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Position Summary – Updated ABAC code 

The Alcohol Advertising Review Board reviews complaints from the Australian community about alcohol 

advertising. It was established by the McCusker Centre for Action on Alcohol and Youth and Cancer Council 

WA in response to concerns about the ineffectiveness of the self-regulatory alcohol advertising system - the 

Alcohol Beverages Advertising Code (ABAC) Scheme is a central part of this system.  

The ABAC Scheme has released an updated code which for the first time includes ‘Placement Rules’: 

(i) a Marketing Communication must comply with codes regulating the placement of alcohol marketing 
that have been published by Australian media industry bodies (for example, Commercial Television 
Industry Code of Practice and Outdoor Media Association Alcohol Guidelines 

(ii) if a media platform on which a Marketing Communication appears has age restriction controls 
available, the Marketer must utilise those age restriction controls to exclude Minors from the 
audience 

(iii)  if a digital, television, radio, cinema or print media platform does not have age restriction controls 
available that are capable of excluding Minors from the audience, a Marketing Communication may 
only be placed where the audience is reasonably expected to comprise at least 75% Adults (based on 
reliable, up-to-date audience composition data, if such data is available) 

(iv) a Marketing Communication must not be placed with programs or content primarily aimed at Minors 
(v) a Marketing Communication must not be sent to a Minor via electronic direct mail (except where the 

mail is sent to a Minor due to a Minor providing an incorrect date of birth or age). 
 

Response of the Alcohol Advertising Review Board 

 ABAC’s new ‘placement rules’ are unlikely to reduce young people’s exposure to alcohol promotion 
in any meaningful way. 

 There is a clear need for comprehensive controls on the placement of alcohol marketing, but 
alcohol advertisers should not be the ones developing those controls. There are significant conflicts 
of interest at play – the Directors of the ABAC Scheme and the majority of its Management 
Committee represent the major brewers, distillers and winemakers in Australia.  

 We are not aware of any information about how these ‘placement rules’ can be expected to 
protect young people. We do not know how the provisions were developed, who was consulted, or 
if any data modelling was conducted to provide an evidence base for the rules.   

 Young people aged 0 - 17 years only account for around 22% of the Australian population.1 
International research shows that voluntary audience threshold restrictions are inadequate to 
protect large numbers of children from exposure to alcohol advertising on TV.2,3 They are too 
permissive to meaningfully protect young people from exposure, difficult and expensive to 
monitor, and breaches occur. 

 Even a seemingly modest proportion of the TV audience can represent hundreds of thousands of 
young viewers. E.g. OzTam TV viewing data from 2016-17 indicates that 266,000 young people aged 
0-17 years watched the Masterchef Grand Finale, which represented 15% of the audience.   

 The use of woolly wording such as “primarily aimed at minors” means that alcohol ads can continue 
in TV shows, radio programs and before movies in cinemas that are popular with young people but 
are not necessarily ‘primarily aimed’ at them.  

 The new rules do not address significant gaps and weaknesses in the self-regulatory system. For 
example, the ABAC Code still does not apply to alcohol sponsorship; there are no restrictions on 
alcohol ads in outdoor media (e.g. billboards, bus stops) except within 150m of a school gate; and 
the loophole allowing alcohol ads in weekend sport on TV remains. 

 A new ‘no fault breach’ clause has been added to the ABAC Code. This appears to allow alcohol 
advertisers to pass the blame and responsibility to someone else for breaches.  



 There is no indication of how these ‘placement rules’ will be monitored to ensure compliance.  

 There are no penalties for advertisers who breach the code. 

 In contrast to the rosy picture painted by ABAC in its media release, there is nothing ‘cutting-edge’, 
‘robust’ or ‘effective’ about ABAC’s code or procedures. This is another sign that the alcohol 
industry and ABAC are fearful of future independent regulation of alcohol marketing. 

 The new provisions confirm the alcohol industry does not genuinely want to reduce young people’s 
exposure to alcohol promotion. The ‘placement rules’ appear to be designed to look like the 
industry is addressing alcohol ad placement, without actually doing anything. 

 These weak provisions should not deter governments from taking action to reduce young people’s 
exposure to alcohol marketing. There continues to be an urgent need for independent regulation of 
all forms of alcohol marketing to protect young people, covering the content, placement and 
volume of alcohol promotion. 
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