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Over-reach: the EU’s lifestyle regulation plans 

Christopher Snowdon, Head of Lifestyle Economics at Institute of Economics Affairs 

 

Alcohol 

The Commission has four key proposals related to alcohol. It says it will ‘review EU legislation on the taxation of alcohol and on 

cross-border purchases of alcohol by private individuals. The EU currently sets minimum alcohol duty at a modest level. Any 

significant increase would disadvantage the EU’s poorer member states. A one-size-fits-all tax regime would be inappropriate 

and unfair when incomes vary so greatly across the EU. 

 

The ability of private citizens to buy unlimited quantities of goods from different countries is what the EU’s Single Market is all 

about. Cross-border shopping can be inconvenient for countries that have excessive rates of excise tax, but it remains a 

fundamental freedom. It would be extraordinary if the EU were to chip away at the Single Market for the sake of trying to bring 

about a negligible reduction in alcohol consumption in a handful of member states. 

 

The Commission says it will ‘closely monitor the implementation of the Audiovisual Media Service Directive provisions on 

commercial communications for alcoholic beverages, including on online video-sharing platforms. This will involve work with 

Member States and the European Regulators Group for Audiovisual Media Services (ERGA) and stakeholders to encourage self 

and co-regulatory initiatives.’ This suggests that the Commission will step up its funding of anti-alcohol groups such as the 

European Alcohol Policy Alliance to lobby for policy changes at the national level. This is not a fair use of taxpayers’ money. 

Member states are quite capable of formulating their own advertising laws without interference from the Commission or from the 

campaign groups it finances.  

 

Finally, the Commission proposes ‘a mandatory indication of the list of ingredients and 

the nutrition declaration on alcoholic beverage labels before the end of 2022 and of 

health warnings on labels before the end 2023’. Since member states are unable to 

mandate such labels unilaterally, this is arguably overdue. Consumers benefit from 

information and they deserve to know what they are putting in their bodies. There is a 

good case for calorie and ingredient information being mandatory on drink labels. The 

case for health warnings is less strong. There is limited space on many bottles and there 

is a danger that the health information would be incomplete or misleading. What is it that 

the Commission thinks consumers don’t know about alcohol? Is it so important as to 

require intrusive warnings on the product or can the information be transmitted other 

ways?   

 

Food 

The Commission proposes taxes and advertising restrictions in the food market in the name of reducing obesity. It say the 

Commission ‘is planning to prepare an implementation report in 2022 on the Audiovisual Media Service Directive, including those 

on commercial communications on unhealthy food and drinks. This appears to signal the Commission’s intention to ban certain 

forms of advertising for a range of food products (and alcohol).  

 

A report published by the European Commission on 3 February 2021 proposes a range of nanny state 

interventions intended to reduce the consumption of alcohol, tobacco, e-cigarettes and ‘unhealthy food’ (European 

Commission 2021). Many of the ideas in the Commission’s Beating Cancer Plan, such as scientific collaboration 

on genomics and diagnostics, have great potential, but others are illiberal, ineffective and would have negative 

unintended consequences. Several of them go far beyond the EU’s remit.  

 

The Commission is proposing paternalistic interventions in all four of the areas covered by the Epicenter Nanny 

State Index. This short briefing paper discusses each of them. 
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The EU has the authority to ban advertising in any medium that can cross borders, as it has already done for tobacco and e-

cigarettes, but there are many arguments against such a policy. Food is an essential product and no food that is allowed to be 

sold is inherently dangerous. There is no legal definition of ‘unhealthy food’ and many products that are classified as high in fat, 

sugar or salt would not be considered to be ‘unhealthy’ or ‘junk food’ by the public. Advertising is an important lever of competition 

which allows new entrants to break into the market and fosters innovation. The food business is Europe’s largest industry and 

food advertising is an important source of revenue for many media, advertising platforms and other services (including public 

transport and the arts). The association between food advertising and obesity is weak and based on poor quality evidence.  

 

Banning advertising is a form of censorship which should only be considered in extreme circumstances. Advertisements for 

chocolate and ice cream do not cross any reasonable threshold of harm. No member State has taken such action and, therefore, 

there is no justification on market harmonisation grounds. A ban on such advertising would not help facilitate trade between 

member states. On the contrary, it would hinder it.  

 

The Commission also says it will ‘publish a study mapping fiscal measures and pricing policies on sugars, soft drinks and 

alcoholic beverages. Following this, the Commission will consider the feasibility of proposing new tax measures on sugars and 

soft drinks’. This seems to be beyond the EU’s remit. A few member states have introduced taxes on sugary drinks (which have 

not led to any reduction in obesity levels), but that is a matter for them. There is no justification for an EU-wide tax on grounds 

of market harmonisation; domestic sugar taxes have no implications for intra-EU trade.  

 

The Commission appears to be pre-empting the conclusions of its mapping study when it says that it will look at the feasibility of 

sugar taxes after it is published. No doubt the Commission will hire academics who support sugar taxes to produce this research, 

but the truth is that sugar taxes have never worked anywhere (Snowdon 2016). No country has seen a reduction in obesity - 

among adults or children - after introducing such a tax. They are revenue-raising measures first and foremost. If a national 

government wishes to introduce such a tax, it would surely prefer to collect the revenue itself rather than see it go to the EU. 

  

Finally, ‘the Commission will further reduce the presence of carcinogenic contaminants in food. It will set maximum levels for 

more of these contaminants, based on the latest available scientific evidence.’ This should indeed be led by science, not 

scaremongering. For example, acrylamide is produced naturally when food is cooked at 

high temperatures. The European Food Safety Authority (2015) has found very little 

evidence that it is a human carcinogen at the levels typically found in cooked food. 

Nevertheless, campaigners have cited the precautionary principle to demand a reduction 

in maximum permitted levels of acrylamide that would have a significant negative impact 

on food producers and their customers. The Commission attempted to push through 

lower limits for some foods in 2020 but this was rejected by the European Parliament.  

 

Reducing ‘carcinogenic contaminants in food’ seems like a no-brainer, but in this, as in 

other areas, the EU should move beyond the precautionary principle - which gives carte 

blanche to bans on almost anything - and base policy on accurate scientific data and 

sound judgement.  

 
Tobacco   

The Commission says it wants to ‘create a “Tobacco Free Generation” where less than 5% of the population uses tobacco by 

2040’. It is unclear what democratic mandate the EU, let alone the Commission, has to take such a decision on other people’s 

behalf. Tobacco is a legal product which adults are free to consume. If more than five per cent of the population still wishes to 

smoke in 19 years time, that is a matter for them. 

 

The Commission conflates ‘smoking’ with ‘tobacco use’. There is no acknowledgement that Sweden has by far the lowest 

smoking rate in the EU despite relatively high levels of tobacco use, thanks to widespread adoption of the smokeless tobacco 

product known as snus. Snus was banned by the EU in 1992 because it was believed to cause cancer. This belief has since 

been disproven and yet the ban remains in place (Sweden has always had an exemption). 

 

The Commission says its plan involves ‘working towards plain packaging and a full ban on flavours’. Plain packaging has failed 

to have an impact on smoking rates and cigarette consumption in the UK and Australia (Breton et al. 2018; Underwood et al. 
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2020; Davidson and de Silva 2017). Several EU countries have experimented with plain packaging without success. There is no 

reason for the rest of the bloc to follow them down this blind alley. 

 

Smoking bans are beyond the EU’s competence and are purely a matter for domestic governments. Nevertheless, the 

Commission says that it will ‘propose to update the Council Recommendation on Smoke-Free Environments both extending its 

coverage to emerging products, such as e-cigarettes and heated tobacco products, and expanding smoke-free environments, 

including outdoor spaces.’ The issue of emerging products is discussed below, but it should be noted that there is no credible 

evidence that smoking outdoors poses any health threat to nonsmokers. Banning smoking outdoors is naked paternalism 

designed to make smokers’ lives even more difficult. Regulating smoking outdoors should not be the business of national 

governments, let alone of the EU. 

 

E-cigarettes 

The reference in the report to a ‘full ban on flavours’ must be a reference to e-cigarette products since the EU has already banned 

all flavoured cigarettes, including menthol. Most vapers use flavoured e-cigarettes. Flavours are an essential part of e-cigarettes’ 

appeal to smokers. Goldensen et al. (2019: 7) found that ‘observational and qualitative studies suggest that flavored e-cigarettes 

may aid adult smokers in smoking reduction and cessation efforts. Former smokers cite the wide variety of available flavorings 

and superior taste of e-cigarettes as factors that aid smoking cessation, and note that restricting the availability of flavorings 

would make the vaping less enjoyable and reduce the appeal of e-cigarettes.’ 

 

There is ample evidence showing that policies which make e-cigarettes less appealing, including flavour bans, increase cigarette 

sales and increase the smoking rate. Pesko et al. (2020) found that ‘higher e-cigarette tax rates increase traditional cigarette 

use’. Cotti et al. (2020) found that a decline in e-cigarette pod sales led to an increase in the sale of traditional cigarettes. Abouk 

et al. (2019) found that e-cigarette taxes led to more women smoking in pregnancy. Friedman (2015) found that banning the sale 

of e-cigarettes to minors increased the underage smoking rate. Yang et al. (2020) found that the ban on e-cigarette flavours in 

San Francisco led to increased smoking prevalence among 18-24-year-olds. 

 

The evidence is quite clear that e-cigarettes and cigarettes are 

substitutes for one another, and that vaping is a gateway out of 

smoking for many people who would not otherwise have quit. This has 

been shown in a series of randomised control trials (Bullen et al. 2013; 

Carponnetto et al. 2013; Adriaens et al. 2014; Hayek et al. 2019; 

Walker et al. 2019) as well as numerous observational studies. Making 

vaping less accessible and less appealing will have consequences that 

run directly counter to the Commission’s stated objectives. 

 

The Commission’s proposal of encouraging member states to include vaping in their smoking bans is particularly wrongheaded. 

Firstly, there is no scientific evidence to support the belief that ‘secondhand vaping’ poses any risk whatsoever to bystanders, 

which is the ostensible justification for smoking bans. Secondly, the ability of vapers to use e-cigarettes indoors gives vaping a 

competitive advantage over smoking. If vapers are forced to stand outside to consume their nicotine, they may decide that they 

might as well smoke.  

 

The Commission’s recommendation to include vaping in smoking bans and to extend smoking bans to the outdoors could lead 

to the absurd situation in which it is illegal for people to exhale e-cigarette vapour - which is essentially water vapour - in the 

open air. 

 

Conclusion 

Much of the Commission’s report focuses on scientific research which requires international collaboration. It is right and proper 

that the EU sets standards and facilitates collaboration between nations in this way. The section on lifestyle regulation, by 

contrast, contains a list of extreme policies, almost none of which require EU action, and which have been mostly rejected by 

member states. National governments can decide for themselves whether they wish to introduce sugar taxes, plain packaging, 

outdoor vaping bans, etc. Most of them have chosen not to.  

 

We do not know which individuals wrote the Commission’s report, nor do we know who has been influencing them, but it would 

not be surprising if activists are using the EU to impose policies on national governments having failed to persuade politicians 
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and the public at the national level. Whatever the motive, the Commission has proposed a list of largely ineffective and illiberal 

policies that go far beyond the EU’s remit and would undermine the Single Market. 

 
References 

Abouk, R., Adams, S., Feng, B., MacLean, J. and Pesko, M. (2019) The Effect of E-Cigarette Taxes on Pre-pregnancy and 

Prenatal Smoking. NBER Working Paper No. 26126. 

 

Adriaens, K., van Gucht, D., Declerck, P. and Baeyens, F. (2014) Effectiveness of the electronic cigarette: An eight-week 

Flemish study with six-month follow-up on smoking reduction, craving and experienced benefits and complaints. International 

Journal of Environmental Research and Public Health 11(11): 11220-48. 

 

Breton, M., Britton, J., Huang, Y. and Bogdanovica, I. (2018) Cigarette brand diversity and price changes during the 

implementation of plain packaging in the United Kingdom. Addiction 113(10): 1883-94. 

 

Bullen, C., Howe, C., Laugesen, M., McRobbie, H., Parag, V., Williman, J. and Walker, N. (2013) Electronic cigarettes for 

smoking cessation: a randomised controlled trial. Lancet 382(9905): 1629-37. 

 

Caponnetta, P., Auditore, R., Russo. C, Cappello, G. and Polosa, R. (2013) Impact of an electronic cigarette on smoking 

reduction and cessation in schizophrenic smokers: a prospective 12-month pilot study. International Journal of Environmental 

Research and Public Health 10(2): 446-61. 

 

Cotti, C., Courtemanche, C., Maclean, J., Nesson, E., Pesko, M. and Tefft, N. (2020) The Effects of E-Cigarette Taxes on E-

Cigarette Prices and Tobacco Product Sales: Evidence from Retail Panel Data. NBER Working Paper No. 26724.  

 

COWI Consortium (2012) Assessment of the added value of the EU strategy to support member states in reducing alcohol-

related harm. DG Health and Consumers. 

 

Davidson, S. and de Silva, A. (2017) Stubbing Out the Evidence of Tobacco Plain Packaging Efficacy: An Analysis of the 

Australian National Tobacco Plain Packaging Survey. SSRN May 17: http://dx.doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.2780938  

 

European Commission (2021) Communication from the Commission to the Council and the European Parliament: Europe 

Beating Cancer Plan. 3 February. https://ec.europa.eu/health/sites/health/files/non_communicable_diseases/docs/eu_cancer-

plan_en.pdf  

 

European Food Safety Authority (2015) Scientific Opinion on acrylamide in food. EFSA Journal 13(6): 4104. 

 

Friedman, A. (2015) How does electronic cigarette access affect adolescent smoking? Journal of Health Economics 44: 300-

308.  

 

Goldensen, N., Leventhal, A., Simpson, K. and Barrington-Trimis, J. (2019) A Review of the Use and Appeal of Flavored 

Electronic Cigarettes. Current Addiction Reports 6(2): 98-113. 

 

Hayek, P. et al. (2019) A Randomized Trial of E-Cigarettes versus Nicotine-Replacement Therapy. New England Journal of 

Medicine 380(7): 629-37. 

 

Pesko, M., Courtemanche, C. and MacLean, J. (2020) The effects of traditional cigarette and e-cigarette tax rates on adult 

tobacco product use. Journal of Risk and Uncertainty 60: 229-258.  

 

Rehm, J. and Shield, K. D. (2021) Alcohol Use and Cancer in the European Union. European Addiction Journal 27: 1-8. 

 

Snowdon, C. (2016) Sugar Taxes: a briefing. London: Institute of Economic Affairs. 

 

Underwood, D., Sun, S., Riccardo, A.(2020) The effectiveness of plain packaging in discouraging tobacco consumption in 

Australia. Nature Human Behaviour 4: 1273-84.  

http://dx.doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.2780938
https://ec.europa.eu/health/sites/health/files/non_communicable_diseases/docs/eu_cancer-plan_en.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/health/sites/health/files/non_communicable_diseases/docs/eu_cancer-plan_en.pdf


5 
 

 

Walker, N., Parag, V., Verbiest, M., Laking, G., Laugesen, M. and Bullen, C. (2019) Nicotine patches used in combination with 

e-cigarettes (with and without nicotine) for smoking cessation: a pragmatic, randomised trial. Lancet Respiratory Medicine 8(1): 

54-64. 

 

Yang, Y., Lindblom, E. N., Salloum, R. G., & Ward, K. D. (2020). The impact of a comprehensive tobacco product flavor ban in 

San Francisco among young adults. Addictive Behaviors Reports, 11: 100273. 

 


