RESPONSE TO THE COMMITTEE OF ADVERTISING PRACTICE (BROADCASTING) CONSULTATION ON HEALTH AND DIETARY CLAIMS IN TV AND RADIO ADVERTISING OF ALCOHOL
FROM CHRYSALIS RADIO

We welcome the opportunity to respond to the BCAP’s consultation on the advertising of alcohol.  Chrysalis Radio is the one of the UK’s ‘Big Three’ commercial radio groups.  We own and operate eight major analogue local radio stations under the Heart, Galaxy and LBC, covering nearly 23 million adults (15+) and reaching over 5 million each week.  We are also a leading player in digital radio, as the major shareholder in the MXR digital radio multiplex consortium, and as the provider of digital radio services covering over 30 million adults.  As a commercial radio operator, we are funded entirely from advertising and related revenue, and therefore have an interest in the regulation of the advertisements that we carry.  We have limited our comments in this response to section 3 of the consultation, on ‘Health and Dietary Claims in TV and Radio Alcohol Advertising’, as this relates specifically to radio.
We fully support the principle that alcohol should not be advertised as a health product, nor should it be marketed as possessing health-giving properties.  However, we believe that the new rule proposed by BCAP removes clarity, rather than reinforcing it, and may actually prevent consumers from making informed purchasing decisions based on clear and comprehensible marketing messages.

The proposed new rule, and accompanying guidance notes, are unclear.  Paragraphs 20-42 of the consultation document, discussing the issue of ‘low calorie’ and ‘low carb’ products, suggest that BCAP wishes to prevent to use of the words ‘low’ and ‘lower’ when advertising alcoholic drinks.  However, this is not clearly stated in the proposed rule and guidance notes.

The guidance notes relating to the use of the word ‘light’ or ‘lite’ are also unclear.  The notes state that these words “can be used in ways that do not necessarily imply dietary qualities, for example to refer to light colour, body or flavour.”  However, it goes on to say that “the use of such words as part of a brand name is therefore acceptable unless some other element, such as a logo, implies an unacceptable claim.”  It is not clear from this whether the inclusion of the word ‘light’ in a brand name, where it is intended to imply lower calorie content, is acceptable and, if so, on what basis.  To the best of our knowledge, the word ‘light’ when used as an alcohol brand, is currently only used to express low calorie content.  Is it BCAP’s intention that the use of such brands should be prohibited in broadcast advertising, or that alcohol manufacturers should adapt their marketing messages to imply that ‘light’ no longer refers to calorie content but instead to some other property of the product?
BCAP proposes to prohibit the use of phrases like ‘low calorie’ and ‘low carb’, but allow the communication of strictly factual messages, such as the numerical calorie or carbohydrate content in a product.  In doing so, BCAP acknowledges that some consumers may wish legitimately to make purchasing decisions on the basis of calorie or carbohydrate content, but it actually imposes a barrier to informed purchase decisions.  We consider it unlikely that the majority of consumers will be able to interpret numerical data on calorie or carbohydrate content.  To do so requires some basic scientific understanding of the relevance of the figures, as well as knowledge of the calorie or carbohydrate levels in normal, non-‘low’ products.  Terms like ‘low’ and ‘light’ are easily understood by consumers and the imposition of legally enforceable definitions of those terms in the Food Labelling Regulations allows consumers to have confidence in the use of those terms in labelling and advertising.
Replacing the use of terms like ‘low’ and ‘light’ with numerical data not only makes it harder for consumers to make informed purchasing decisions, but may even create an opportunity for advertisers to give the misleading impression that products are low calorie or low carb when in fact they are not.  If a consumer hears a radio advertisement for a beer, for example, which ends with the statement that the product ‘contains xx calories per unit of alcohol’, they are unlikely to know what this means, but may assume, solely because of its inclusion in the advertisement, that it is a positive statement, implying low calorie content.  In other words, the combination of consumer ignorance and the presentation of numerical data might actually create a false impression of the product, even in an advertisement that is entirely truthful and fully conforms with the proposed regulations.
We believe that the interests of consumers are best served by advertisements that are easily understood.  We therefore urge BCAP to reconsider its proposals.
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