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WHO experts.
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Alcohol taxation is the single most cost-effective measure to reduce and prevent 
alcohol harm. It contributes to reducing population-level alcohol consumption 
and to preventing the onset of related chronic diseases such as cancer, 
cardiovascular diseases, cirrhosis of the liver, obesity and diabetes. Moreover, 
taxing to increase the price of alcohol products helps reduce the high human 
and economic cost of road traffic injuries, fatalities, and domestic violence.

Alcohol taxes hold significant potential for achieving the Sustainable 
Development Goals. In April 2023, a landmark study by the Copenhagen 
Consensus Center identified 30 cost-effective interventions to achieve the 
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) in the fastest way possible. Among these 
interventions, alcohol policy and especially alcohol taxation have been ranked as 
the second and third most effective intersectoral policies.

Implementing these measures could prevent 150,000 deaths caused by alcohol 
in the next ten years. For every dollar spent, a country could get back $76 worth 

ALCOHOL TAXATION – 
A QUADRUPLE WIN MEASURE
Raising alcohol taxes is an effective but under-utilized policy solution to tackle 
the massive burden of alcohol harm. Alcohol taxation can contributes to:

Prevent and reduce harm: Raising alcohol taxes is the single most cost-
effective alcohol policy solution to directly lower population-level alcohol 
consumption and the wide range of harms and costs it causes – violence, 
injuries, cancer, liver and heart disease, mental ill-health, and premature 
deaths. It prevents suffering, saves lives, and protects families and 
communities.

Generate revenue: Alcohol taxation is a cost-effective measure for 
governments to increase domestic revenues. The potential of alcohol 
taxation to bring in reliable and substantial funds often exceeds those 
from tobacco or sugar-sweetened beverage taxes.

Finance health and development priorities: The revenues raised can be 
(soft) earmarked or strategically allocated to finance health systems, 
prevention and health promotion programs, education, or other vital 
public services, such as better enforcement and scientific evaluation of 
alcohol policies. This way alcohol taxation helps fund public goods and 
human development.

Advance health equity and social justice: Alcohol harm disproportionately 
affects people in vulnerable and marginalized communities with 
low socio-economic status. Preventing and reducing alcohol harm 
benefits them the most and redirecting revenues toward public goods 
contributes to reducing health inequalities. Alcohol taxation is a rights-
based, pro-equity policy that promotes social justice and strengthens the 
social contract by prioritizing people’s welfare over alcohol industry profit 
interests.

1.

2.

3.

4.



4RESET Alcohol

of good things happening in society, while alcohol taxation alone can 
generate benefits worth $53 for every dollar spent (Watkins et al., 2023).

Taxing alcohol, tobacco, and 
sugar-sweetened beverages 
are effective but underutilized 
policy solutions for promoting 
health and preventing disease. 
They could also assist in raising 
more funds for the government 
to support investments and 
programs that benefit the entire 
population and improve equity. 
Alcohol taxation is a quadruple-
win public policy for promoting 
people’s health, economic 
prosperity, social justice, and 
sustainable development.

Most countries have some 
form of excise tax on alcohol, 
but only few are health oriented. In this policy brief we have collected 
eight examples of both successful and less successful alcohol taxation 
implementation. All of them have been scientifically evaluated.

A couple of the examples focus on revenue collection, clearly showing 
that increased alcohol taxes also lead to increased revenue. In most of 
the case studies you will also find extensive information about the health 
effects of raising or lowering alcohol taxes.

Finally, two of the examples touch upon the issue of unrecorded alcohol, 
a topic that often comes up when alcohol tax is discussed.
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BOTSWANA: REDUCED
 ALCOHOL HARM AND

 $100 MILLION TAX
REVENUE

Botswana has an alcohol use pattern characterised by high levels of both 
abstention and heavy episodic alcohol use. 

Male alcohol users consume more than 30 liters of pure alcohol per year, 
and 70% of them engage in heavy episodic alcohol consumption. Among 
young male alcohol users, almost three-quarters engage in binge alcohol 

Traffic crash rates fell by 
12% seven months after 

the first alcohol  levy was 
implemented and by another 

12% five months after the 
2010 levy increase.

Traffic crash rates
fell by 12%

12%

By 2014 the alcohol levy 
allowed the Botswana 

government to collect a 
cumulative total of $100 

million USD.

Cumulative total
100 million

Despite immense alcohol 
industry lobbying, Botswana 
managed to implement an 

alcohol levy in 2008. The 
levy was increased in 2010 

and 2015, to reach 
55%.

Increased alcohol levy 
55%

BACKGROUND
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consumption. More than 12% of men in Botswana were living with an alcohol use 
disorder in 2016, according to the WHO Global Alcohol Status Report 2018.

With HIV/AIDS prevalence rates as high as 18%, the National AIDS Coordinating 
Agency (NACA) developed a position paper in 2002 linking alcohol with 
HIV infection. The following year, national frameworks identified “alcohol 
intoxication” as a risk factor for exposure to HIV, and alcohol continues to be an 
obstacle to effective HIV prevention efforts.

Alcohol excise duties in Botswana were first developed through the Southern 
African Customs Union (SACU). In 2005, the Ministry of Trade and Industry 
developed Botswana’s first formal national alcohol policy in the form of a 
regulatory framework called Liquor Regulations. Three years later, alcohol tax 
levies were introduced in the Control of Goods Regulations. 

The original proposal in 2008 was a 70% alcohol levy on all domestically 
produced liquors, with the aim of reducing consumption specifically among 
young people. Revenue collected from the levy would be invested in efforts to 
prevent and reduce harm due to alcohol.

However, as a result of intense alcohol industry lobbying, the levy that was finally 
introduced was only 30%. Two years later (in 2010) the alcohol levy was further 
increased to 40%, and in 2015, Botswana increased alcohol taxes again to reach 
55%. Changes in 2015 also included increasing the scope of the tax to cover 
imported alcoholic products for the first time.

As a result of extensive negative media coverage and policy interference from 
the alcohol industry, the alcohol levy was reduced to 35% in 2018. (Morojele et al, 
2021)

Traffic crash rates fell by 12% seven months 
after the first alcohol  levy was implemented 
and by another 12% five months after the 
2010 levy increase (Sebego et al., 2014).

Recorded per capita consumption 
decreased by 27% between 2008 and 
2016. Unfortunately, there is no empirical 
trend data for unrecorded consumption in 
Botswana for the same period, but alcohol harm data indicates that there was a 
substantial reduction of total alcohol consumption following the tax increases.

By 2014 the alcohol levy allowed the Botswana government to collect a 
cumulative total of $100 million USD.

“Recorded 
per capita 
consumption 
decreased by 27% 
between 2008 
and 2016.”

DESCRIPTION OF THE POLICY INTERVENTION

RESULTS FROM THE POLICY INTERVENTION 
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Analysis made by the World Bank shows that despite considerable alcohol price 
differences between Botswana and South Africa after the tax increases, the 
occurrence of cheap, illegally produced, or smuggled alcohol in Botswana is 
limited.

WHO, Global status report on alcohol and health 2018 (p 109) (link)

Rehm J, Neufeld M, Room R, Sornpaisarn B, Štelemėkas M, Swahn MH, Lachenmeier DW. The impact 
of alcohol taxation changes on unrecorded alcohol consumption: A review and recommendations. 
Int J Drug Policy. 2022 Jan;99:103420. doi: 10.1016/j.drugpo.2021.103420. Epub 2021 Aug 27. PMID: 
34456119; PMCID: PMC9429812. (link)

Sebego M, Naumann RB, Rudd RA, Voetsch K, Dellinger AM, Ndlovu C. The impact of alcohol 
and road traffic policies on crash rates in Botswana, 2004-2011: a time-series analysis. Accid Anal 
Prev. 2014 Sep;70:33-9. doi: 10.1016/j.aap.2014.02.017. Epub 2014 Mar 2. PMID: 24686164; PMCID: 
PMC4697825. (link)

Movendi, Case Study: Botswana’s Success With Raising Alcohol Taxes (link)

The World Bank: Botswana, Lesotho, and South Africa: An Analysis of Alcohol and Cigarette Prices in 
Maseru, Gaborone, and Neighboring South African Towns (link)

Morojele NK, Dumbili EW, Obot IS, Parry CDH. Alcohol consumption, harms and policy developments 
in sub-Saharan Africa: The case for stronger national and regional responses. Drug Alcohol Rev. 2021 
Mar;40(3):402-419. doi: 10.1111/dar.13247. Epub 2021 Feb 25. PMID: 33629786. (link)

SOURCES 

https://www.who.int/publications/i/item/9789241565639
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC9429812/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/24686164/
https://movendi.ngo/news/2018/09/30/case-study-botswanas-success-with-raising-alcohol-taxes/
https://thedocs.worldbank.org/en/doc/521251548434746371-0090022019/original/WBGTobaccoIllicitTradeBotswanaLesotho.pdf
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/33629786/


8RESET Alcohol

SOUTH AFRICA: 
REFORMING ALCOHOL
TAX STRUCTURE LED TO

LARGE INCREASE IN
REVENUE

A large majority (69%) of adults over 15 years of age in South Africa are not 
consuming any alcohol in the past year. However, among people who use 
alcohol, consumption is high: For men it’s 37.5 litres of pure alcohol per year. 
The prevalence of heavy episodic alcohol use is also very high: Among men 
who use alcohol, more than 70% engaged in heavy episodic alcohol use in the 
last 30 days. 

Consumer behaviour shifted 
towards lower strength alcohol 

beer as a result, which led 
to a lowering of total alcohol 

consumption.

Consumer behavior 
shifted and total 
consumption fell

Behavior

Alcohol tax increases in South 
Africa have led to increased 

revenues.

Alcohol tax increase 
led to increased 

revenues

Revenues

� In 1998 South Africa shifted from 
an alcohol tax based on volume, 

to a tax based on alcohol content, 
making products with higher 

alcohol content
less affordable.

South Africa shifted 
from volume to content 

based tax

Shift

BACKGROUND
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Alcohol use disorders are common at over 12% 
among men. 

A study from 2014 showed that the combined 
(both direct and indirect) total costs of alcohol 
harm to the economy in South Africa can be 
estimated at 10 - 12% of the 2009 gross domestic 
product (GDP). The direct financial cost of alcohol 
use alone was estimated at R37.9 billion, or 1.6% of 
the 2009 GDP.

Between 1968 and 1997, South Africa used a volumetric specific tax on beer, 
meaning that the excise tax was based on volume only, regardless of alcohol 
content. 

In 1998 the country shifted to an alcohol-content-based specific tax, effectively 
making beer with higher alcohol content more expensive than beer with lower 
alcohol content. 

Between 1998 and 2019, alcohol taxes increased on average 2.4% per year in 
South Africa. 

A scientific review shows that the shift 
from a volumetric tax to an excise tax 
based on alcohol content led to a shift 
in consumer behavior towards lower 
alcohol content beer. In turn, this led 
to a decline in total consumption of 
alcohol from beer (from 4.4 liters of 
pure alcohol in 1999 to 3.9 liters in 2013).

The case of South Africa also provides 
a good example to counter the 
alcohol industry’s claim that an excise 
tax increase results in a decline in 
government revenue.

Between 1990 and 2019 real excise 
tax revenue for beer increased by an 
average of 3.0% per year, which coincided with an average annual increase in 
taxes of 0.8% per year between 1990 and 1997 and 2.4% per year between 1998 
and 2019. A similar trend appears for other alcoholic products in South Africa, 
including wine and spirits.

“South Africa’s 
alcohol tax example 
proves Big Alcohol 
wrong: as alcohol 
consumption from 
beer fell, tax revenue 
for beer increased 
on average by 3% 
annually”

Alcohol harm costs the 
South African economy 

ca. 10-12% of GDP.

Economic harm due 
to alcohol

12%

DESCRIPTION OF THE POLICY INTERVENTION

RESULTS FROM THE POLICY INTERVENTION 
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WHO South Africa Alcohol Country Profile 2019 (link)

WHO technical manual on alcohol tax policy and administration (p 229) (link)

Blecher, Evan. Taxes on tobacco, alcohol and sugar sweetened beverages: Linkages and lessons 
learned. Social Science and Medicine. Volumes 136-137, July 2015, pages 175-179. http://dx.doi.
org/10.1016/j.socscimed.2015.05.022 (link)

Matzopoulos RG, Truen S, Bowman B, Corrigall J. The cost of harmful alcohol use in South Africa. S 
Afr Med J. 2014 Feb;104(2):127-32. doi: 10.7196/samj.7644. PMID: 24893544. (link)

SOURCES

https://cdn.who.int/media/docs/default-source/country-profiles/substances-abuse/zaf.pdf?sfvrsn=87e21959_3&download=true
https://www.who.int/publications/i/item/9789240082793
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0277953615003044?via%3Dihub
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/24893544/
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THAILAND:
PREVENTING ALCOHOL
USE INITIATION AND

ALCOHOL HARM

Thailand is a country where a large portion of the population does not use alcohol. 
In 2016, 59% of the adult population were last-year abstainers. However, among 
people who use alcohol, consumption is very high (26.2 litres of pure alcohol 
per year for men), as is the past 30-day prevalence of heavy episodic alcohol use 
(49.4% among men).

Alcohol harm is substantial in Thailand. It’s estimated that 10% of adult males (15 
years and over) have alcohol use disorder. According to WHO there are more than 
22000 yearly fatalities in traffic, and according to studies 40-60% of these are 
attributable to alcohol use.

There is a fourfold increase in the likelihood of domestic violence when alcohol is 
involved, and 40% of youth crimes are related to alcohol. 

This combination makes high 
alcohol content more expensive, 
but also puts appropriate tax on 
low alcohol content products to 

prevent initiation.

Prevents alcohol 
initiation

Protects

There is a 2% health promotion 
surcharge on the tax levied on 
alcohol and tobacco, used to 
support evidence generation, 

campaigns, and social 
mobilization related to 

prevention. 

Health promotion 
surcharge

2%

Thailand uses a combination of 
alcohol tax based on price and on 

alcohol content.

Price + content
Combo

BACKGROUND
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Thailand is implementing alcohol taxation using a method called ‘Two-Chosen-
One’ (2C1). This method combines specific taxation (where alcohol tax is based on 
alcohol content of the product) and ad valorem taxation (where the tax is based on 
the price of the product). 

The excise tax rates for beer and wine are 60% of producer price for ad valorem 
taxation and 100 THB per litre of pure alcohol for specific taxation. For spirits, 
the ad valorem tax rate is 50% of producer price, while the specific tax since 
2009 has been calculated as 120 (white spirits), 300 (mixed spirits) and 400 THB 
(whisky) per litre of pure alcohol, respectively. 

The 2C1 taxation method calculates the excise tax of each alcoholic product 
using a combination of specific and ad valorem taxes. The excise tax on the 
product type is determined to be the higher of the two calculations. 

Thailand also implements an additional health promotion surcharge of 2%, 
added to the 2C1 alcohol tax. 

The introduction of the “one plus one” structure led to an immediate decrease 
in total alcohol consumption, particularly in beer consumption. The higher 
specific tax on beer and unchanged tax on clear spirits likely contributed to this 
reduction.

Specific taxation has been 
shown to be appropriate 
for countries with a high 
prevalence of current alcohol 
users, as it discourages 
high-risk patterns of alcohol 
consumption by making low 
alcohol content beverages 
more affordable in comparison 
to high alcohol content 
products.

In countries with a high 
proportion of abstainers, a 
system with only specific tax may encourage alcohol use initiation. Therefore, 
the 2C1 taxation model may be more appropriate for countries with a high 
prevalence of alcohol abstainers, as it may prevent alcohol use initiation in 
addition to discouraging high-risk patterns of alcohol consumption. 

The use of surcharge funds for health promotion is a notable aspect of Thailand’s 
alcohol and tobacco taxation approach. The Thai Health Promotion Foundation 
(called ThaiHealth) is funded from a 2% surcharge of excise taxes on tobacco 
and alcohol. The fund supports evidence generation, awareness campaigns, and 
social mobilization to address noncommunicable disease risk factors, such as 
tobacco and alcohol. On average, its annual revenue is 120 million US dollars. 

“2C1 taxation is more 
appropriate for countries 
with a high prevalence 
of people not consuming 
alcohol, as it prevents 
alcohol use initiation in 
addition to discouraging 
high-risk alcohol 
consumption.”

DESCRIPTION OF THE POLICY INTERVENTION

RESULTS FROM THE POLICY INTERVENTION 



13RESET Alcohol

WHO Thailand Alcohol Country Profile 2019 (link)

Sornpaisarn, Bundit, Shield, Kevin D and Rehm, Jürgen. Alcohol taxation policy in Thailand: 
implications for other low- to middle-income countries. Addiction, volume 107, pages 1372-84. 2012. 
(link)

Road Safety Country Profile Thailand (link)

Pongutta S, Suphanchaimat R, Patcharanarumol W, Tangcharoensathien V. Lessons from the 
Thai Health Promotion Foundation. Bull World Health Organ. 2019 Mar 1;97(3):213-220. doi: 10.2471/
BLT.18.220277. Epub 2018 Dec 19. PMID: 30992634; PMCID: PMC6453312. (link)

SOURCES

https://www.who.int/publications/m/item/alcohol-tha-2019
https://iogt.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/03/Alcohol-tax_Thailand.pdf
https://www.roadsafetyfacility.org/country/thailand
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6453312/
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PHILIPPINES:
ALCOHOL AND TOBACCO 
TAXES FUND UNIVERSAL 

HEALTH COVERAGE

In the Philippines, about 67% of the adult population did not use alcohol during 
the last 12 months. However, among male alcohol consumers, total alcohol per 
capita consumption is very high – in 2016 it was 25 litres of pure alcohol. 

The prevalence of heavy alcohol use is also high. 48% of males over 15 years of 
age have consumed at least 60 grams of pure alcohol or more at least on one 
occasion in the past 30 days. 

A large part of the alcohol 
and tobacco tax revenue 
is earmarked towards the 

implementation of universal 
health coverage in the 

Philippines.

for UHC
Health

In one year, tax collections 
from tobacco and alcohol 

products shot up to 
approximately PHP 103.4 

billion, an increase of more 
than 86 percent.

Tax revenue increase
86%

The 2012 alcohol and tobacco 
excise tax reform in the 

Philippines brought a new 
tax structure and higher 
alcohol and tobacco tax 

levels.

Alcohol and tobacco 
tax reform

Reform

BACKGROUND
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Almost 9% of males have an alcohol use disorder in the Philippines. This is 
double the mean level of the WHO Western Pacific Region.

Historically, excise taxes on alcohol have been low in the country. Growing 
income and falling real taxes in the Philippines meant that tobacco and alcohol 
products were widely affordable before reforms in 2012 (described below).

According to World Bank analysis, the excise regime before 2012 had resulted 
in a significant decline in revenues, from 0.9 percent of gross domestic product 
(GDP) in 1997 to under 0.5 percent of GDP in 2012. This is equivalent to losses of 
over $2.5 billion per year in 2012 terms. The excise structure suffered from a lack 
of inflation indexing and contributed to an increasingly monopolistic alcohol 
market.

In 2012, the Philippines adopted a tobacco and alcohol tax reform, sometimes 
referred to as the “Sin Tax” Reform. The reform greatly simplified and increased 
excise taxes, especially on tobacco, but also on alcohol. It did away with complex 
tax tiers and rates that served a narrow set of special interests.

The reform meant that all spirits were subject to a PHP 20 specific tax-per-proof 
litre (based on alcohol content), as well as a 15 percent ad valorem tax (based on 
price), which increased to 20 percent in 2016. 

This somewhat complex tax structure was put into place not only to secure a 
floor price for alcohol that would be appropriate from a health perspective, but 
also to gain revenue through the ad valorem component. 

The tax structure for beer is somewhat simpler, using a unitary specific tax. In 
2017, a litre of beer was subject to an excise tax of PHP 23.5, a doubling of the 
rates in 2012.

A large part of alcohol and tobacco tax revenues was earmarked for the 
implementation of universal health coverage in the Philippines. 

In 2020, alcohol taxes were reformed again. 
Tax levels were raised, this time also with a 
6% annual indexation.

According to World Bank analysis, the 
combination of limited fiscal space due to 
a low tax revenue, as well as wide-spread 
patronage politics at the national and local 
levels, historically undermined the ability to 
deliver effective poverty reduction and health 
programs. In this environment, earmarking 
for health proved to be politically popular, 
and also provided a way to ensure the 
scaling-up of health programs.

“A large part 
of alcohol and 
tobacco tax 
revenues were 
earmarked for the 
implementation 
of universal health 
coverage in the 
Philippines.”

DESCRIPTION OF THE POLICY INTERVENTION
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After only one year of implementation, excise 
tax collections from tobacco and alcohol 
products shot up to approximately PHP 103.4 
billion ($2.44 billion), an increase of more than 
86 percent from the previous year’s collections 
of PHP 55.7 billion ($1.25 billion). In 2015, total 
alcohol and tobacco tax collections reached 
PHP 141.8 billion (over 1% of GDP), but with 
alcohol taxes only accounting for about PHP 40 
billion.

The reform scaled up health care financing, 
almost doubling the Department of 
Health’s (DOH) budget in its first year of 
implementation. This allowed for financing of fully subsidized health insurance 
to the poorest 40% of the population. 

From 2013 to 2014, the number of poor and near-poor families enrolled in the 
National Health Insurance Program increased from 5.2 million to 14.7 million. 
This grew to 15.3 million by end-2015, almost tripling the coverage of the poor 
and near-poor. 

The 2020 tax reform on alcohol and e-cigarettes yielded PHP47.9 billion for the 
UHC program in 2021 and is expected to yield a total of PHP 356.9 billion ($6.4 
billion) for the program between 2021 and 2025.

WHO Alcohol Philippines 2019 country profile (link)

Kaiser, Kai, Caryn Bredenkamp, and Roberto Iglesias. 2016. Sin Tax Reform in the Philippines: 
Transforming Public Finance, Health, and Governance for More Inclusive Development. Directions in 
Development. Washington, DC: World Bank. doi:10.1596 /978-1-4648-0806-7 (link)

Philippine News Agency (23/1/2020). Duterte signs law imposing higher taxes on alcohol, 
e-cigarettes. (link)

RESULTS FROM THE POLICY INTERVENTION 

SOURCES

Already in the first year of 
implementation revenue 
from alcohol and tobacco 
taxes increased by more 

than 86%.

Rising revenue from 
alcohol, tobacco taxes

86%

https://www.who.int/publications/m/item/alcohol-phl-2019
https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/server/api/core/bitstreams/d2875bf2-89bf-5339-83da-9d5bed2bfb03/content
https://www.pna.gov.ph/articles/1091709
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LITHUANIA:
LARGE REDUCTION

IN ALCOHOL-RELATED 
DEATHS

In Lithuania alcohol consumption increased substantially after the mid-nineties 
and the end of the effective alcohol policies implemented by Mikhail Gorbachev 
during the Soviet Union era. Alcohol consumption peaked around 2011 at 
approximately 15 litres of pure alcohol per capita, well above the average level of 
the European Union. Alcohol consumption has since declined. 

Among alcohol users only, alcohol per capita consumption is 28 litres for men 
and almost 10 litres for women. The prevalence of heavy alcohol use in users in 
the adult population is very high – among men 80% and among women 45%. 

The reductions in alcohol 
consumption due to pricing 

and availability measures 
were not offset by increases 

in unrecorded 
consumption.

No unintended 
consequences

Zero

Lithuania increased alcohol 
tax revenue by almost 40% 
after the tax increase – from 
234 million euros in 2016 to 

323 million euros in 2018.

Tax revenue
increase

40%
�Lithuania doubled taxes on beer, 

wine and intermediate alcohol 
products in 2017. This brought 
immediate benefits for public 

health, with more than 1,452 
deaths avoided in the first 

year alone.  

Prevention of 
alcohol deaths

1452

BACKGROUND
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20% of adult males have an alcohol use disorder. This is considerably higher than 
the average level of the WHO European Region at 9%. 

 

In March 2017, Lithuania increased alcohol excise taxes substantially:

Beer taxes increased 112%

Taxes for wine and other fermented products of up to 8.5% alcohol 
concentration increased 111%

Taxes for intermediate products up to 15% alcohol concentration 
increased 92%

Taxes for intermediate products of more than 15% alcohol concentration 
increased 94%

Taxes for spirits increased 23%

This change in alcohol excise tax levels led to increases of the retail price on 
average by 15.5% for local and imported beer, 20.7% for wines, and 7.6% for local 
and imported vodka.

During the period 2001–2018, several effective alcohol policy measures were 
implemented, such as alcohol tax increases, increased penalties for driving 
while intoxicated, a partial (later full) alcohol 
advertising ban and limitations in availability. 
In years with new policy implementation, 
the all-cause mortality rate declined by 
approximately 3.2% more than in years without 
these alcohol policies. 

The implementation of increased alcohol 
taxation in 2017 was linked with reduced 
mortality, amounting to 1452 deaths averted in 
the year following the implementation of the 
alcohol tax increase, making it the single most 
effective policy solution during the time period.

According to the WHO, deaths due to alcohol dropped from 23.4 per 100 000 
people in 2016 to 18.1 per 100 000 people in 2018.

One study also has shown that the number of cancer cases has declined due 
to the alcohol tax increase. A total of 15,857 new cancer cases and 8,534 cancer 
deaths were recorded in Lithuania in 2018. The researchers estimate that 4.8% 
of these new cancer cases were attributable to alcohol use, as well as 5.5% of 
cancer deaths. 

“This amounted 
to 1452 deaths 
avoided in the 
year following the 
implementation 
of the tax 
increase.”

DESCRIPTION OF THE POLICY INTERVENTION

RESULTS FROM THE POLICY INTERVENTION
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Lithuania increased alcohol tax revenue by almost 40% after the tax increase – 
from 234 million euros in 2016 to 323 million euros in 2018.

Evaluations note that the reductions in the level of alcohol consumption caused 
by pricing and availability measures were not compensated for by increases in 
unrecorded alcohol consumption.

SOURCES

WHO Alcohol Lithuania 2019 country profile (link)

Štelemėkas, M., Manthey, J., Badaras, R., Casswell, S., Ferreira-Borges, C., Kalėdienė, R., Lange, S., 
Neufeld, M., Petkevičienė, J., Radišauskas, R., Room, R., Telksnys, T., Zurlytė, I., and Rehm, J. (2021) 
Alcohol control policy measures and all-cause mortality in Lithuania: an interrupted time–series 
analysis. Addiction, 116: 2673– 2684. https://doi.org/10.1111/add.15470 (link)

WHO News Release: WHO calls on countries to increase taxes on alcohol and sugary sweetened 
beverages, 5 December 2023 (link)

Rehm J, Manthey J, Lange S, Badaras R, Zurlyte I, Passmore J, Breda J, Ferreira-Borges C, Štelemėkas 
M. Alcohol control policy and changes in alcohol-related traffic harm. Addiction. 2020 Apr;115(4):655-
665. doi: 10.1111/add.14796. Epub 2019 Oct 3. PMID: 31475395. (link)

Rovira P, Belian G, Ferreira-Borges C, Kilian C, Neufeld M, Tran A, Štelemėkas M, Rehm J. Alcohol 
taxation, alcohol consumption and cancers in Lithuania: A case study. Nordisk Alkohol Nark. 
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The Russian Federation has long been one of the countries in the world with the 
highest alcohol consumption. The alcohol use volume and patterns in Russia are 
linked with some of the world’s highest levels of deaths and diseases. 

RUSSIA: ALCOHOL TAX 
INCREASE LED TO 

DECLINE IN ALCOHOL
CONSUMPTION AND 

MORTALITY

� Alcohol tax increases after 
2010, as well as other effective 
policies, have greatly improved 
the situation, leading to both 

lowered alcohol harm and 
growing tax revenues.

Alcohol tax increases
2010

Between 2003 and 2018, all-cause 
mortality dropped by 39% in men 

and by 36% in women, while 
alcohol tax revenues increased by 

almost 200%.

Tax revenue increase
200%

� The Russian Federation has 
long been considered one of 

the countries in the world 
with the highest alcohol 
consumption and highest 

levels of alcohol harm. 

Level of alcohol harm
High

BACKGROUND
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Among male alcohol consumers the total alcohol per capita consumption in 
2016 was over 30 litres. For women it was 10.5 litres. Among adult men, 37% had 
an alcohol use disorder in 2016. 

Alcohol has been established as one of the main drivers of the Russian mortality 
and life expectancy crisis of the 1990s and 2000s, with research studies showing 
that one in every two men of working age would die prematurely because of 
alcohol.

Historically, the implementation of alcohol policies in the Russian Federation 
has varied a great deal. There have been periods of active policy response to the 
alcohol burden as well as periods of inactivity or non-enforcement of existing 
alcohol policies. However, over time Russian alcohol policies have evolved from 
basic attempts by the government to regulate alcohol production and sales to 
more comprehensive approaches, aiming to reduce the total level of alcohol 
consumption in the population and related harms.

During the last 20 years, the Russian Federation has taken a staggered approach 
to alcohol policy, gradually adding more effective policy measures. 

In 2010, Russia has increased alcohol excise taxes and in 2011 they raised the 
minimum unit price for vodka and other spirits. At the same time availability of 
retailed alcohol was substantially lowered. 

Between 2010 and 2016, the alcohol tax rates grew by 120% and 160% for beer 
and strong alcohol and by up to 550% for champagne and sparkling wine.

Because of alcohol tax increases and other alcohol policy measures, Russia 
benefited from substantial drops in per capita alcohol consumption since 
2003. Between 2003 and 2016, alcohol consumption decreased by 43%, with 
a 40% decline in recorded consumption and a 48% decline in unrecorded 
consumption. 

A downward trend has also been observed 
in the prevalence of heavy episodic alcohol 
use, which declined between 2004 and 2016 
from 75% to 48% in men and from 52% to 
24% in women. It should be noted that these 
numbers remain among the highest in the 
WHO European Region – the region of the 
world with the highest alcohol consumption.

Since 2003, changes in mortality trends have 
been observed, mirroring the substantial 
decline in alcohol consumption. Between 
2003 and 2018, all-cause mortality dropped 
by 39% in men and by 36% in women. 

“Between 2003 
and 2016, alcohol 
consumption 
decreased by 
43%, with a 40% 
decline in recorded 
consumption and 
a 48% decline 
in unrecorded 
consumption.”

DESCRIPTION OF THE POLICY INTERVENTION

RESULTS FROM THE POLICY INTERVENTION
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A substantial decline was also observed 
in mortality from cardiovascular diseases. 
Between 2003 and 2017, cardiovascular deaths 
– which are thought to mirror changes in 
alcohol consumption – showed a decline of 
48% in men and 52% in women.

The most substantial changes were observed 
in alcohol poisoning mortality, with a 73% 
decline in men and a 78% decline in women, 
and in mortality due to alcoholic psychoses, 
with an 80% drop in men.

During the same period, mortality due 
to alcoholic liver diseases decreased by 22% in men and by 24% in women. 
Furthermore, mortality from suicides dropped by 62% in men and by 61% in 
women; mortality due to homicides by 79% in men and by 78% in women; and 
mortality from transport accidents by 55% in both sexes.

Raising alcohol taxes in Russia has been shown to reduce crime amongst 
juveniles: a 1% rise in the retail price of alcohol saw juvenile crime fall by about 
14%.

Despite the impressive achievements of increased alcohol taxation and other 
alcohol policies described here, total per capita alcohol consumption in the 
Russian Federation is still one of the highest worldwide, driving substantial 
alcohol harm. Therefore, more alcohol policy initiatives, including taxation are 
needed.

In the beginning of 2023, alcohol taxes were 
increased again, by about 4%. In November 
2023, the Russian government decided to 
implement yearly inflation indexation to 
alcohol and tobacco taxes. The results of these 
improvements are yet to be evaluated. 

Alcohol excise tax revenue has increased 
because of the tax increases, despite the drop 
in alcohol consumption. Between 2010 and 
2016 the tax revenue from liquor increased 
195%. Tax from beer increased by 180% and 
from wine by 177%. 

“The most 
substantial 
changes were 
observed 
in alcohol 
poisoning 
mortality, with 
a 73% decline 
in men and a 
78% decline in 
women.”

Between 2003 and 2017, 
cardiovascular deaths 

declined by 48% in men and 
52% in women as alcohol 

consumption fell.

Decline in alcohol use 
leads to reduction in 

heart disease

52%
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FINLAND: ALCOHOL
TAX DECREASE LED TO 

LARGE INCREASE
IN HARM

Finland has a high level of alcohol consumption at almost 11 litres of pure alcohol 
per year (per person, 15 years and above). Looking at male alcohol consumers only, 
consumption is 20.6 litres per year.

Among male alcohol users, more than half (53.3%) have engaged in heavy 
episodic alcohol use in the last 30 days. Among female alcohol users it’s 20.4%. 

After becoming a member of the European Union in 1995, Finland implemented 

 � The reduced alcohol tax levels 
led to dramatic and immediate 

increases in alcohol consumption 
and alcohol harm.

Immediate increase
Alcohol harm

Evidence shows that the lower tax 
levels resulted in a 17% increase 
in the number of alcohol-related 

sudden deaths.  

Alcohol 
deaths increased

17%

�In order to curb cross-border 
trade after abolishing 

alcohol border-trade quotas, 
Finland lowered alcohol tax 

levels in 2004.

Finland decreased 
alcohol taxes

2004

BACKGROUND
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quotas on tax-free imports of alcohol by travellers arriving from other parts of the 
EU, as a way of controlling cross-border trade. 

According to the quotas, a Finnish traveller having stayed in Estonia at least 20 
hours was allowed to import tax-free maximum one litre of strong alcoholic 
beverages, or two litres of intermediate products, and two litres of wine and 16 
litres of beer. 

In January 2004 these quotas were abolished. A few months later, Finland’s 
southern neighbour, Estonia, a country with much lower alcohol prices at the 
time,  joined the EU. 

Fearing that the free movement of people and goods between Estonia and 
Finland would substantially increase cross-border trade of alcohol and erode the 
tax-base, the Finnish government decided to cut alcohol taxes by about a third 
on March 1st, 2004. 

The tax reduction was higher for vodka and other distilled spirits compared to 
wine, cider and beers:

Product category Tax reduction, % Decrease in off- 
premise price, %

Vodkas 44 36

Other distilled spirits 44 28

Intermediate products 40 25

Wine 10 3

Cider 23 7

Beer 32 13

Before the tax cuts, one centilitre of ethyl alcohol cost at its cheapest 51 cents in 
table wines, 55 cents in fortified wines and 69 cents in vodka, compared with 48, 
41 and 42 cents, respectively, after the cuts. In other words, the tax change made 
it significantly cheaper to buy ethyl alcohol in vodka than in table wine. 

The alcohol tax reductions led to significant changes in consumer behaviour. 
Overall alcohol consumption increased by 7% in 2004 and continued to 
increase the following years. The consumption of spirits and fortified wines 
increased 17%, and beer by 5%. 

The increase in alcohol consumption led to a drastic increase in the number 
of alcohol-attributable diseases and deaths. Overall alcohol-related deaths 

DESCRIPTION OF THE POLICY INTERVENTION

RESULTS FROM THE POLICY INTERVENTION
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increased by 15% in 2004 compared to 2003. Among women the increase was 
23%

The number of cases of alcohol attributable disease or poisoning increased 
by 19% in one year. Looking at the period 2004-2006 compared to 2001-2003, 
researchers found an increase of 31% – a lot higher than expected on the basis 
of the trend before the 2004 tax decrease. 

According to a scientific evaluation there was no significant relation between 
the abolished alcohol border-trade quotas and alcohol-related sudden deaths. 
The study did however find that the impact of alcohol tax cuts in March 2004 
was significant, resulting in an estimated eight additional alcohol-positive 
deaths per week, which is a 17% increase compared with the weekly average of 
2003.

The greatest increase occurred in deaths from alcohol-caused liver diseases. 
The increase in 2004 was 29% compared to the previous year, and the number 
of deaths in 2004–2006 was 46% higher than in 2001-2003. 

The number of alcohol-related fatal motor vehicle accidents increased by 38% 
from 2003 to 2005. A study from 2018 confirmed a strong correlation between 
recorded consumption of alcohol and the number of alcohol-related crashes. 

This natural experiment confirms what has been known for a long time: 
changes in prices of alcohol tend to be followed by opposite changes in 
consumption. The changes in alcohol consumption in Finland in 2004 
correspond well with what was previously known regarding price elasticity for 
different types of alcohol. 

The sudden increase of alcoholic liver 
cirrhosis cases shows that alcohol 
consumption rose considerably among 
heavy alcohol users who had damaged 
their livers already before the tax decrease. 
This means that the Finnish experience 
confirms results from other studies 
showing that heavy alcohol users are 
indeed responsive to price.

After 2007, alcohol taxes have gradually 
increased in Finland again, leading to a 
reduction in overall alcohol consumption 
by 23% from 2007 to 2020, with 
subsequent reductions also in alcohol 
harm. 

“According 
to a scientific 
evaluation there 
was no significant 
relation between 
the abolished 
alcohol border-
trade quotas and 
alcohol-related 
sudden deaths.”
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ESTONIA: TAXES
HAVE BIGGER EFFECT THAN

CROSS-BORDER TRADE

In Estonia, alcohol consumption increased substantially after the 1990s, 
reaching its peak in 2007 at 17.9 litres of pure alcohol per capita. In 2018, alcohol 
consumption had been reduced to 10.1 litres, a ten year low. 

According to WHO data from 2016, 75% of male alcohol users engaged in heavy 
episodic alcohol use the past 30 days. 

The number of alcohol-related 
deaths decreased by 35%.

Decrease in
alcohol deaths

35%
Multiple tax increases led 
to price increases for beer 

and vodka of more than 
100% in 12 years.

Price increase
100%

The Estonian experience 
shows that alcohol tax rates 

are more important for 
public health outcomes than 

changes in unrecorded 
consumption.

Public health 
improvement

Tax matters

BACKGROUND
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Between 2005 and 2017, alcohol taxation in Estonia was increased more than 10 
times:

Excise tax on alcohol (except wine), increased by 5% in 2005 and by 10-
20% in 2008. 

In 2010, alcohol taxes increased by 10%. 

In 2015 and 2016 alcohol taxes rose by 15% each year, with the highest 
rate rise for products with high alcohol content. 

In 2017, tax rate rises occurred twice. 

The average retail price of beer increased from €1.16 per litre in 2006 to €2.70 
per litre in 2017 (an increase of 132%) and that of spirits (mainly vodka) increased 
from €7.66 to €17.70 (an increase of 131%).

Following the tax increases alcohol 
consumption steadily declined in Estonia, 
from 17.9 liters in 2007 to 10.1 liters in 2018. The 
reduction was especially noticeable when it 
comes to spirits (mostly vodka) – a decline from 
6.7 liters of pure alcohol in 2007 to 3.6 liters in 
2017. 

The number of alcohol-related deaths in 
Estonia decreased by 35%, from 695 in 2008 to 
451 in 2017. 

The increases in alcohol taxation during 
2015–2017 resulted in an increase of cross-
border trade from Latvia, where retail 
prices were substantially lower. Further tax 
increases (+18% for beer and cider, +10% for 
strong alcohol) were planned for February 
2018, but the Government decided on 16 
January 2018 instead to reduce the tax 
increase, and planned tax increases for 
2019 and 2020 were cancelled. 

In July 2019 alcohol taxes were reduced, 
leading to considerable increases in 
alcohol affordability and in alcohol 
consumption. The number of deaths from 
alcohol-related illnesses subsequently 
increased again, from 451 in 2017, to 753 in 
2022. 

“Alcohol taxes 
reduce harm far 
more than cross-
border trade 
increases it. Cutting 
taxes to curb cross-
border trade is 
counterproductive 
because it triggers a 
race to the bottom, 
making alcohol 
more affordable and 
driving up harm.”

DESCRIPTION OF THE POLICY INTERVENTION

RESULTS FROM THE POLICY INTERVENTION 

Following sustained alcohol 
tax increases, alcohol 

consumption in Estonia fell 
by 44% - from 17.9 litres per 

capita in 2007 to 10.1 
litres in 2018.

Decline in population-
level alcohol use

44%
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Cross-border trade has been a much discussed issue in the Nordics and Baltics, 
especially since countries became members of the EU, effectively opening the 
borders. Attempting to curb cross-border alcohol trade and maintaining the tax 
base, some countries have hesitated to increase alcohol taxes as planned and 
some have, as Estonia and Finland, decreased alcohol taxes. 

Results show that alcohol taxes have a larger effect on alcohol harm in a country 
than cross-border trade. Trying to curb cross-border trade by reducing taxes 
quickly becomes counter-productive for public health and social justice, as it 
causes a race to the bottom and leads to alcohol becoming more affordable.
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BIG PICTURE SUMMARY: 
KEY INSIGHTS FROM GLOBAL 
ALCOHOL TAXATION
BEST PRACTICES
The evidence from eight countries across four continents is clear: raising alcohol 
taxes reduces population-level alcohol consumption, prevents harm, saves lives, 
and raises revenue to invest in pro-social and pro-health programs. 

The quadruple-win of alcohol taxation.

From Botswana to Estonia, every best practice case study where alcohol taxes 
were increased shows measurable reductions in alcohol consumption, harm, 
and costs. This evidence is underscored by Finland’s 2004 natural experiment: 
the Finnish alcohol tax cut demonstrates that lowering alcohol taxes means 
rising more harm, immediately.

A persistent myth promoted by the alcohol industry is that alcohol tax increases 
reduce government revenue. But the evidence from real-world examples reveals 
the truth. In Botswana, South Africa, Lithuania, Russia, and the Philippines, tax 
revenue increased due to alcohol tax increases. For example, in Russia, liquor tax 
revenue grew by 195% between 2010 and 2016, while alcohol consumption fell - a 
win-win for public health. Higher alcohol taxes and higher revenues go hand in 
hand.

Alcohol companies frequently and aggressively push cross-border and illicit 
trade as a justification for keeping alcohol taxes low. The Estonian and Finnish 
experiences dismantle this claim. Cutting taxes to curb cross-border purchasing 
triggers a race to the bottom: alcohol becomes more affordable, consumption 
rises, and harm follows. The evidence shows that the public health benefits of 
maintaining high alcohol tax levels far outweigh any reduction in cross-border 
trade.

The cases also show that the alcohol industry actively works to erode alcohol 
taxation policies. In Botswana, intense lobbying diluted a planned 70% levy to 
30%, and industry-driven media pressure later achieved a further reduction. 
Policymakers therefore have a responsibility to anticipate and protect alcohol 
taxation initiatives against alcohol industry interference.

Finally, gains are fragile. Estonia’s experience after the 2019 tax reduction - 
where alcohol-related deaths rose from 451 to 753 in just a few years - is a stark 
reminder that progress depends on sustained political commitment. 

Alcohol taxation is not a one-time intervention but a long-term investment in 
public health, equity, and sustainable development.
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