Monday 16th March 2009
Hidden away in the bowels of Parliamentary activity this month was a hearing of the Public Accounts Committee in which Liam Byrne MP, the Cabinet Office Minister, talked about how Government arrives at policies and the influences that are brought to bear on Ministers’ and policy officials’ thinking. My Byrne announced that the days of the Government making policy in response to the Daily Mail were now in the past. I think that this new era – if we believe it is actually going to happen – would have a profound impact on local shops.

So often, the policies that affect us are knee-jerk reactions to the latest headline. Alcohol policy (an area where Mr Byrne has, by co-incidence, previously had responsibilities) is the clearest example of this. Contrary to what you may read in the press (and incidentally the Daily Mail is no more or less culpable than its competitors) the streets of Britain are not awash with binge drinkers causing carnage, nor is there more alcohol being consumed that in previous years. But it suits politicians on all sides to respond to the perception that alcohol problems are out of control, either as a distraction from some of the really big issues facing the country today, or as an opportunity to score political points.

A test for the new era of Byrnism is this week’s alcohol story, the recommendation from the Chief Medical Officer that there should be a minimum price per unit for alcohol. Looking at this proposal commercially, as I’m sure many of you will already have done, it may not be all bad news. After all, a minimum price for retailers and their competitors could grow margins and protect smaller stores from the worst excesses of the superstores’ below cost deals. But in policy terms, we cannot allow such ideas to blossom when there is no evidence that they would have an effect on the problems the Government is trying to address. If we wave through one policy idea without evidence to support it, where does this stop.

And if you want to see what happened when a Government abandons evidence-based policy-making, just look at Scotland where retailers are facing locally-set minimum prices, a levy in addition to sky-high licensing fees, and the prospect of local bans on under 21s buying alcohol from shops. It’s a frightening prospect that we have to fight against by pressing for proper evidence and a direct link between policy and its impact on the problem.

There is also a bigger issue at stake here. If we abandon our calls for an evidence base of alcohol policy, or tobacco policy, where does this take us next? Restrictions on the sale of certain food products in certain shops? Price controls as the quick fix to all sorts of health issues?

I hope Liam Byrne is right, and that evidence and not the media will determine future policy affecting our members. But we have to fight hard to keep him and his colleagues to his word.

