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Introduction

The Royal College of Paediatrics and Child Health (RCPCH) has over 17,000 members
worldwide and works to transform child health through knowledge, innovation and
expertise. The College is responsible for training and examining paediatricians and plays a
major role in advocacy, policy development and in supporting the maintenance of
professional standards for its members.

Tackling childhood obesity is a priority area for the RCPCH. The College has long called
for the introduction of taxes on sugar sweetened beverages and is therefore encouraged
by the Government’s commitment to introduce a soft drinks industry levy in April 2018.
Although we note that much of this consultation is aimed at the industries that will bear
the levy, we wish to take the opportunity to address certain points and concerns from a
child health perspective.

One in five children in the UK starts school overweight or obese. By the time they are
eleven, this figure has increased to one in three'. Based on current trends, half of all
children will be obese or overweight by 20207

Soft drinks account for 30% of a child’s sugar intake - the number one source of sugar in
their diet. The recommended daily added sugar limit is five teaspoons for four to six-year-
olds and six teaspoons for seven to ten-year-olds. Currently, a can of regular Coke
contains approximately nine teaspoons of sugar, meaning that just one can per day
exceeds a child’s maximum sugar allowance. Adolescents have the poorest diets of any
age group, including the highest average sugar consumption, nearly three times higher
than recommended levels. These startling facts highlight the importance of introducing
this proposed levy.

As a health sector organisation, a number of this consultation’s questions are not directly
relevant to our work or area of expertise. We have therefore chosen to focus on a
selection of questions to which we feel best placed to respond.

Q8 - Do respondents agree that a minimum proportion of 75% milk is necessary to
ensure that only nutrient-rich milk drinks are exempt from the levy? If not, what
alternative test or treatment would you propose and why?

The RCPCH has advocated for a levy to be imposed on sugar sweetened beverages as
they are not required as part of a healthy and nutritious diet. We do not object, therefore,
to the Government’s decision to exclude milk-based drinks from the levy, as such drinks
have clear nutritional value. We do, however, have concerns about milk-based drinks with
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higher sugar content than is naturally present in cow’s milk, in particular as these are
particularly consumed by children. We therefore believe that only milk drinks with under
5% added sugar should be exempt from the levy. This would bring the policy in line with
the Government’s existing School Food Standards, which state that drinks with more than
5% added sugars or honey are considered ‘less healthy’ and thus are not allowed to be
served to children at any time during the school day.

Q13 - Respondents are invited to submit any evidence that the final levy design could
have potentially adverse impacts on groups with protected characteristics.

The RCPCH agrees with the impact assessment as detailed in Section 10. As the levy will
not be borne by individuals unless soft drinks manufacturers choose to raise their prices
rather than reformulate their products, the economic impact on groups with protected
characteristics will be negligible. It is important to note that sugar sweetened beverages
that will be impacted by the levy have no nutritional value. Therefore any reduction in
consumption of these beverages if prices do in fact rise cannot be seen as having an
adverse impact on any group.

In terms of broader inequalities, the RCPCH believes that if the soft drinks industry levy
encourages manufacturers to reformulate and consumers to switch to healthier
alternatives, it will herald a positive impact on peoples’ health and wellbeing. Children of
all ages are twice as likely to be obese in the most deprived areas as in the least deprived
areas, meaning that they are more at risk of developing a range of chronic obesity-related
conditions such as diabetes, high blood pressure, cardiovascular disease and bowel
cancer. Although the RCPCH does not view the soft drinks industry levy as a silver bullet
in tackling obesity, we firmly believe that it is a major step in the right direction towards
reversing current disturbing trends and will have a positive impact on children living in the
UK’s most deprived areas.

We also note with interest the assessment of the economic impact of the proposed levy,
and agree that “obesity places economic and financial burdens on both individuals and
wider society”. Our health services bear a significant portion of the financial burden
caused by obesity. The UK currently spends about £6 billion a year on the medical costs of
conditions related to obesity and overweight. Curbing the rise in obesity through
preventative measures such as this soft drinks industry levy would have positive impacts
on a financially strained NHS.

Q20 - Do respondents agree products which are given away free of charge should
still be liable to the levy? If not, please provide examples of where relief may be
appropriate and why.

The RCPCH agrees that products given away free of charge should still be liable to the
levy. We believe that stronger restrictions should be placed on advertising and
promotions aimed at children, and have concerns that providing a relief to producers
giving away free products would create a loophole whereby sugar sweetened beverages
could be inappropriately marketed to children.

Q40 - Do respondents agree that the above proposals for compliance and penalties
are appropriate?

We agree that HMRC’s proposals to introduce new penalties and sanctions for non-
compliance with the levy are appropriate and welcome the commitment to ensuring that
the levy is enforced.



Q43 - Do respondents have any other concerns or suggestions around potential
compliance risks?

The RCPCH fears that the lack of a robust evaluation framework could lead to potential
compliance risks.

Whilst we welcome this detailed consultation and the Government’s clear intention to
introduce the soft drinks industry levy, we are concerned that the document does not
contain any references to an evaluation framework. This levy must be properly monitored
and evaluated - looking at price elasticity, substitution effects, and to what extent it
impacts upon price consumption, patterns and producer/retailer responses - in order to
be truly effective.

Compliance with the levy and effects on product reformulation would need to be
monitored. The soft drinks industry levy as proposed is designed to encourage
manufacturers to reformulate their products to contain less sugar, and therefore avoid
paying tax. They do have the option, however, of shifting the burden of the levy onto
consumers by raising the prices of their sugary drinks. It is essential to monitor the
response of industry to this levy to properly evaluate how it is working in practice, and
whether products are being effectively reformulated.

A substitution effect may undermine the impact of the tax, by encouraging individuals to
switch to other unhealthy products or nutrient groups. The substitution effect is complex
to measure due to cross price elasticities (i.e. the responsiveness of quantity demanded of
a good following change in price of a related good). In the case of a levy on sugar-
sweetened beverages there is conflicting and limited evidence to demonstrate whether
this would increase or decrease the consumption of other unhealthy drinks or snacks. This
is another reason why the soft drinks industry levy must be robustly evaluated.

We would like to see Her Majesty’s Treasury produce a robust evaluation framework to
ensure the effectiveness of the soft drinks industry levy when it is introduced in April 2018.

In conclusion, we wish to reiterate once more our support for this soft drinks industry levy,
which we want to see successfully implemented and robustly evaluated. We would stress,
however, that this levy alone is not a panacea to solving the nation’s obesity crisis. The
Government must go above and beyond both this levy and its recently published
childhood obesity plan and introduce a range of measures, including further research
targeting the early years to address key uncertainties and identify effective intervention
strategies, a ban on junk food advertising before the 9pm watershed, improved data
collection through the National Child Measurement Programme, clearer visual labelling of
sugar content on food and drink products, and the establishment of Personal, Social,
Health and Economic (PSHE) Education as a statutory subject in all schools. Only then can
childhood obesity in the UK be effectively tackled once and for all.

For further information about any aspect of this consultation response, please
contact health.policy@rcpch.ac.uk and public.affairs@rcpch.ac.uk.
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