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MEDIA STATEMENT        
GOVERNMENT MUST ACT ON ALCOHOL TAX OMISSION
 
28 August, 2011: Leading health and medical organisations have criticised Treasurer Wayne Swan’s decision to renege on commitments that October’s tax forum would consider alcohol tax issues.
 
The National Alliance for Action on Alcohol (NAAA) said it was disappointing that there would be no public health representation at the forum. Despite clear commitments in early July that alcohol tax would be discussed, the list of participants the Treasurer released on Friday included several celebrities but not even one place for a public health organisation or academic to attend.  

As a result there was no prospect that alcohol tax issues would be discussed.
 
NAAA has more than 50 member organisations around Australia including the Australian Medical Association (AMA), the Cancer Council, the Australian Drug Foundation, the Alcohol Education & Rehabilitation Foundation (AER Foundation) and the National Drug Research Institute (NDRI).

Co-chair of the NAAA Todd Harper, Chief Executive Officer of the Cancer Council Victoria, said: “It is very disappointing that the Government has clearly taken alcohol tax off the agenda – even as an issue for discussion.  
“The Henry Review criticised Australia’s present alcohol tax system as ‘incoherent’, and recommended a new approach based on volumetric or alcohol content-based tax. Currently different products are taxed at different rates and because of the influence of the wine industry, wine is now available for less than $2 a litre – cheaper than milk.

The Government’s Preventative Health Taskforce has also called for taxes on alcohol to be overhauled.
 
Mr Harper added: “The complexities of the alcohol tax system would not have been resolved at the tax forum, but it is important to make a start and that is the place for it.”

 
Michael Thorn, Chief Executive of the AER Foundation, said: “This tax forum should not exclude discussion of tax on alcohol, which places massive health, social and economic burdens on our community. 

“By not allowing the discussion of alcohol taxation to occur, Mr Swan has ensured that alcohol will continue to be sold for less than bottled water.
“We urge him to reconsider his decision and offer health experts a place in the discussions, enabling the forum to consider reform to the alcohol tax system as recommended by the Henry Review.”
 
Mr Thorn said that if the Treasurer could find room for ten students at the tax forum, surely he could find places for representatives from mainstream public health with expertise in dealing with some of the Australian community’s most important health and social problems. If not, the tax forum would be more a tax farce.

Dr Steve Hambleton, AMA Federal President, added: “Doctors see the impacts of excess alcohol use every day and every night across Australia, in emergency departments and in general practices. Every option should be considered to prevent these harms, and the terrible impacts they can have on people's lives. 

“The Government's tax forum in October must consider alcohol taxation and must include representatives with public health expertise. The costs of alcohol abuse are too high to exclude this issue from tax reform.”
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