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Alcohol Policy in the Nordic countries (1/5):Alcohol Policy in the Nordic countries (1/5):
• Finland as well as most of the Nordic countries have a long tradition of 

formal, restrictive alcohol control policy. o a , est ct e a co o co t o po cy

• There was for instance a prohibition in Finland and Norway in the 
beginning of the 20th century, and after that the Nordic countries,beginning of the 20 century, and after that the Nordic countries, 
Denmark excluded, have had a retail monopoly for off-premise sales of 
alcohol. 

• Alcohol policies in the Nordic countries have since then been 
characterized by a strict formal alcohol policy based on bans and on 
controls of prices and the physical availability of alcoholic beveragescontrols of prices and the physical availability of alcoholic beverages. 

• From 1932 to 1995, Finland had a comprehensive alcohol monopoly 
covering all areas of alcohol production wholesale and off-licensecovering all areas of alcohol production, wholesale and off license 
distribution. Up until the late 1960s there was also a strict personal 
purchaser control in force, which was based on a rationing system. 
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Alcohol Policy in the Nordic countries (2/5):Alcohol Policy in the Nordic countries (2/5):
• During the past 50 years alcohol policies in the Nordic countries have, 

however, changed substantially. o e e , c a ged substa t a y

• In Finland we have seen a gradual and constant liberalization of the 
alcohol policy system, especially regarding physical alcohol availabilityalcohol policy system, especially regarding physical alcohol availability 
and alcohol taxation. One milestone of this development occurred in 
1969, when the rural prohibition was overturned and medium beer was 
for the first time sold in ordinary grocery stores.for the first time sold in ordinary grocery stores. 

• Another huge change in the Finnish alcohol policy system occurred in 
1995 when Finland became a member of the EU and started to1995, when Finland became a member of the EU and started to 
dismantle its comprehensive alcohol monopoly structure. 

• The latest in the series of major changes in Finnish alcohol policy tookThe latest in the series of major changes in Finnish alcohol policy took 
place in 2004. At this time import quotas of alcoholic beverages brought 
for personal use from other EU countries were abolished and alcohol 
taxation was lowered by an average of 33 percenttaxation was lowered by an average of 33 percent. 
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Alcohol Policy in the Nordic countries (3/5):Alcohol Policy in the Nordic countries (3/5):

• Partly because of several alcohol policy liberalizations in the latter part 
of the 1900s recorded alcohol consumption in Finland has risen fromof the 1900s, recorded alcohol consumption in Finland has risen from 
under 2 litres per capita in the mid-1950s to over 6.5 litres in the mid-
1970s, ending up with an all time high of 8.4 litres per capita in 2004. 

• When the figure for unrecorded alcohol consumption is combined with 
the sales figures, total alcohol consumption in Finland was 10.4 litres of 
pure alcohol per capita in 2008pure alcohol per capita in 2008.

• In a European comparison, alcohol consumption in Finland is on a 
relatively high level well above the average consumption level in EUrelatively high level, well above the average consumption level in EU. 
The Finns consume more alcohol than the Italians and the Greek and 
about the same amount as the French. 

• There are, however, EU member states that drink more than in Finland. 
These are, for instance, the Check republic, Hungary, and Ireland. 
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Alcohol Policy in the Nordic countries (4/5):Alcohol Policy in the Nordic countries (4/5):
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Alcohol consumption in Finland in litres of 100 % alcohol per capita, 1965–2008
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• Alcohol consumption in Finland has been on the rise for most of the post           
S d W ld W i dSecond World War period. 
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Alcohol Policy in the Nordic countries (5/5):Alcohol Policy in the Nordic countries (5/5):
Alcohol consumption in the Nordic countries 2007, in 100 % alcohol per capita

• In a Nordic comparison, the Finnish alcohol consumption is clearly the 
highest, even higher than in Denmark, that previously has had the 
highest consumption figures of all the Nordic countrieshighest consumption figures of all the Nordic countries.
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Differences in Alcohol Policy between North and 
South Europe (1/3)South Europe (1/3)
• It is hard to find more suitable countries than Finland and Italy when 

comparing alcohol policies in Europecomparing alcohol policies in Europe.

• Finland has had its strict formal alcohol policy, whereas Italy, on the 
other hand has been characterized by a strong informal alcohol controlother hand, has been characterized by a strong informal alcohol control 
and, at least in practice, by a relatively weak formal alcohol control. 

• In the mid 20th century when Finland had a very restrictive alcohol• In the mid-20th century, when Finland had a very restrictive alcohol 
policy, there were very few if any, alcohol policy regulations in force in 
Italy and those that existed were quite poorly enforced. Even the term 
alcohol policy was totally unknown for most of the Italiansalcohol policy was totally unknown for most of the Italians.

• Whereas alcohol policy in Finland, has been liberalized considerably 
during the past 50 years the development in Italy has been veryduring the past 50 years, the development in Italy has been very 
different. 
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Differences in Alcohol Policy between North and 
South Europe (2/3)South Europe (2/3)
• In the mid-20th century there did exist some formal alcohol policy 

regulations in Italy There were for instance an age limit of 16 yearsregulations in Italy. There were, for instance, an age limit of 16 years 
for purchases of alcoholic beverages, which had been in force since 
1931, and has since then remained unchanged. 

• Alcohol policy issues were not, however, of any bigger political interest 
in Italy until the late 1980s. It might seem somewhat irrational that 
alcohol policy issues began to gain in importance in Italy when alcoholalcohol policy issues began to gain in importance in Italy when alcohol 
consumption began to decrease

• In the early 1950s the recorded alcohol consumption in Italy was about• In the early 1950s, the recorded alcohol consumption in Italy was about 
10 litres per capita and increasing. In 1973 the alcohol consumption 
reached a figure of 13.9 litres per capita. Since then the recorded 
alcohol consumption has declined and in 2003 the Italian per capitaalcohol consumption has declined, and in 2003 the Italian per capita 
alcohol consumption was 6.9 litres. 
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Differences in Alcohol Policy between North and 
South Europe (3/3)South Europe (3/3)
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Alcohol consumption in 100 % alcohol per capita, Italy and Finland,1960─2003
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• This means that in the last 30 years the recorded alcohol consumption in Italy has 
decreased by over 50 per cent and the Italians drink today less than the Finns

Italy Finland

decreased by over 50 per cent, and the Italians drink today less than the Finns.
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Scaling the strictness of Alcohol Policy in 
Europe – Italy vs Finland (1/4)Europe – Italy vs. Finland (1/4)
• One way to examine the differences in alcohol policy between countries is to 

quantify the strictness of formal alcohol policy according to subgroups ofquantify the strictness of formal alcohol policy according to subgroups of 
alcohol control.

• This approach has been applied by several European studies in order toThis approach has been applied by several European studies in order  to 
study and compare alcohol policies .

• Studies that have included a scale to measure the comprehensiveness or p
strictness of alcohol policies have been the EC funded study “Alcohol 
Problems and Alcohol Control in Europe “ (Davies & Walsh, 1983) and 
the EU funded studies European Comparative Alcohol Study (ECAS) 
(Karlsson & Österberg, 2001) and the Bridging the Gap study (BtG) 
(Karlsson & Österberg, 2007) as well as in the ongoing AMPHORA project, 
which is financed by the 7th framework program. 

• Other institutions that have used scales in their studies are the Osservatorio 
permanente sui giovani e l’alcool (Young people and Alcohol in        
E 1994) d th WHO EURO (A d & L ht 1995)Europe, 1994) and the WHO-EURO (Anderson & Lehto, 1995).
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Scaling the strictness of Alcohol Policy in 
Europe – Italy vs Finland (2/4)Europe – Italy vs. Finland (2/4)
• An important result from the ECAS study, which can be applied to our Italy-

Finland comparison is that according to the scale alcohol policies becameFinland comparison, is that according to the scale, alcohol policies became 
more similar in the European countries during the second half of the twentieth 
century. 

• The convergence was, however, not a process leading towards the kind of 
restrictive alcohol policy that was practiced in the Nordic countries in the 
1950s. The countries have instead become more similar in that they are all y
adopting measures trying to affect alcohol demand and alcohol-related 
problems, instead of controlling the supply or availability of alcoholic 
beverages.

• Therefore measures targeting drunk driving, alcohol advertising as well as 
legal age-limits for sales of alcoholic beverages have become more common, 
whereas measures like higher alcohol excise duties and restrictions on the 
physical availability of alcoholic beverages have become more uncommon. 
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Scaling the strictness of Alcohol Policy in 
Europe – Italy vs Finland The BtG Scale (3/4)

Personal control (4 p.) 
7. Legal age limit for off-premise sales at least 

 Yes 
20 for some alcoholic beverages (2 p )

Control of production and wholesale of alcohol (2 p.) 
1. State monopoly for the production or wholesale of 

Beer (½ p.) Wine (½ p.) Spirits (1 p.) 
Y N Y N Y N

Europe – Italy vs. Finland. The BtG Scale (3/4)

20 for some alcoholic beverages (2 p.)
18 for some alcoholic beverages (1 p.)  
8. Legal age limit for on-premise sales at least 

 Yes 
20 for some alcoholic beverages (2 p )

Yes No Yes No Yes No
       

Points:      /2 
 
Control of distribution (10 p.) 20 for some alcoholic beverages (2 p.)

18 for some alcoholic beverages (1 p.)  
Points:      /4 
 
Control of marketing (3 p.) 

( p )
2a. State monopoly for off-premise sale of  

Beer (1 p.) Wine (1 p.) Spirits (2 p.) 
Yes No Yes No Yes No 

      
9. Restrictions on alcohol advertising & sponsorship:  

 Yes 
Ban on all national alcohol advertising & 
sponsorship (3 p.) 

 

Ban on alcohol national advertising for some

2b. No state monopoly, but a restrictive license system for off-
premise sale of 

Beer (½ p.) Wine (½ p.) Spirits (1 p.) 
Yes No Yes No Yes No 

Ban on alcohol national advertising for some 
alcoholic beverages (2 p.) 
Statutory control on national alcohol advertising 
for some alcoholic beverages (1 p.) 

 

Voluntary code on national alcohol advertising 
and sponsorship (½ p.)

 

  
3. Special permanent restrictions on sales days (1 p.) Yes  
and sales hours (1 p.) Yes in off-premise sale of alcoholic 
beverages. 
4. Other special permanent restrictions on places of sale (1 p.) 

Yes for off-premise sale of alcoholic beverages and sponsorship (½ p.)
Points:   /3 

Yes for off-premise sale of alcoholic beverages.
5. Special permanent restrictions on sales days (1 p.) Yes 
and sales hours (1 p.) Yes in on-premise sale of alcoholic 
beverages. 
6. Other special permanent restrictions on places of sale (1 p.)

Yes for on premise sales of alcoholic beverages
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Yes for on-premise sales of alcoholic beverages. 
Points: /10 
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Scaling the strictness of Alcohol Policy in 
Europe – Italy vs Finland The BtG Scale (4/4)

Social and environmental controls (4 p.) 
10. Drunk driving:  
 Yes 

Alcohol taxation (16 p.) 
12. Excise duty on strong alcoholic beverages per litre of    
100 % alcohol  

44 01 € + 22 01 44 € 11 01 22 € 6 11 €

Europe – Italy vs. Finland. The BtG Scale (4/4)

BAC less than 0.05% (4 p.) 
BAC 0.05% (2 p.)  

Points:      /4 
 
Public policy (1 p )

44.01 € +  
(4 p.) 

22.01 - 44 € 
(3 p.) 

11.01 - 22 € 
(2 p.) 

6 - 11 € 
(1 p.) 

    
13. Excise duty on intermediate products per litre of 100 % 
alcohol  

Public policy (1 p.) 
11. National alcohol prevention or education programme (1 p.)

Yes. 
Points:      /1 

20.01 € +  
(4 p.) 

10.01 - 20 € 
(3 p.) 

5.01 - 10 € 
(2 p.) 

2.75 - 5 € 
(1 p.) 

    
14. Excise duty on wine per litre of 100 % alcohol  

14.97 € + 7.49 - 14.96 € 3.75 - 7.48 € 2.05 - 3.74 €14.97 €   
(4 p.) 

7.49 14.96 € 
(3 p.) 

3.75 7.48 € 
(2 p.) 

2.05 3.74 € 
(1 p.) 

    
15. Excise duty on beer per litre of 100 % alcohol  

14.97 € + 
(4 )

7.49 - 14.96 € 
(3 p )

3.75 - 7.48 € 
(2 )

2.05 - 3.74 € 
(1 )(4 p.) (3 p.) (2 p.) (1 p.)

    
Points:      /16 
 
Total points:    /40

20/05/2009 17/23Alcohol policies among North and South Europe / Thomas Karlsson



The strictness of alcohol control policies in 2006 in some 
European countries according to subgroups of alcohol control
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The strictness of alcohol control policies in 2006 
di t b f l h l t laccording to subgroups of alcohol control 

Italy vs. Finland

35

40

25

30
Alcohol taxation

Public policy

15

20 BAC limits

Control of marketing

Age limits

5

10

Age limits

Control of distribution

Control of production 
and wholesale

0

5

Finland Italy Mean scoreEU mean score

20/05/2009 Alcohol policies among North and South Europe / Thomas Karlsson 19/23



Alcohol policy measures in Italy and FinlandAlcohol policy measures in Italy and Finland

Alcohol policy measures Italy FinlandAlcohol policy measures Italy Finland

Legal age-limit 16 years 18 years (20 for spirits)

Legal sale restrictions by hours, 
d d l N Ydays and places No Yes

BAC limit in traffic 0.5 % 0.5 %

Number of off-premise alcohol Alcoholic beverages sold 340 outlets for wine and p
outlets

g
in most grocery stores spirits in the whole country

National action plan on alcohol Yes Yes

Tax levels Spirits Wine Beer Spirits Wine BeerTax levels 
(€/litre of pure alcohol)

Spirits
8.00

Wine
0.00

Beer
5.88

Spirits
35.80

Wine
23.36

Beer
23.60
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Conclusions (1/2):Conclusions (1/2):
• In a historical perspective four of the five Nordic countries have had highly 

restrictive and protective systems of alcohol production and sales, based on threerestrictive and protective systems of alcohol production and sales, based on three 
basic pillars:

1. Private profits from alcohol production and sales were minimized, that is the 
commerce of alcoholic beverages was “disinterested”.

2. The physical availability of alcohol was strongly restricted. The extreme case is 
represented b a total prohibition in Finland in the period 1919 1932represented by a total prohibition in Finland in the period 1919–1932.

3. The economic availability of alcohol was regulated by high taxes and prices, 
which alleviated the inclination to buy drinks on the one hand and provided awhich alleviated the inclination to buy drinks on the one hand, and provided a 
convenient source for tax revenue on the other.

• With the gradual introduction of the Single Market, the basic pillars of Nordic 
alcohol control have been weakened, and legislation concerning the regulation of 
alcohol taxes and availability of alcoholic beverages has become more difficult to 
pursue.
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Conclusions (2/2):Conclusions (2/2):
• In Italy on the other hand, alcohol policy, at least in its formal sense, was still in the 

1950s almost non-existent.1950s almost non existent.

• It was not until the late 1980s when alcohol policy issues began to attract greater 
political interest in Italy.

• It is somewhat of a paradox that this occurred in a situation where alcohol 
consumption, and especially wine consumption had decreased for 15 years. The 
same de elopment can be seen in man other Mediterranean co ntries at thesame development can be seen in many other Mediterranean countries at the 
same time and in France already since the 1950s. 

• During the past couple of decades however also “formal” alcohol policy issuesDuring the past couple of decades, however, also formal  alcohol policy issues 
have gotten on the political agenda in Italy. These measures differ, however, from 
traditional Nordic alcohol policy, based on controlling the supply or availability of 
alcoholic beverages, as most of the alcohol policy measures debated and 
introduced in Italy mainly try to affect alcohol demand and alcohol-related 
problems.

20/05/2009 Alcohol policies among North and South Europe / Thomas Karlsson 23/23




