
 
ACS Submission – Energy Drinks Inquiry 

 

1. ACS (the Association of Convenience Stores) welcomes the opportunity to respond 

to the House of Commons Science and Technology Committee’s call for written 

evidence on energy drinks. ACS is a trade association, representing 33,500 

convenience stores across the UK. Members include the Co-op, Spar UK, Nisa Retail 

and thousands of independent retailers. For more information about ACS, see Annex 

A. ACS works with the Scottish Grocers’ Federation, and this submission also 

represents their views on energy drinks.  

 

2. We welcome that the Committee is undertaking an investigation into energy drinks. 

ACS’ submission to the inquiry focuses on the retailing of energy drinks in the 

convenience sector and retailers’ response to recent campaigning activity on energy 

drinks.  We are not experts on the formulation of energy or the effect these drinks 

have on the people that consume them. We welcome that the Committee’s inquiry 

references existing EU and UK specific data on energy drink consumption – we hope 

the committee will make recommendations that more in depth UK specific research 

be commissioned (discussed more later). 

 

3. We hope that the Committee’s inquiry can also bring some focus and clarity 

surrounding the energy drinks debate. Specifically, are concerns about energy drinks 

relate to caffeine and other chemicals included within these drinks or is the focus on 

sugar content? If the concerns are predominately about sugar content there are 

already interventions in place, like the Soft Drinks Industry Levy that will take effect 

from 6th April 2018. If the debate is about caffeine, then the inquiry could have 

implications for other products sold in convenience stores such as coffee.  

 

Energy Drinks and Age Restrictions 

 

4. ACS cannot endorse a voluntary age restriction for energy drinks in the convenience 

sector given the diversity of the sector and limited central control of in-store 

procedures.  ACS is not an enforcement body and therefore would have no way of 

policing voluntary standards. ACS is also restricted by Competition Law from asking 

our members to agree to not to sell products. 

 

5. If the government decides, after careful consideration and the commissioning of new 

research, that energy drinks do require an age restriction, we will work with retailers 

to ensure that this is implemented effectively across the sector. The convenience 

sector is extremely effective at enforcing age restriction in stores on alcohol, tobacco 

and many other products. ACS provides comprehensive guidance in our Preventing 

Underage Sales Assured Advice1, which is approved by trading standards as part of 

ACS’ Primary Authority Partnership.  

 

                                                
1 https://www.acs.org.uk/advice/age-restrictions 

https://www.acs.org.uk/advice/age-restrictions


6. 38% of convenience stores in the UK are run by independent retailers and a further 

31% are symbol group retailers, like Spar UK, Nisa Retail, Londis. Unlike franchises, 

symbol groups are usually only based on a wholesale purchase agreement and 

common branding - there are no formal requirements on stores to follow strict 

operating procedures. This makes is extremely challenging to introduce a voluntary 

age restriction on energy drinks in the convenience sector.  

 

7. Convenience retailers have been responding to the concerns of their community 

about energy drinks for a long time before many of the large supermarket chains 

introduced age restriction and the most recent tranche of campaigning activity. ACS 

polled 1,210 retailers about their policies on the sales of energy drinks in 2014, with 

49% saying they did not sell energy drinks to under 16s2.  ACS recently polled a 

further 1,210 independent retailers on their energy drink sales policies in January 

2018 and 53% of convenience retailers stated that they do not sell energy drinks to 

under 16s, a marginal increase from 2014.3  

 

8. In response to the recent Jamie Oliver campaign #notforchildren a number of large 

convenience retailers have decided to introduce a ban on the sale of energy drinks to 

under 16s. Larger retailers that have introduced a ban include the Co-op and some 

co-operative regional societies. Symbol group head offices, such as Spar UK and 

Nisa Retail, have also issued guidance on the sale of energy drinks or offered 

support to the retailers they deliver to.  

 

Advice to Retailers 

 

9. ACS has communicated to our members that energy drinks are not currently age-

restricted by law. However, we also understand that the sale of energy drinks to 

young people, especially by stores close to schools, can cause concern in the 

community. We have developed guidance4 for ACS members to help them consider 

how they might respond to requests from their community or parents to restrict the 

sale of energy drinks. 

 

10. The guidance lists options including; introducing voluntary age restrictions, quantity 

restrictions or following consultation with schools – not selling energy drinks to 

children in school uniform or not selling energy drinks to children at agreed times. 

The guidance also provides a definition of energy drinks, labelling details and 

comparable caffeine content information based on the British Soft Drinks 

Association’s Code of Practice on Energy Drinks5.  

 

11. We have also included a reference to energy drinks in ACS’ Preventing Underage 

Sales Assured Advice Guide6, which states: “There is no legal prohibition on energy 

drinks. However, you should be aware that all major UK manufacturers advise that 

these products are not suitable for children which they define as under 16 years old. 

You may decide to impose a restricted sale policy on your own initiative, or you may 

be asked to do so by the local school or parents group. You should listen to such 

requests constructively and accommodate them if you can.” 

                                                
2 ACS Voice of Local Shops Survey 2014 
3 ACS Voice of Local Shops Survey February 2018 
4 https://www.acs.org.uk/advice/energy-drinks  
5 http://www.britishsoftdrinks.com/write/MediaUploads/Soft%20Drinks/Revised_Energy_Drinks_Code_of_Practice_270415.pdf  
6 https://www.acs.org.uk/advice/age-restrictions  
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Research on Energy Drinks 

 

12. We would welcome more research on energy drinks based on the experience of UK 

consumers, particularly on energy drinks purchased by young people and what 

factors determine their consumption. The studies mentioned in the Committee’s 

inquiry page are useful but do have some limitations:  

 

13. The EFSA study7 is now 5 years old, not UK specific and focuses on consumption of 

energy drinks for adolescents that are under 18s rather than under 16s.  

 

14. The Centre for Translation Research’s study8 on consumption of energy drinks by 

young people is limited to a small sample size. The study is based on eight focus 

groups including a total of 37 pupils from four schools in one region of the UK, which 

the study states was “characterised by relatively high levels of socio-economic 

deprivation”.  

 

15. We believe that both studies provide useful context about energy drinks 

consumption.  However, we believe more specific UK based research would be 

required with bigger and more representative samples sizes would be needed to 

inform policy makers future regulatory decisions.   

 

For more information on this submission, please contact Julie Byers, ACS Public 

Affairs Manager by emailing Julie.Byers@acs.org.uk or call 01252 533008. 

 

                                                
7 https://www.efsa.europa.eu/en/press/news/130306  
8 http://journals.plos.org/plosone/article?id=10.1371/journal.pone.0188668#sec006  
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