect, which cannot 
be gauged from any of the evidence available on less thorough
going bans. But the persistence of heavy qrinking among young 
people in socialist countries is not encouraging on this score. 
Moreover, ,it is interesting to note that the only full-scale 
sociological inquiry into the drinking patterns of Irish youth 
contains no reference to' any role of advertising in persuading 
youths to start drinking- (O'Connor, 1978). The reasons given 
lor drinking by most (JI lill)se interviewed can be grouped into 
broad categories such as "festive and social pleasure", "social 
con form i ty", "mood changing" and "personal effects", and it 
is dinlcliit to evaluate the role, if any, played by advertising in 
pr(}J1lOtillg the belief that alcoholic beverages satisfy these 
needs llIore dficiently than other items of consumption. 
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, A$ an alternative or supplelJlentary policy to cur.bing drink 
advertising, publicity, warn,ing against the risks incurred' 
through excessive drinking may be issued. An obvious_parallel 
is with the anti-smoking campaign, which is discussed in 
Appendix D. The scope for success with a campaign oLthis type 
would, depend on the extent of _ ignoran-ce of the possible 
aqverse repercussions of drinking similar to the_ situation that 
may have ,existed among smokers before the ,availability of 
evidence of a .Iink between even modera_te cigarette smoking 
and, increased ris'k of lung cancer and oth~r diseases. It appears 
that it is hard to make a firm statement about the effects of 
drinking on h~alth ~ so much depends on lhe amounts drunk, 
the type and ,quality of the alcoholic prod~cts, the general life
style (diet, housing, driving- habits, etc.) of the- drinker, the 
length of time over which the drinking persists and whether it is 
episodic or,_ continuous. While claims are frequently 
encountered to the effect that "heavy': drinking reduces life 
expectancy by 10 to _I 2 _years (US Dept. of Health, Education 
and Welfare, 197 I, Chapter IV), these amount to no more than 
the statement that persons who -drink "too 'much" die 
preri\aturely. Stud is of excess mortality among alcoholics, such 
as· Adelstein and White (1976), and,Sundby (1967) document 
co.nclusively that people adlTlitted _to mental hospitals with, the 
diagnosis "alcoholism" suffer abnormally high mortality from 
a wide variety of causes, notably from cirrhosis,- suicide, and 
accidents. Draper (1978) has shown that.a high proportion of 
dlOse admitted to an Irish hospital for alcoholism- ,have 
incurred some brain damage as a consequence _ of their 
drinking. But the people studied in these reports are very heavy 
drinkers, amounting perhaps to no more than one per cent of 
the population. It is not possible to infer from the effects of 
alcohol on this special group the effects of moderate drinking 
on health in general. The evidence referred to by Kendall (1979) 
suggests that even relatively modest consumption of alcohol on 
a regular basis increases the risk of liver cirrhosis and has some 
ellect on general health and life expectancy. Kendall remarks 
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'·'it is worth reflecting that if ethanol were a newly synthesised 
substance the Committee on Safety of Medicines would almost 
certainly not allow it to be administered to human beings" 
(p.:i 70), but the force of this remark is somewhat blunted by the 
possibility that many relatively harmless substances might 
sulkr a similar fate. Much more relevant, in my view, is the 
evidence of the effects on health of drinking patterf).s that can be 
takcn as representative of large groups in society. The most 
important study of this type with Irish 'data is that by Dean et al. 
(1979) of male blue-collar workers at a Dublin brewery (who' 
conSllme above average amounts of beer) which showed no 
increased risk of death from most of the conditions usually 
associated with alcoholism and no reduction in life expectancy 
compared with the popi..dation in general. The health hazards 
of normal to heavy drinking along the lines most typical of the 
Irish urban working class appear, therefore, to be relatively 
slight, and publicity concerning these hazards is unlikely to 

I'cslilt in a noticeable change in drinking patterns. 

8.3: Controls on Availability 

Ireland inherited from British rule an elaborate system of 
controls on the places and times of availability 61' alcoholic 
beverages. The Intoxicating Liquor Acts (1924 and 1962) still 
r~tain this basic framework, but in 1962 some major 
liberalisations occurred. These extended the hours during 
which public houses could legally sell alcohol and increased the 
availability of extensions permitting drinking outside normal 
opening hours. The extension of opening from 10.30 p.m. (or 
10.00 in winter) to 11.30 (or 11.00 in winter) was partly a 
recognition of the difficulty of enforcing the more restrictive 
hours, which were not in keeping with social patterns, 
particularly in rural areas. Following the 1962 legislation there 
was a sharp fall in the number of prosecutions of persons for 
being illegally on licensed premises during closing hours. Few 
would advocate a return to the shorter opening hours of the 
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1950s, and many would oppose any such move, but certain 
aspects of the availability of alcohol have attracted increasing 
attention from those concerned with the recent evidence of an 
increase in alcohol abuse. 

Chief Clmong these .are the ready availability of opening 
hOllrs extensions, the sale of drink in off-licences and 
supermarkets, and the lack of enforcement of regulations 
regarding sales to people under the minimum age of 18 years. 
The number of exemptions allowing after-hours drinking 
increased very rapidly during the 1970s, rising from six 
thousand in 1967 to 14 thousand in 1972 and 33 thousand in 
1977. 14 These figures show, however, that the 1962 legislation 
did not, of itself, cause the increase:. it was several years before 
the liberalisation permitted under this legislation began to be 
availed of to any significant degree. It is almost impossible to 
evaluate to what extent the availability of these exemptions 
played any role in the growth of consumption._ Stricter control 
on this fi'ont might, _ at this stage, encourage alternative 
arrangements for -social drinking, especially drinking at home 
as opposed to in public houses, a trend which is likely to 
c\nTlop ill allY ('vent. The trend towards greater liberality in the 
granting or exelllpti~ns has beco~e deeply entrenched and 
would be hard to reverse, even where. the evidence strongly 
suggests that the result is an occasion for very heavy drinking. 
An example is provided by the attempt now under way to 
circuillvent the prohibition on exemptions for any part of 
Sunday. Applications for exemptions commencing at one 
minute past midnight on Sunday evening/Monday morning 
h<Jve.been yefused on the grounds that such exemptions would 
violate the spirit of the 1902 legislation. The applicants have 
sllcceeded in having tile cast' put to. the Supreme Court for a 
.jlldgment. According to newspaper accounts (7 .June 1980) the 
Carcbi testified that in these cases many of the patrons would 
Iw or the Y<llll1ger age group, aged 15 years upwards, who 
\\-olile! In- closing time be "stupid with drink ... creating a 
II I' igLlrt" :o.11J'1 ,lit'd Ily lilt, Irish Naliollal COlllJcil Oil Alcohulisrn. 
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deplorable situation which leads to drunken driving and many 
. " serious rows . 
Availability of drink to young p.eople is not tightly controlled 

in I reland. The legal minimum age of 18 years is not strictly 
enforced, panly because an offence is committed only if the 
vendor "knqwingly" supplies drink to an under-age person. 
There is also a loophole in the legislation which permits th~ sale 
of alcohol to persons as young 15 years old for consumption off 
the premises in quantities of one pint or less (see Irish National 
Coucil on Alcoholism 1978). In general, a problem exists in 
trying to establish a customer's age because identity cards or 
other proof of age are not usually carried by customers. 
However, some supemlarkets have introduced their own code 
of practice and refuse to sell to anyone who in the opinion of 
the manager is a minor. 

In studies of alcohol problems, "availability" is usually taken 
to refer to conditions of sale and other aspects of accessibility. 
But the most important aspect of availability may be whether 
alcohol is IInancially within the reach of certain population 
groups. We have seen earlier that there has been no sustained 
upward movement in the price of drink relative to the general 
cost. of living since 1961 in Ireland, whilst r~al incomes have 
grown at an average rate of about 3 per cent a year. 
Undoubtedly .yOllllg people are now much more readily able to 
afford to purchase enough alcohol for an evening's drinking 
than was the. case.ten or twenty years ago. Young people are 
also much less closely supervised by their parents, more likely 
to have access ,to a car and enjoy a shoner working week. All 
these factors may exercise as much, if not more, influence on 
drinking patterns among the young than the narrower issue of 
where and when they can obtain alcoholic beverages. 

In an interesting comparison or the more restrictive Scottish 
laws with those of England and Wales, Ciayson (1977, p. 81) 
concluded that the narrower Scottish laws created social 
pressure to drink, and hence led to a greater misuse of alcohol. 
This view led to change in the, Scottish law, allowing 11.00 

63 



o'clock closing and liberal exemptions. Tliree years after this 
liberalisation Dr. Clayso~ is reported to be satisfied that it 'has 
led to a decrease in drunkenness, assaults, and drunken 
driving. IS On the other Iiand, it is possible to point to situations 
where liberalisation of availability 'is believed to 'have led to 
increased consumption. Lowering the legal minimum drinking 
age in parts ofthe United States and Canada during the 1966s, 
(oi- exanlple, is believed io have,'led toan increase in teenage 
drinking and alcohol abuse (Robirison, 197]). The 
liberalisationof Finnish licensing laws in tlie late Ig6os'was 
designed to iilCrease the importance of drinking in'restaurants 
at the expense cof off-premise consumption, but is believed to 
have superimposed new drinking patterns on existing ones, 
with the result that total consumption rose sharply (Makela and 
Osterberg, 1976). 

However, it is one thing to show that liberalisation of 
availability may, in certain circumstances, increase 
consumption -but it is another matter to establish' that 
restricting availability would moderate established drinking 
patterns. Controls' strict enough to. moderate established 
patterns seem only to have been implemented during periods 
of major social change, notably in Britain and Ireland during 
the First World War. 

One of the most noticeabie features of the restrictions 
imposed on the distribution of alcohol in this cou'nti)' is the 
system for licencing public houses and limiting their number. 16 

While this policy may tend tci reduce drink sales and pr'omote 
temperance, its major impact seems to be to create local 
monopolies in the retail distribution of alcoholic beverages. A 
liquor licence is a state-backed artificial restraint on 

,I.' Thf Ob.lfrver. Sunday,8.1uly 1979, p, 4, 
I. The Ilumber or licences issued for on premise sale of alcoholic beverages is strictiy 

rela1('d 10 populalioll aild Ihe exisling distribution or licenced premises, There has 
b('('n lillie change in the IOtal number of public houses over the years, blll a decline 
in rural areas and an increase in the IOwns, Once a licence is obtained there is no 
limil 10 Ihe volume of sales it permils, Unlike other coullIries which operale a system 
or licencing bars, in Ireland there are no restrictions on locating licenced premises 
dose 10 schools or churches, 
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compctltlon. I I' it. is believed that this restraint has qeneficial 
eflects on .tltclcvel and pattern of9rinki!lg, there are good 
argulllcnts in favour of restructuring the administratioI1 o(this 
syslem so'lhal the state gathers mqst of the economic reilt that is 
thereby.<;reated. It is extraordinary to note that in 1976 the state 
obtained only about £50,000 from retail liquor licences, about 
£4 pc:;r licence. In view of the eno~ous value that possession of 
a li~ence \liay bestow on a property, there is a case either for 
making .more of them availal:>ie (which would: prob~bly have 
little efTect on overall alcohol consumption) or for the state to 
exlract most .of the'economic rent bestowed by the licence. This 
~ould be done by periodically se'I'ling ofT-licences to the highest 
bidder. 

Care has to be exercised to ensure that restrictions on the 
'availability" of alcohol intended to curb overall consumption 
are not maintained in force m~rely to prot~ct the artificial local 
monopolies' they ha~e' accigentally created. In Ireland, the 
Licc!lsed Vintners' Association acts as an advocate of the right 
or its m~mbers to a' monopoly of the on-p~emise sale of ' 
(I leo'l 10 I , usingarguments that are at times couched in the same 
language used by. those interested in alcohol qmtrol policy. 
This coincidence doe's not imply, however, that all argume~ts 
for restriction of availabiity are motiyated by the self-interest of 
the drink trade - far from it.. If a policy of more restricted 
availability were espoused, however, care should be taken to 
avoid creating artificial monopolies that serve no' worthwhile 
social functi'on. 

A further aspect of availability that deserves attention is the 
distribution of consumption between drinking on licensed 
premises and drinking at home. The importance of the public 
house in Irish drinking patterns could be viewed as an 
additional factor, over and above the amount of alco~101 
consumed, that tends to aggravate the problems arising. from 
drinking. At least two reasons could be suggested for this belief: 
fIrst, drinking away from home may have adverse effects on 
family life that would be mitigated if consumption were within 
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lhe family circle, and secondly, drinking.in public houses is 
obviously part of the reason lor the high accident rate on Irish 
roads during the hours immediately after closing time. 

I r il were felt desirable to try to switch consumption from the 
public house (0 the home, it is not easy to suggest policies that 
would have this efTect. Such policies should discourage on
premise consumption by at least as much as they encourage 
consUl:nption a! home: there would be no gain froJ!l a public 
health perspective ifnew patterns were merely added to existing 
ones. One aspect ·of this side of Irish drinking patterns that 
requires further study, and that might ofTer scope for 
relevant policy initiatives, is the small price differential that 
exists between ofT-license and on-license prices of alcoholic. 
beverages. At present it costs as much, if not slightly more, to 
purchase bottled beer in retail outlets as in a public bar. This 
may be a factor reinforcing the traditional Irish preference for 
drinking in public houses, and might be investigated with a 
view to changing the balance towards home consumption. 
However, the price factor is hardly the main consideration for 
the strong attachment to drinking in public houses in Ireland, 
and il is unlikely that a major change could be brought about 
by any change of pricing policy. Consumption in public houses 
might be much more significantly affec~ed by a very strict 
enforcement of the .legislationon drinking and driving, 
especially if this extended to allowing the Gardai to screen 
drivers leaving public houses at closing time. This question is 
taken up again in the next sub-section. 

8·4: Penalising the Consequences of Alcohol Abuse 

Current medical opinion appears to be mainly of the view 
that alcoholism isa disease and thal the best approach to the 
problem is to provide more resources for its treatment. The 
efficacy of various approaches to treating alcoholism has, 
however, been questioned (see Kendall, 1979, for a summary of 

.the evidence) and it is clear that despite· the increase in the 
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resources available for treatment the incidence of excessive 
drinking has risen steadily. It could even be argued that the 
emphasis on the disease concept of alcoholism subsidises the 
heavy drinker and encourages him to persist by reassuring him 
that he is suffering from an illness which it is someone e1se'sjob 
to treat. To the extent that there is truth in this view it is 
distressing to see resources diverted from other areas of the 
health services, such as the care of long-stay psychiatric 
patients, to expensive but relatively ineffective approaches to 
the problem of alcohol abuse. An alternative would be to take a 
less tolerant view of excessive drinking, and in particular to try 
to make the d,rinker bear as much as possible of the social cost 
of his behaviour. I n practical terms, this would amount to 
adopting a sten1er policy against public drunkenness, reduced 
availability of paid leave to undergo treatment for drinking 
problems, less support from public funds for centres treating 
alcoholics, and a tougher policy towards driving while drunk. 

In lact, it is hard to envisage much change in our policy 
towards public drunkenness, and in any event it is doubtful 
whether a tougher policy would result in any important 
changes in drinking patterns. Policies towards absences due to 
heavy drinking do need to be more openly discussed, and 
employers should be encouraged to collect accurate data on the 
costs they have to bear because of alcohol abuse. This would 
require cocoperation from the medical profession, who are 
placed in a very difficult situation by having to issue certificates 
to employees whose real problems may not be medical. 
Perhaps society's tolerance of heavy drinking could be reduced 
if non-drinkers and moderate drinkers' had a clearer 
understanding of the costs that are imposed on them by 
absences from work due to heavy drinking. 

But it is undoubtedly in relation to drun~en driving that the 
strongest support for a less permissive· policy would be 
forthcoming. The contribution of 'drunkenness to road 
accidents was recognised in Ireland by the late 1950S, and was 
used as one of the arguments in favour of alIowing general 
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Sunday opening in order to avoid the old system of driving to a 
distant venue in order to drink as a bona fides traveller (cf. 

Whyte, 1971). Recent studies reveal ·that up to forty per cent of 
driver, and fifty per cent of" pedestrian, fatalities involve people 
with blood alcohol levels above the legal limit (Crowley et al. 
1980). 

Tougher measures to deal with drunken driving were not 
enacted unti I 1968 and their enforcement was delayed by 
"administrative difficulties" until 1971. Following the use of· 
the breathalyser, ·accidents between the hours most closely 
associated with drunken driving (9 p.m. and 3 a.m.) declined 
slightly, but they reached a new peak in 1977. Even more 
significa1it is the fact that the proportion of all accidents 
occurring between these hours showed no sustained fall after 
the introduction of the breathalyser. In 1977, as in 1968, over 
one- third of fatal road accidents occurred between these hours. 
The original breathalyser legislation was gradually rendered 
inoperable through persistent court challenges on the way it 
was administered, and new legislation had to be introduced 
towards the end of 1978. There was a significant rise in the 
numbel; of prosecutions in the period following the passage of 
the new law (see Table 7 above). These measures were widely 
credited with significant results over th~ Christmas 1978-New 
year 1979 period, but it a:ppears that the effect was not lasting 
(An Foras Forbartha, 1979). In Britain the breathalyser is 
reported to have had a marked initial impact which gradually 
wore off (Harvard, 1977). 

It is very difficult to say why in Ireland, as in Britain, the 
courts appear willing to uphold technical defences against: 
charges of drunken driving - defences that would not be 
entertained in other areas. 17 The complexity of the interactions 
between social attitudes and rule enforcement in this area can 
hardly be exaggerated. The problem .has been summarised in 
the American context as· follows: . 
17 Thl' conviction rate for charges of drunken driving was 55 per cem in 1977 

wlllpar ... d ,,·ilh 77 per cent of all other non-indictable offences. I am grateful to 
David ROllman for drawing my anemion to this. . 
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Th(' pallern in America so rar has been not to make use or the 
increased possibilities in deterrence. We have been constrained 
!i'OJll writing effective legislation (for breath teSlS) due 10 fear or 
encroachment on individual liberties, and beyond that, our 
basic lack or commitment to the problem; we have· not 
maximised th(' Iegisbtion we have by providing equally effective 
enl'orc(,l11('nl. The poilll here is that legal and social constraiJ1ls 
are just as real as any knowledge gap. (Hoffman, 1973, p. '99). 

Even less encouraging is the fact that in countries such as 
Sweden where there has been a genuine commitment to 

maintaining very severe penalties on drunken driving over the 
past lil'ty years there is still believed to be a serio~s problem of 
drinking and driving. Paradoxically; it may be that the heavy 
penalties following on conviction (loss of licence, possible jail 
sentence) deter judges from convicting. They certainly give the 
defendant every reason to obtain the best legal advice available, 
the cost of which is, of course, similar to a fine in deterrent 
eflects. However, a policy of lighter sentences for first offences 
might lead to less resistance to the enforcement of the laws and 
ultimately prove more conducive to sobriety on the roads. 

The whole question or penalising those whose drinking 
imposes cost on the rest or society is fraught with difficult social 
and ethical problems, not to mention the overriding issue of 
political feasibility. The two areas where it seems there is 
gr(,atest scope for action are in relation to drink-related 
abscllc(' I"rom work and drunken driving. The scope for action 
to curb alcohol abuse by penalising behaviour in these areas 
needs to be explored as part of any attempt to formulate a 
policy to curb excessive drinking. 
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Section 9 

What Scope is there for an Alcohol Control Policy.' 

The idea that a' society which is worried by its tendency to 
produce people who abuse alcohol can legislate its way out of 
this problem appeals to many. The point of view is summarised 
In the folowing quotation; 

Since we are not able to manipulate persoliality and produce 'a 
race with no ncuroscs, the only realistic method of exerting a 
benign influence on the prevalence of chronic alcohol problems 
is by control of the environmental conditions of drinking and it 
is the availability element thanemains the prime candidate for 
cOlltrol (Edwards, 1971). 

Effective controls on availability can, however, only be 
enacted and enforced in a society where there is strong and 
widespread support for such measures. There may be a vicious 
circle leading from the acceptance' of a pervasive role for 
alcohol in social life to low ~ommunity support for controls on 
its consumption and low and ineffectively enforced penalties 
for alcohol-related social problems. The clearest example of 
the operation of t~is type of attitude to alcohol in I reland is the 
history of legislation and rule enforcement with regard to 
drunken driving. As we saw in the previous section, it has taken 
a long time to draft and enact legislation designed to deal 
enectively with this problem, and we have yet to see this new 
legislation enforced to the point where it has a sustained impact 
on the accident statistics. 

The trend in policy towards alcohol in most western 
countries has been to treat it more like a normal commodity 
with relatively few restraints on where, to whom, and when it 
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can be sold. This in turn reflects the declining influence of the 
temperance movement, with its emphasis on the moral evils of 
heavy drinking. Concern now tends to focus on the public 
health problems generated by alcohol consumption and its role 
in accidents and family problems. 

In Ireland we have moved rapidly from the situation in 
which drinking ",'as closely associated with intoxication and 
perhaps disorderly behaviour to a much more diffuse role for 
alcohol in our society. At the· same time, the average level of 
consumption has risen sharply and some of the indices of 
alcohol-related problems, such as admissions to mental 
hospitals for alcoholism or arrests for drunken driving, have 
also increased. The appropriate response on the part of public 
policy to these developments is not easily prescribed. On the 
one hand, the growing evidence of an increasing public health 
problem arising from higher levels of alcohol consumption 
naturally provokes a demand for preventive measures. Current 
thinking seems to favour measures that would tend to moderate 
the rate of increase in alcohol consumption in general, or 
perhaps even bring about a reduction in its level. These 
measures would include higher taxation of alcohol, stricter 
enforcement of the laws against drunken driving, and a reversal 
of the recent trend to ease restrictions on where and when 
alcohol may be sold. However, critics of this approach point 
out that higher taxation and reduced availability place penalties 
on the normal drinker without any guarantee that the 
behaviour of the problem drinker will be affected. They claim 
that there is very little evidence to show that this approach 
would have much of an impact on the public health problems 
caused by heavy drinking, while the costs in terms oflimitation 
of freedom for the majority of moderate drinkers may be 
unacceptably high. 

Apart altogether from the effectiveness of such measures, 
their political feasibility must also be con~idered. The long 

. history of ineffective attempts to penalise drunken driving in 
I reland and elsewhere in the western world illustrates the 
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obstacles in the way even of a policy measure that commands 
support in principle from almost'all quarters. Other measures, 
such as eliminating. drink advertising or heavier taxation of 
alcohol are not only less clearly appropriate as responses to the 
problem, but also confront- vested interests at least as powerful 
as those that have persistently rendered legislation on drunken 
driving inelfenive. The state can, of course, continue to spend 
money on health education designed to provide information 
on the hazards of heavy drinking and to create a less tolerant 
climate of opinion towards drunkenness, but the net impact of 
such publicity is likely to be slight. Faced with these, difficulties, 
it is tempting to suggest that non-intervention is the only 
appropriate response. This would, however,amount- to an 
admission that nothing can be done either to advance the 
preventive approach to the public health problems of alcohol 
abuse or to reduce the soCial costs of heavy drinking. Such a 
pessimistic verdict is not, in my opinion, fully justified by the 
evidence' reviewed in this paper. Itis not, however, for me to 

put forward detailed proposals designed to achieve some 
desired modification of drinking practices. This must be done 
by, those more directly involved in policy fOIinulation on the 
basis of the type of information that has been brought together 
in this study. 
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Appendix A 

Measuring the Economic Costs oj Alcohol Abuse inlrel(md 

Section 6 contains a discussion of some of the conceptual 
issues that need to' be resolved before it is possible to draw up a 
list of the costs imposed on society by excessive drinking. it 
should be clear from that discussion that' I advocate a. fairly 
narrow idea of "costs" in this context, and take the view that it 
is very difficult to say with any accuracy what is the net 
contribution of alcohol to many of the problem areas where it 
is implicated. Moreover, it was emphasised that the narrow 
economic concept of cost excluded many of the most appalli·ng 
aspects of the alcohol. problem - such as its role in family 
conflict and violence .. Bearing these limitations in mind, the 
following is a very rough attempt to place money figures on the 
various items in the list of costs of alcohol abuse.· . 

Road Accident Costs: The costs to the community of the material 
damage, medical services, police costs and loss of output due to 
road accidents is put at £40 million for 19.76 (An Foras 
Forbartha, 1977). In the United States, about 15 per cent of the. 
total costs of road accidents have been attributed to alcohol 
(Berry, 1976) while the Department of Transport in Britain uses 
a sOJ1.1ewhat iower proportion. (A higher proportion of 
f~l.talities i~ attributed to drunken driving, but in many of these 
only the drinker is involved.) Allowing for the fact th~t it is only 
damage to other's property that We wish 'to includ.e as a cost of 
alcohol abuse whereas the ·Foras Forbartha estimate 9f cost is 
more inclusive, £5 million seems a plausible estimate 9f the cost 
to· society of alcohol"related accidents in Ireland in 1976. 

73 



Health-Care Facilities: We wish to include not only the cost of 
health services devoted to alcoholism, but also those resources 
devoted to treating people for other illnesses which have been 
brought on by heavy drinking. In fact there are no figures for 
either category in Ireland. The Voluntary Health Insurance 
Board in the year ending February 1977 paid out £0.1 74 

million in claims arising from patients with the diagnosis 
"alcoholisml.alcoholic pyschosis". This amounted to 1.6 per 
cent of the Board's total claim expenditure. The average outlay 
per claim for this diagnosis was £356, which can be applied to 

the 6,101 hospital admissions for alcoholism (see Table 6) to 
obtain a cost of £2.17 million or just under one per cent of total 
state current expenditure on health. Geary and Dempsey (1979) 

show that in 1965/66 the percentage of disability claims arising 
due to "mental, psychoneurotic and personality disorders" was 
8.6 per cent for males' and 12.5 per cent for females. This 
category includes alcoholism, but of course many alcohol
related illnesses appear in other categories. 

These relatively small figures omit any cost of health-care 
facilities due to the excess morbidity of alcoholics for 
conditions such as accidents, attempted suicide, pneumonia, 
liver cirrhosis and so forth. There are no studies of the excess 
morbidity of alcoholics in Ireland on which to base an 
apportionment of general health expenditure to alcohol abuse. 
A very wide range of estimates is available for other countries. 
At the high end of the scale is the 10 per cent of current health 
expenditure in the United States attributed by Berry (1976) to 
alcohol-induced illness. At the other extreme, a calculation 
based on the Adelstein and White (1976) study of mortality 
among alcoholics led to the conclusion that only about one per 
cent of public health expenditure in 'England and Wales was 
attributable to alcohol. In view of the very liberal method us~d 
by Berry to attribute illness to alcohol, and the 4 to 1 ratio of 
the US to Irish death rate for cirrhosis of the liver, it seems 
reasonable to use a figure well under 10 per cent in the Irish 
context. Accordingly, I have entered afig'ure of £8 million or 
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roughly 3 per cent of total current public spending on health, as 
the cost attributable to alcohol abuse. It should be noted that 
only about a quarter of this figure would be expenditure on 
patients diagnosed as suffering from alcoholism, the rest being 
an allowance for illnesses in which heavy drinking plays a part. 

Social and Community Costs: The cost of police work associated 
with alcohol-related road accidents has been included under 
the costs of road accidents. Police and court costs associated 
with arrests for drunkenness and for drunken driving where no 
accident occurred are hardly a major item, but some allowance 
should be made for them. It is probably also true that social 
workers and the administrators of the social welfare system 
have to devote some of their time to trying to deal with the 
family and community problems caused by heavy drinking. 
Total current expenditure on s'ocial security and welfare 
(excluding the value of the benefits and assistance paid) 
amounted to £35 million in 1976. To apportion 20 per cent of 
this to' the alcohol problem would ·seem generous enough to 
allow for the police and court costs mentioned above, as well as 
the social workers and administrators dealing with alcoholics 
and their families. This yields a very tentative figure of £7 
million under this, heading. 

Loss oj Output: The figures for road accidents included an 
estimate of the loss of output due to injury and deaths 
attributable to alcohol-related accidents. Estimating the costs 
of absence from work due to drinking is a very contentious 
area. The self-employed and farmers who stay away from work 
because they are drinking bear the costs of their absence in the 
form of lower income, and cannot be said to impose a burden 
on society. If employee absences are running at five per. cent in 
'a fairly predictable'manner (Mondays and after holidays, for 
example), producers presumably adjust their production 
planning and staffing to take this into account, and only in a 
situation of very full employment could it be said that output is 
lost due to these absences. But if absent workers are paid while 
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not at work labour costs are increased unles~ the alcoholic 
makes up for lo~t tirne or is covered by increased efforts from 
his cQUegues, The d,amage to the cpmmunity 'lies in the higher 
costs of p;~duction that must bor~e because of the decrea~ed 
efficiency of th'e: la~our for~e (not offset by decreased wage 
costs) as a result of alcohol-related absences, A ten per cent 
absence rate might raise unit labour costs by eight per cent (the 
difference being made good by higher productivity from the 
non-absent labour force), which in Irelandwouldraise product . 
prices by about four per cent. The real cost of alcohol-related 
absences to the community lies in the fact that this four-per cent 
price penalty lowers the level of production and employment in 
Ireland because it causes some, Irish firms to lose sales on 
export or domestic markets, It is very hard to say just how 
sensitive the le~el of production inIreland is to a cost penalty of 
this magnitude - it has been argued in another context that this 
sensitivity is 'not the major constraint to expanding production 
(and reducing unemploym'ent)' in Ireland (Kennedy and Foley, 
1978) - but'some penalty must be incurred because of feduced 
efficency due to excessive drinking, 

This discussion. is very hypothetical because we have no 
estimates'of the ,proportion of absences attributable to alcohol. 
6 M uircheartaigh (1975) reports an absence rate (for all causes) 
of 5,6 per cent in Irish industry in 1971,18 The rate has probably 
risen since then, judging by the rise in the number of disability 
claims that occurred in ~974, and later years, (On the other 
hand, longer 'paid le!lve, which n~w exte~ds frofi). before 
Christmas until the New Year in many employments, has 
possibly l~wered the numbers'abse~t because of heavy drinking 
at that' time ~f yeaL) .using the abserice rate of six per cent and 
as!)um~ng the p;oportion attributable to drinking is as high as 
one-third'would imply that unit labour costs are about two per 

18 H(' concludes that "absence rates in Irish manufacturing industry, although high in 
relation 10 estimates for the United States, do not compare unfavourably with other 
European coumries" (p, (26), One could therefore.claim that Irish producers are at 
no relative disadvamage in imernational competition because of absemeeism from 
all causes, 
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cent higher because of alcohol-a.buse, so that final prices may 
be about one per cent higher. The lost output attributable to 
this pe'nalty could be in the region of one per cent of the value 
of output in the non-agricultural sector, that is £30 million. 
This figure is the' most tentative of <1,11 those included in this 
exercise, but it allows a generous margin of error on the high 
side by attributing one-third of all absences 'from wo~k to 
drinking. 

Transfer Payments: In addition to these real resource 'costs, 
alcohol abuse imposes a financial burden on the state because 
alcoholics and their dependants become entitled to transfer 
payments as a consequence of absence, sickness and death. The 
main payments involved are unemployment benefits (including 
pay-related benefits) and 'assistance, occupational ihjiIries 
benefits, disability benefits, retirement pensions, widows' 
pensions and invalidity pensions. 19 We have no hard evidence 
whatsoever on which to base' an allocation of part of these 
transfer payments to alcohol abuse. On very subjective grounds 
I have made the following apportionment: 30 per cent -
invalidity pensions; 20 per cent - unemployment assistance, 
occupational injuries benefit, disability benefit; 10 per cent
unemployment benefit, pay-related benefit, retirement 
pensions, widows' pensions, Applying these proportions to the 
total 1976 expenditure under thes'e headings yields an estimate 
of £38 rnillion attributable to alcoholic abuse. A further fiscal 
consideration applies to the loss of tax rev'eriue due ,to, the 
decrease in income and expenditure because of alcohol-related 
illness and absence, This loss would not be very major because 
many of those affected would maintain their expenditure,at a 
fairly high level from disability benefits and other transfer 
payments (including, of course, their salary if sheir employment 
entitles them to payments while absent), I have arbitrarily set 
this loss of tax revenue at one-third the guesstimate of the value 

I. For some or these there is an initial period during which no benefits are payable, 
Disability benefits, in particular, do not cover the first three clays or any spell or 
illness, but individuals may qualiry immediately under occupational s~~hemcs, 

77 



of the output lost due to absence. This yields a figure of £10 

million. . 

Drawing these estimates and guesses together the following 
list is obtained: 

Real Resource Costs: 

Road accidents 
2 Direct health care costs 
3 Social services 
4 Lower production due to absences 

Transfer Payments 

5 Unemployment benefits, pensions, 
disability pay 

6 Loss of income taxes and indirect 

£ 11iillion 

5 
8 

7 
30 

taxes due to illness, absences etc. 10 

To add all these costs together would entail double counting 
by, for example, including both the loss of income etc. due to 
absenteeism (Item 6) and the loss of production due to 
absenteeism (Item 4). A more meaningful total is the sum of the 
cost to the exchequer. ,The sum of the costs (both real resource 
and transfers) borne by the state (that is, by the taxpayer) 
includes items 2; 3, 5, and 6, a total of £63 million. The losses 
due to road accidents are borne by the public at large, mainly as 
higher insurance premiums, but also more directly (and more 
unjustly) in uncompensated damage. The value 'of the lost 
output due to alcohol-related from work is the most nebulous 
loss, in my view. Perhaps those who bear the brunt of this are 
the unemployed who may be deprived of a job by the reduced 
efficiency of the Irish economy. In any event, only the loss of 
tax ,·evenue and the increased unemployment benefits payable 
due to this factor should be included among the costs of 
alcohol abuse to the state. 

There are a number of comments that could be made on the 
figure of £63 million arrived at in my calculations. In absolute 
terms it is very large, exceeding, for example, the estimated cost 
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of all road accidents. In as much as there has been very liule 
publicity about the economic costs of alcoholism, but there is a 
growing awareness of the damage caused by road accidents, 
some purpose may be served by drawing attention to this 

. estimate of the costs of alcohol abuse. On the other hand, it 
should be immediately obvious that the item which accounts 
lor over half the total is a very rough estimate of the transfer 
payments due to excessive drinking rather than a real resource 
cost. Perhaps the most important aspect of this estimate is its 
relationship to the tax revenue from alcoholic beverages .. This 
point is discussed in Section 8. 
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Appendix B 

Estimates if Price and Income Elasticities Jor Alcohol in Ireland 

There have been several previous studies <?f alcoholic 
beverages-consumption in Ireland designed to obtain estimates 
of the influence of prices and income. The foilowing is ~ 
summary of these studies and their findings: 

Study Data uJed Beverage Range of estimated elasticities 

Price Income 
Walsh and Walsh 

( 1970) 1953-67 (annual) Beer: -0.1- 0.0 0.5-0.8 
Spirits: -0.6- 0·3 1.5-2.0 

. Kenn('(ly, Walsh and 
Ehrill (1973) 1948-70 (annual) Beer: 0.0- +0.3 0·5-1.1 

Spirits: -0·9- -1.5 1.3-1. 7 
McCanhY(1977) 1953-74 (annual) Alcoholic 

Drink: 
-.62- -.80 1.24-1.6 , 

Pratschke (1969) 1965/66 household Alcoholic 

budget Drink: N.A. I. 79 

These studies include a wide range or other variables, and 
tackle the estimation of elasticities in widely varying ways. 
Technical econometric issues are discussed in detail in the 
individual studies. 
. Despite the wide range of poi III estimates displayed above, 
there is an agreen1<.'nl lhat the price elasticity of demand for 
alcohol is less than unity, and that the income elasticity is above 
unity. There is also agreement that beer is less price and income 
elastic than spirits. Attempts have been made to estimate the 
cross-price elasticity (beer and spirits) but with inconclusive 
results. This at least suggests that those two beverages are not 
close substitutes (Kennedy, Walsh, and Ebrill, 1973). 
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Usi,ng quarterly data for the period 1965-77, new estimates 
of price and income elasticities have been calculated for this, 
study, A number of other variables were experimented with, 
such as the relative beer/spirits price and the unemployment 
rate, but no evidence emerged of a consistent, significant effect 
of these variables. A variety of I,agged specifications was tried 
but in general the results show that the simplest specification in 
contemporaneous values of all"variables performed as well as 
more elaborate specifications. 

In' order toexploi-e the best specification as between linear, 
double'-Iog, or' some other formulation, the Box-Cox 
techniqueJor estimating,A in the f9110wing equation was used 

, . 

where A =' 1 'the specification is linear, where A =, 0, It IS 

equivalent to do,uble-iog~ Rather than sp~cifying the values ofA 
a pnori, the algori thm discussed by Chang (1977) ,vas u'sed to 
obtain maximum.likelihood estimates. The estimates obtained 
were for b,eer "A:= -0,5, for spirits A = -0,2. The resulting 
elasticity estimates for 1977 values'of the variables are: 

Price' 
Income 

Beer 

-0,26 
1.08 

Spirits' 

-0.61 

1.37 

These estimates are broadly in line with those obtained from 
previous studies using diflerent data periods and econometric 
techniques, and support the cO!1clusionsthat,spirit,s are more 
price and income elastic than beer, and that both b~verages are 
quite price inelastic., 
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Appendix. C 

Price Elasticity, Expenditure and Tax Receipts 

The elementary proposition that if the price elasticity of 
demand, 11, is less than unity, an increase ip price will lead to 

increased expenditure on the item, is often ignored in 
discussions of alcohol taxation policy. All the evidence in 
Ireland points to an 11 for alcohol well belowunity. Hence tax 
P9licies that raise· the (real) price of alcohol will lead to 

increased expenditure on alcohol - a phenomenon that is 
sometimes identified as part of the' problem that higher 
taxation is supposed to curb! 

Of course increased expenditure on alc9hol as a 
consequence of higher taxation implies rapid increases in' tax 
reven ue. I t has been shown (Geary, 1973) that an increase in tax 
per unit on a commodity will lead to an increased tax yield 
from that commodity as long as the dasticity is less than the 
ratio of the retail price to the tax per unit (11 <: Pit). In Ireland 
taxation accounts for roughly one half the final price of 
alcohol, so that'the price elasticity Of demand for alcohol would 
have to be in excess of 2 before tax increases would result in 
reduced tax yield. With an elasticity of about - 0.4 a one per 
cent increase in the tax rate would result in 'a 0.75 per cent 
increase in tax revenues, other things remaining equal. 
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Appendix 0 

Comparisons with Cigarelle Smoking 

Several of the issues discussed in connection with alcohol 
have close analogues in the area of cigarette smoking. With the 
g'rowing evidence of a link between cigarette smoking and lung 
cancer, there have been numerous altempts to discourage 
smoking in the interests of public 'health principally by 
elimin~ting advertising and issuing warnings o~ the health 
hazards of smoking. It is relevant to see what can be concluded 
from international experience in this area. 

The evidence for the success of the anti-smoking campaign is 
mixed. In the UK, Sumner (1971) tried to measure the net 
effects of the adverse publicity about smoking which followed 
the 196 I Royal College or Physicians' report using dummy or 
trend variables to measure anv shirt that occurred in the 
regression of consumption on ,{j'ice and income in· 1962 and 
subsequem years. He found 10\\' price and income elasticities, 
and a negative post-1962 trend which, as Atkinson and Skegg 
(1973) point oui, implies that by 1967 demand had fallen by 
eight per cent instead of rising by four per cent as would have 
been expected on'the basis of the pre- 1962 relationship. The 
Atkinson and Skegg refinements of Sumner's tests allow for a 
more complete exploration of the impact to 1970 of adverse 
publicity, distinguishing" between male and female 
consumption, and between number of cigarettes and weight or 
tobacco. The conclusions reached by Atkinson and Skegg are 
relatively pessimistic regarding the net effect of the anti
smoking publicity: "it appears that publicity had the effect of 
causiilg a suden fall in consumption in 1962 and 1965 {and 
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1971), with consumption returning gradually to its previous 
level. The overall fall was small (around five per cent) an.d was 
accounted for entirely by men" (p. 278). Peto (1974) attributes a 
significant and pemlanent reduction of about six per cent to 
the 1962 Royal College Report, and an insignificant and small 
effect to banning TV advertising in 1965. 

The economic effects of various controls on cigarette 
advertising in .the United States have been evaluated by 
Hamilton (1972). He concluded that the industry welcomed the 
ban on TV advertising as a way of r,educing competition and 
raising profits. To evaluate the effect on cigarette consumption 
account must also be taken of the impact of terminating the 
anti-smoking publicity that the cigarette companies had to 
finance to match their TV advertising. Hamilton found that 
cigarette commercials increased consumption by less thim anti
smoking publicity reduced it, so the net ellect of eliminating 
both types of publicity was an increase in smoking. His sllIdy is 
consistent with the British studies cited above in fInding 
relatively minor effects from advertising on the level of 
consumption. Schmalens~e (1972) found no significant effect of 
advertising on the total level of cigarette sales in the US. On the 
other hand, Warner (1977) found that "the cumulative ellect of 
years of anti-smoking publicity has been substantial. The 
analysis suggests that per capita consumption would have been 
one-fifth to'one-third larger than it actually is, had the years of 
anti-smoking publicity never materialised" (p.649). 

O'Riordan (1969) was the first to explore this issue in 
Ireland. Using data for the period 1953-69 he found some 
evidence of a decline in consumption associated with the cancer 
scares of 1962 and 1965. He does not specillcially address the 
impact of advertising, and his data end belore the phasing out 
of cigarette advertising on Irish TV in 1971. A more recent 
study (Walsh, 1980) found that there was a very signifIcant 
change in the relationship between priees, incomes and tobacco 
consumption in the 1960s.Since the mid- 1960s tobacco sales 
have ceased to benefIt from growth in income, and have 
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become much more sensitive to the real' price of tobacco than 
was the case up to then. This change appears to be due to the 
spread of knowledge of the health hazards of smoking rather 
than to specificmeasures such as curbs on cigarette publicity. 
The level of smoking has, however, remained high partly 
because the real price of cigarettes fell very sharply during the 
1970s. 

There has also been a definite switch to "low tar" cigarelles. 
which now account for over 20 per cent of the UK market (CSO 
UK 1978, p. 14 d. The willingness to alter the type of cigarcllc 
consumed in the hope of reducing the risk of health mighl 
suggest parallels in regard to alcohol consumption, such as a 
switch to better quality drinks or froIll strong to weaker 
bcverages. The French experience in reducing thc consumption 
of low quality wines shows that approach can bc succcssful, bUI 
this has little relevance lor Ireland, whilc cxperimcllls in othcr 
counlries aimed at promoting new, "saler" or "more 
civilised", drinking patterns, such as thc Finnish promotion of 
drinking with meals, seem to have led to a net increase in 
drinking, rather than the substitution of thc new pallcrns Ic)r ' 

. the older, less desirable ones. If the alcoholic slrength ofbcer is 
reduced under pressure from the governmelll (as happened in 
Sweden during the 1960s) there is the dangcr that bccr drinkers 
will be induced to switch to spirits. 

In attempting 10 assess the potential for alcohol conlrol 
policies on the basis of those expericnces with cigarette 
smoking, it has to be kept in mind that the adverse: 
repercussions of heavy smoking are borne .ilOrc dircctly by lhe 
smoker than is the case with heavy drinking. The smokcr, Ic)r 
example, inflicts little damage on society comparable to thaI 
caused by the hit and run drunken driver. Moreover, the health 
dangers of smoking are clearer than those of drinking. There is 
therefore less ground for expecting a health cducation 
programme centred on alcohol to achieve eilens similar (() 
those, limited as they are, that have resulted from increased 
knowledge abut the health risks of'smoking. There also appears 
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