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Autumn Budget Stakeholder Representation 2025 

World Cancer Research Fund  

 
World Cancer Research Fund (WCRF) examines how diet, weight and physical activity 
impact the risk of developing and surviving cancer. As part of an international network of 
charities, we have been funding life-saving research, influencing global public health policy 
and educating the public since 1982. While society continues searching for a cure, our 
prevention and survival work is helping people live longer, happier and healthier lives - free 
from the devastating effects of cancer.     
  
Our response will focus on our expertise in cancer prevention as it relates to alcohol and 
obesity. As members of the Alcohol Health Alliance and the Recipe for Change campaign, 
we also endorse their responses.   

Preventable cancer 

With around 40% of cancers being preventable by addressing modifiable risk factors, such 
as obesity and alcohol, primary prevention of cancer must be a government priority. It 
remains the most sustainable, long-term and cost-effective approach to tackling, not only 
cancer, but other non-communicable diseases as well1. Primary prevention will also 
support the government’s growth agenda and help to address economic inactivity due to ill 
health, which the Office for Budget Responsibility (OBR) identifies as a significant 
economic risk2.   
 
Prevention will crucially help ease pressure on the NHS, which saw the cost of preventable 
cancer cases at £3.7bn in 20233. Furthermore, the health service is struggling to cope with 
the current cancer burden, missing vital referral and treatment targets – an issue that is 
only set to worsen as cancer incidence and mortality are projected to continue rising4.  
 
This submission focuses on two priority areas: 
 

1. Alcohol and cancer    page 1 
2. Obesity and cancer    page 4 

 
 
 
 
 

 
1  World Health Organization (2007). Cancer Control: Knowledge into Action, Module 2: Prevention. Available online 
2 Office for Budget Responsibility (2023). Fiscal risks and sustainability. Available online 
3 Frontier Economics (2023). Cost of preventable cancers in the UK to rise. Available online 
4 House of Commons Library. (2024) Cancer: summary of statistics (England). Available online 

https://www.wcrf.org/
https://ahauk.org/
https://www.recipeforchange.org.uk/
https://iris.who.int/bitstream/handle/10665/43575/9241547111_eng.pdf?sequence=1
http://obr.uk/docs/dlm_uploads/Fiscal_risks_and_sustainability_report_July_2023.pdf
https://www.frontier-economics.com/uk/en/news-and-insights/news/news-article-i20141-cost-of-preventable-cancers-in-the-uk-to-rise/
https://researchbriefings.files.parliament.uk/documents/SN06887/SN06887.pdf
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1. Alcohol and cancer  

• Alcohol is a well-established risk factor for seven cancers, including breast and bowel - 
two of the most common in the UK - and oesophageal, one of the hardest to treat5.  

• Crucially, risks are present even at low levels of consumption6.  

• Across the UK, alcohol is responsible for about 4% of all cancer cases, making it the 
sixth leading cause of cancer7.  

• In 2015, almost 17,000 new cancer cases attributed to alcohol were diagnosed, this 
equates to 46 people receiving a devastating diagnosis every single day8.  

• Adding to the immeasurable human cost, is the economic burden placed on society, 
with alcohol-related cancers costing the NHS alone an estimated £100 million 
annually9. 

• Furthermore, the economic benefits of alcohol consumption are offset by the cost it has 
on society. In England, alcohol-related harms costs around £27.44 billion every year10. 

• Concerningly, the COVID-19 pandemic drove an increase in high-risk drinking which 
has not yet returned to pre-pandemic levels.  

• Modelling by the Institute of Alcohol Studies and Health Lumen projects that if this 
trend persists, England could see an additional 18,785 cancer cases by 203511- placing 
considerable further pressure on the already overstretched NHS.  

Alcohol harm beyond cancer 

• In England, there are over 1 million hospitalisations for alcohol-related conditions every 
year12. 

• In the UK, the rate of alcohol-specific deaths has increased by 38% between 2019 and 

202313.  

• Alcohol is estimated to incur societal costs of £27.4 billion every year, made up of £4.9 
billion to the NHS, £14.6 billion in alcohol-related crime and disorder, over £5 billion 
due to lost productivity, and £2.9 billion to social services14.  

• Alcohol harm is directly associated with affordability, which has increased by 91% in the 
last four decades15.  

 
5 World Cancer Research Fund. Alcoholic Drinks. Available online 
6 Alcohol Change UK (2025). Alcohol Harm Across the Drinking Spectrum. 2025. Available online 
7 Rumgay, H., Shield, K., Charvat, H., Ferrari, P., Sornpaisarn, B., Obot, I., Islami, F., Lemmens, V. E., Rehm, J., 
& Soerjomataram, I. (2021). Global burden of cancer in 2020 attributable to alcohol consumption: A population-based 
study. The Lancet Oncology, 22(8), 1071–1080. https://doi.org/10.1016/s1470-2045(21)00279-5  
8 Rumgay, H., Shield, K., Charvat, H., Ferrari, P., Sornpaisarn, B., Obot, I., Islami, F., Lemmens, V. E., Rehm, J., 
& Soerjomataram, I. (2021). Global burden of cancer in 2020 attributable to alcohol consumption: A population-based 
study. The Lancet Oncology, 22(8), 1071–1080. https://doi.org/10.1016/s1470-2045(21)00279-5  
9 Angus C, Holmes J, Pryce R, Meier P & Brennan A. (2016) Alcohol and cancer trends: Intervention Studies University 
of Sheffield and Cancer Research UK. Available online  
10 “Economy.” Institute of Alcohol Studies. Available online 
11 Sadie Boniface, Joshua Card-Gowers, Alex Martin, Lisa Retat and Laura Webber (2022). The COVID hangover: 
Addressing long-term impacts of changes in alcohol consumption during the pandemic. Institute of Alcohol Studies and 
Health Lumen. Available online  
12 Department of Health & Social Care (2025) Alcohol profile: Admission episodes for alcohol-related conditions (Broad) 
13 ONS (2025) Alcohol-specific deaths in the UK: registered in 2023 
14 Institute of Alcohol Studies (2024) Cost of alcohol harm in England, Economy Factsheet. 
15 NHS Digital (2024) Statistics on Public Health, England 2023  

https://www.wcrf.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/10/Alcoholic-Drinks.pdf
https://s3.eu-west-2.amazonaws.com/sr-acuk-craft/documents/Alcohol-harm-across-the-drinking-spectrum-2.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1016/s1470-2045(21)00279-5
https://doi.org/10.1016/s1470-2045(21)00279-5
https://www.cancerresearchuk.org/sites/default/files/alcohol_and_cancer_trends_report_cruk.pdf?_gl=1*15gvvwg*_gcl_au*ODcxNzI5Nzk0LjE3NDMwMTkxMDc.*_ga*ODYwODc3ODUyLjE3NDMwMTkxMDc.*_ga_58736Z2GNN*MTc0NTM5MzkxNy4yMC4wLjE3NDUzOTM5MTcuNjAuMC4w
http://www.ias.org.uk/factsheet/economy/
https://www.ias.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2022/07/The-COVID-Hangover-report-July-2022.pdf
https://fingertips.phe.org.uk/profile/local-alcohol-profiles/data#page/4/gid/1938132984/pat/159/par/K02000001/ati/15/are/E92000001/iid/93765/age/1/sex/4/cat/-1/ctp/-1/yrr/1/cid/4/tbm/1
https://www.ons.gov.uk/peoplepopulationandcommunity/healthandsocialcare/causesofdeath/bulletins/alcoholrelateddeathsintheunitedkingdom/registeredin2023
https://www.ias.org.uk/factsheet/economy/
https://digital.nhs.uk/data-and-information/publications/statistical/statistics-on-public-health/2023/part-4-affordability-and-expenditure
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Alcohol duty is a key mechanism to reduce alcohol 

harm and raise revenue 

• Cuts and freezes to alcohol duty since 2013 mean that by 2029-30, the total cumulative 

foregone revenue will reach £28.6 billion16. 

• These have had direct consequences for public health: changes to alcohol duty policy 
between 2012 and 2019 are estimated to have led to 65,942 additional alcohol-related 
hospital admissions in England and Scotland, and over 500,000 additional lost days of 
work17. 

• Reintroducing an alcohol duty escalator to raise (non-draught) alcohol tax 2% above 
RPI inflation automatically every year would raise £3.4 billion over five years, enough to 
fund and sustain the salaries of over 37,000 nurses or police officers18. 

• Cider is currently subject to a much lower tax rate than beer. Raising cider and beer 
duty in line with wine and spirits of the same strength could avoid almost 75,000 deaths 
over a 20-year period, with over half in the two most deprived quintiles19. 

• The affordability of off-trade alcohol (the majority of alcohol consumed) has increased 
at a much faster rate than on-trade alcohol. The introduction of Draught Relief means 
the government can better target off-trade alcohol and support hospitality.  

• Increasing alcohol duty will support key government missions improving growth, health 
and reducing inequalities.  

Complementary measures  

• Alcohol duty increases will be most effective at tackling rates of harm when combined 
with minimum unit pricing (MUP). MUP targets cheap, high-strength products sold in 
the off-trade and consumed disproportionately by the heaviest drinkers.  

• MUP in Scotland has successfully reduced alcohol deaths and hospital admissions 
since its introduction in 2018. Reductions were greatest for men and those living in the 
most deprived areas, helping to address alcohol-related health inequalities20. 

• Alcohol treatment is very cost-effective, with every £1 spent yielding £3 in social return, 
increasing to £26 over 10 years21. 

• Since 2015/16, the overall public health grant has effectively been cut by more than a 
quarter (26%) per person in real terms and now stands at £3.9 billion, a fraction of the 
NHS England budget. The largest reductions in spend over this period include drug 
and alcohol services for adults, at 25% lower22. 

 
16 HM Treasury Spring Budget 2023 & 2024, HM Treasury Autumn Statement 2022 & 2023, HM Treasury Growth Plan 
2022, and HRMC Alcohol Bulletin and IAS Spring 2023 Budget Analysis. 
17 Angus, C. and Henney, M. (2019) Modelling the impact of alcohol duty policies since 2012 in England and Scotland. 
The University of Sheffield and Institute of Alcohol Studies 
18 Alcohol Health Alliance (2025) Alcohol Duty Impact Calculator  
19 Morris, D., et al. (2024). Estimating the effect of transitioning to a strength-based alcohol tax system on alcohol 
consumption and health outcomes: a modelling study of tax reform in England. The Lancet Public Health, 9(10), e719-
e728 
20 Public Health Scotland. (2023). Evaluating the impact of minimum unit pricing for alcohol in Scotland: Final report. A 
synthesis of the evidence 
21 Public Health England (2018) Alcohol and drug prevention, treatment and recovery: why invest?. 
22 The Health Foundation (2025) Investing in the public health grant 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/1144441/Web_accessible_Budget_2023.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/65e8578eb559930011ade2cb/E03057752_HMT_Spring_Budget_Mar_24_Web_Accessible__2_.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/1118417/CCS1022065440-001_SECURE_HMT_Autumn_Statement_November_2022_Web_accessible__1_.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/6568909c5936bb00133167cc/E02982473_Autumn_Statement_Nov_23_Accessible_Final.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/the-growth-plan-2022-documents
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/alcohol-bulletin
https://www.ias.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2023/04/Spring-Budget-Analysis-2023.pdf
https://www.ias.org.uk/uploads/pdf/IAS%20reports/rp38102019.pdf
https://ahauk.org/alcohol-duty-impact-calculator/
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S2468266724001919
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S2468266724001919
https://publichealthscotland.scot/media/20366/evaluating-the-impact-of-minimum-unit-pricing-for-alcohol-in-scotland-final-report.pdf
https://publichealthscotland.scot/media/20366/evaluating-the-impact-of-minimum-unit-pricing-for-alcohol-in-scotland-final-report.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/alcohol-and-drug-prevention-treatment-and-recovery-why-invest/alcohol-and-drug-prevention-treatment-and-recovery-why-invest
https://www.health.org.uk/reports-and-analysis/analysis/investing-in-the-public-health-grant
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• Spend directly correlates to harm: Every 5% reduction in yearly spending on alcohol 
treatment is associated with an extra 60 alcohol-related hospitalisations per 100,000 
people in the population23. 

 

Key recommendations for alcohol 

1. Reintroduce the alcohol duty escalator with an automatic uprating system to 
ensure taxation keeps pace with inflation.  

2. Utilise existing measures e.g. Draught Relief to ensure alcohol duty is targeted at 
products sold in shops and supermarkets, which have become increasingly more 
affordable in recent years, and which continue to undercut pubs and restaurants in the 
on-trade.  

3. End cider exceptionalism by increasing cider duty rates so they align with that of 
beer of the same strength (ABV). 

4. Provide increased and sustained investment in alcohol harm prevention and 
treatment services.  

 

2. Obesity and cancer 

• Overweight and obesity is a well-established risk factor for 13 cancer types24.  

• It is the second largest modifiable risk factor after smoking, yet the leading cause of 
bowel, kidney, ovarian and liver cancer in the UK25.  

• By 2043, overweight and obesity are projected to become the greatest preventable 
cause of cancer among UK women26. 

• Addressing obesity and improving diets is therefore central to cancer prevention.  

Impact of obesity beyond cancer 

• In 2025, Frontier Economics estimates the total economic impact of overweight and 
obesity at £126 billion, a figure that encompasses costs to the NHS, social care, lost 
productivity, and welfare27. This cost is projected to rise to £150 billion by 2035 in 
today’s prices. 

• OECD analysis found that the average UK tax bill is £500 per person per year more 
than if everyone was a healthy weight28. 

 
23 Roberts, E. et al. (2021) The relationship between alcohol-related hospital admission and specialist alcohol treatment 
provision across local authorities in England since passage of the Health and Social Care Act 2012. The British Journal 
of Psychiatry. 218(4):230-232. doi:10.1192/BJP.2020.120  
24  World Health Organisation (2022). WHO European Regional Obesity Report 2022. Copenhagen: WHO Regional 
Office for Europe.  
25 Brown, K.F., Rumgay, H., Dunlop, C. et al. The fraction of cancer attributable to modifiable risk factors in England, 
Wales, Scotland, Northern Ireland, and the United Kingdom in 2015. Br J Cancer 118, 1130–1141 
(2018). doi: 10.1038/s41416-018-0029-6   
26 NHS England (2022). Health Survey for England. Available online 
27 Nesta (2025) The economic and productivity costs of obesity and overweight in the UK. Available online    
28 OECD (2019) The Heavy Burden of Obesity: The Economics of Prevention. Available online  

https://www.who.int/europe/publications/i/item/9789289057738
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41416-018-0029-6
https://digital.nhs.uk/data-and-information/publications/statistical/health-survey-for-england/2022-part-2/adult-overweight-and-obesity
https://www.nesta.org.uk/report/the-economic-and-productivity-costs-of-obesity-and-overweight-in-the-uk/
https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/sites/6cc2aacc-en/index.html?itemId=/content/component/6cc2aacc-en
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• The Institute for Government estimated the economic impact of obesity was equivalent 
to 1-2% of UK GDP, and that lack of government intervention is resulting in significantly 
reduced economic productivity and labour force participation29. 

• Modelling by the Institute for Public Policy Research in 2020 estimated that the cost of 
obesity and dietary related ill-health amongst the current cohort of children in England 
will - over the course of their lifetime - will cost the wider society an estimated £405 
billion overall30. 

• Overweight and obesity cost the UK approximately £31 billion in annual productivity 
losses, driven by increased unemployment (£12.1bn), presenteeism (reduced 
productivity at work, £9.7bn), and absenteeism (increased sick days, £8.3bn)31. 

• Frontier Economics estimates that the NHS (across the UK) spends £9.3 billion 
annually on treating obesity-related ill health and £1 billion on providing formal social 
care32. 

• IPPR predicts that excess weight amongst the current cohort of children will cost the 
NHS £74 billion over their lifespan33. 

Sugar Drinks Industry Levy 

• The Soft Drinks Industry Levy (SDIL), which came into force in April 2018, has been 
highly effective in incentivising the soft drinks industry to reduce sugar from soft drinks, 
which contribute significantly to children’s sugar consumption.  

• It has triggered a 46% reduction in sugar levels of soft drinks from 2015-2020, 
according to the Office Health Improvement and Disparities (OHID)34.  

• This compares to just 3.5% lowering of sugar in other product categories covered by 
the voluntary sugar reduction programme35, proving the effectiveness of mandatory 
measures.  

• Latest research also suggests that the levy may have already prevented over 5000 
cases of obesity per year amongst Year 6 girls alone, across all socio-economic 
groups36. 

• Economically, SDIL has raised over £2.2 billion for the Exchequer since 2018, 
generating consistent annual revenues of £300-350 million37.  

• These funds have been invested in programmes such as the National School Breakfast 
Club and the Holiday Activities and Food Programme38.  

• Crucially, the soft drinks industry has continued to grow, with total sales volumes 
increasing by 13.5% between 2015 and 2024, proving that well-designed levies can 
improve health without damaging business performance39. 

 
29 Institute for Government (2023) Tackling obesity: Improving policy making on food and health. Available online  
30 IPPR (2020). The Whole Society Approach. Available online  
31 Nesta (2025). The economic and productivity costs of obesity and overweight in the UK. Available online    
32 Nesta (2025). The economic and productivity costs of obesity and overweight in the UK. Available online   
33 IPPR (2020) The Whole Society Approach. Available online  
34 Office for Health Improvement & disparities (2022), Sugar reduction programme: industry progress 2015 to 2020. 
Available online  
35 OHID (2025). Sugar, salt and calorie reduction and reformulation. Available online.  
36 Cambridge University (2022) Sugary drinks tax may have prevented over 5,000 cases of obesity a year in year six girls 
alone. Available online  
37 HMT (2025) Soft Drinks Industry Levy statistics commentary 2025. Available online  
38 Hansard (2021) Soft Drinks: Taxation. Available online   
39 Office for Health Improvement & Disparities (2024), Sugar reduction in drinks: 2015 – 2024. Available online  

https://www.instituteforgovernment.org.uk/publication/tackling-obesity
https://www.ippr.org/articles/the-whole-society-approach#:~:text=In%20particular%2C%20we%20need%20to,offered%20by%20a%20collective%20approach
https://www.nesta.org.uk/report/the-economic-and-productivity-costs-of-obesity-and-overweight-in-the-uk/
https://www.nesta.org.uk/report/the-economic-and-productivity-costs-of-obesity-and-overweight-in-the-uk/
https://www.ippr.org/files/2020-08/a-whole-society-approach-aug-2020.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/sugar-reduction-programme-industry-progress-2015-to-2020
https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/sugar-reduction
https://www.cam.ac.uk/research/news/sugary-drinks-tax-may-have-prevented-over-5000-cases-of-obesity-a-year-in-year-six-girls-alone
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/soft-drinks-industry-levy-statistics/soft-drinks-industry-levy-statistics-commentary-2021
https://questions-statements.parliament.uk/written-questions/detail/2021-07-15/33946
https://questions-statements.parliament.uk/written-questions/detail/2021-07-15/33946
https://fingertips.phe.org.uk/static-reports/obesity-physical-activity-nutrition/sugar-reduction-drinks-2015-2024.html#key-findings
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• At the 2024 Autumn Budget, the government announced plans to uprate the SDIL with 
inflation, review its thresholds, and remove exemptions for milk-based drinks and plant-
based alternatives with added sugar.  

• Along with the Recipe for Change campaign, we strongly support these measures and 
urge HM Treasury to follow through on implementation without delay following the 2025 
consultation.  

• Given the success of SDIL, we also support the Recipe for Change calls for the 
government to expand the levy to foods high in salt or sugar to drive reformulation and 
improve the healthiness of options available to consumers.  

• Revenue raised from SDIL, and any other future levies, must also be reinvested in 
children’s health, preventative programmes and improving access to healthy food.  

• This is particularly important given that on average healthier foods are more than twice 
as expensive per calorie than less healthy foods40.  

Public Health Grant 

• Since 2013, local authorities in England have been responsible for improving the health 
of their local populations supported by a ring-fenced public health grant and a public 
health team.  

• The grant is used by local council leaders to invest in the health of their residents, such 
as weight management services that help to tackle childhood obesity alongside using 
various levers such as planning, licensing, system leadership and procurement to 
create healthier environments.  

• The grant continues to provide excellent value for money, with each additional year of 
good health costing 3-4 times less than NHS-led interventions (£3,800 compared with 
£13,500)41.  

• Failure to invest in vital preventive services will mean health worsening further and 
widening health inequalities. Ultimately, the costs of dealing with this poor health will be 
felt across society and the economy. 

• Since, 2015/16, the public health grant has been cut by 26% on a real term per person 
basis42.  

• The recent announcement of a 5.4% increase in 2025/26, with the possibility of multi-
year settlements, is a welcome step towards the overall goal of restoring the value of 
the grant to enable the provision of vital services.  

• However, this must be the beginning of a long-term growth in funding to restore the full 
value of the grant. 

 
 
 
 

 
40 The Food Foundation (2025) The Broken Plate 2025. Available online  
41 Finch D, Gazzillo A, Vriend M. (2025) Investing in the public health grant. The Health Foundation. Available online 
42 Finch D, Gazzillo A, Vriend M. (2025) Investing in the public health grant. The Health Foundation. Available online 

https://foodfoundation.org.uk/publication/broken-plate-2025
https://www.health.org.uk/reports-and-analysis/analysis/investing-in-the-public-health-grant
https://www.health.org.uk/reports-and-analysis/analysis/investing-in-the-public-health-grant
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Key recommendations for obesity 

As part of the Recipe for Change campaign, we are calling on HM Treasury to use the 
Autumn Budget 2025 to build on the proven success of SDIL and accelerate progress 
towards a healthier food system. Specifically, we ask government to: 
 

1. Strengthen and expand SDIL to include pre-packaged milk-based drinks and plant-

based alternatives with added sugar. 

2. Investigate where and how fiscal measures can play a role in driving food 

reformulation and enable implementation of the Healthy Food Standard (HFS). 

3. Use revenues from the SDIL and any future levies to invest in children’s health 

and access to good food, such as free school meals, Healthy Start, and community 

food programmes. 

 

We also call on HM Treasury to: 

4. Continue uplifts to the Public Health Grant with a view to restore the full real-terms 
value of the grant. 

 
This submission was prepared by Melissa Dando, Senior Policy and Public Affairs Officer, 
with the support of Kate Oldridge-Turner, Head of Policy and Public Affairs.  
 
For more information about World Cancer Research Fund, please visit www.wcrf.org or 
contact policy@wcrf.org  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

http://www.wcrf.org/
mailto:policy@wcrf.org
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