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RESPONSE FROM THE PORTMAN GROUP TO THE BCAP CONSULTATION ON HEALTH AND DIETARY CLAIMS IN TV AND RADIO ALCOHOL ADVERTISING
Introduction

1. The Portman Group (TPG) was set up in 1989 by the UK’s leading alcohol producers.  Its purpose is to promote responsible drinking; to help prevent alcohol misuse; to encourage responsible marketing; and to foster a balanced understanding of alcohol-related issues.

2. TPG speaks for its member companies
 on these social aspects of alcohol.  It does not represent any drinks companies or other part of the trade on any other matter.  TPG nevertheless welcomes the participation of the wider drinks industry – manufacturers, wholesalers and retailers – in its activities, for example as signatories to the Code of Practice, or in using the Proof of Age Card scheme, and believes that the drinks industry can thereby demonstrate its social responsibility, help to protect its commercial freedoms and enhance its success in a manner consistent with good citizenship.
BCAP’s proposals

3. BCAP proposes the introduction of a new rule for both TV and radio advertising, as follows:

Advertisements may state the number of calories per unit of alcohol.  They may state the number of grams of carbohydrates per unit but only if the number of calories per unit is also made clear.  Factual comparisons with other products are acceptable but no other statements of nutritional content are permitted.  Alcohol must not be advertised in a context of health or fitness.

4. We recognise that the question of how, if at all, health and dietary claims should be made in alcohol advertising is highly complex and embraces not just issues of social responsibility but also scientific/nutritional and legal issues.  

5. We are happy with the suggestion that alcohol must not be advertised in a context of health or fitness.  While moderate alcohol consumption is not harmful, and can even carry health benefits for certain sections of the population, we agree that the special nature of alcohol and the particular problems that can be caused by its excessive consumption mean it is unwise for alcoholic drinks companies to present their products in a health and fitness context.

6. When it comes to alcohol being advertised in a context of weight control, the situation is less clear cut.  One could argue that if someone is concerned about their weight and is intending to drink alcohol, they are better off choosing a lower calorie drink; therefore such drinks should be entitled to be offered on a slimming platform.  This is, after all, the situation that exists for all other foodstuffs, even those that carry little nutritional benefit, for example carbonated soft drinks.  On the other hand, one could argue that the special nature of alcohol and the risks associated with its over-consumption mean that it is better not to market alcohol in this way as the emphasis, in isolation, of a particular nutritional/dietary property is misleading and potentially irresponsible.

7. While recognising that a good case could be made in defence of such advertising, TPG is nonetheless of the view that the more responsible course of action is to not advertise alcohol on a slimming platform.  This should not, however, prevent the communication of purely factual information about a drink’s content.  Such information needs to be imparted if consumers are to be allowed to make informed choices.  Factual statements such as ‘low calorie’ should be in accordance with the definitions set down in food labelling legislation.  We consider that allowing statements of this nature, while disallowing any other suggestion within an advertisement that an alcoholic drink has particular suitability as part of a weight control regime, is a sensible compromise.

8. The BCAP proposal, however, goes further than preventing alcohol being advertised in a weight control context.  It prevents advertisers from making descriptive statements about the content of their product, for example ‘low calorie’, even though the use of these statements is defined in food labelling legislation.  We consider that this is unnecessarily restrictive.  We note that the AAC considers that the number of calories in a low calorie alcoholic drink (as defined under the Food Labelling Regulations 1996) is too high to justify the description ‘low calorie’.  With respect, the AAC should express this concern to the Government rather than re-define the term according to its own opinion.

TPG’s preferred solution

9. TPG’s preferred solution was summed up in a letter to BCAP earlier on this year in which we recommended that the television advertising Code should include the following rule:

Advertisements may include purely factual statements of nutritional content but must not otherwise imply that an alcoholic drink has any suitability as part of an exercise, fitness or weight control regime.

10. Such a rule would allow the claims ‘low-calorie’ and ‘low carbohydrate’ but would disallow alcohol advertisers from going any further and advertising their products on a slimming platform.  TPG remains of the view that the above rule is appropriate.

11. If, however, BCAP is concerned that the above rule would be insufficient to prevent alcohol being advertised on a slimming platform, it could be strengthened by the additional sentence:
The statements of nutritional content must not be the dominant theme of the advertisement.
12. This would be similar to the way in which both our Code of Practice and the CAP Code deal with the subject of alcoholic strength.  The codes allow the alcoholic strength of a drink to be communicated (i.e. allow the consumer to make an informed choice) but disallow this from being the dominant theme of packaging or advertising (i.e. prevent the drink from being marketed on an irresponsible platform).  We consider that this is preferable to the more restrictive and prescriptive solution being put forward by BCAP.

13. If, despite our concerns, BCAP decides to impose its proposed rule, we suggest that thought should be given to whether the number of calories (and carbohydrates) should be stated per unit of alcohol, or whether it would be better to state the number of calories, carbohydrates and units of alcohol per 100ml or typical serving.  Under the BCAP proposal, the consumer may be informed that a product contains, for example, 70 calories per unit of alcohol but will not necessarily know either how many units or calories are in the overall product.  If the figures are given per volume of product (either per 100ml or per typical serving), it will allow them to calculate their actual intake of calories and will also allow the relationship between calories and alcoholic strength to be revealed.
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�[1] Member companies: Allied Domecq, Bacardi Brown Forman Brands, Beverage Brands (UK) Ltd, Carlsberg UK, Coors Brewers, Diageo Great Britain, Interbrew UK, Pernod Ricard, Scottish & Newcastle. 
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