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Statutory Review of the Online Safety Act 2021.

Dear Director of Strategy and Research,

We welcome the opportunity to provide a submission to the Statutory Review of the Online Safety Act 2021
(the Act). Our submission relates to the harms caused online by digital alcohol marketing practices.

Every Australian should be able to grow up and live in an environment that supports their health and
wellbeing. Yet our community is constantly bombarded with promotions for alcohol. Alcohol companies
advertise relentlessly through a wide range of media, using sophisticated technology to target people with
marketing for their products.

Digital technologies can provide the community with benefits that support health and wellbeing, including
social connectivity, access to learning opportunities, and flexible working opportunities. However, digital
platforms are currently operating in a way that enables harmful marketing for unhealthy products, including
for alcohol. Higher standards and regulations for how unhealthy products are marketed on digital platforms
are urgently needed to better protect the community.

About Alcohol Change Australia.

Alcohol Change Australia is a group of health and community organisations working to prevent and reduce
alcohol harm in Australia. Alcohol Change Australia encourages policy change to improve the health and
wellbeing of our community. While our submission focusses on digital alcohol marketing, our
recommendations are applicable to the marketing of other unhealthy products that cause harm including
gambling, tobacco, and unhealthy foods.

Alcohol-fuelled harms in Australia are unacceptably high.

Alcohol takes a significant toll on our communities, fuelling violence, injuries, and deaths. Every day, 15
people die from alcohol-related harm in Australia.! In 2018, alcohol contributed to 4.5% of the total burden
of disease and 15% of the overall burden of injury.? Alcohol use is causally linked to over 200 disease and
injury conditions,® and causes at least seven types of cancer.? Some of those most at harm from alcohol
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include children and young people, unborn babies, those living in rural and remote areas, and people living
with mental illness.

Alcohol marketing on digital platforms is causing harm.

The expansion of digital platforms has given the alcohol industry the opportunity to market products in ways
that are highly targeted, time-relevant, and interactive. Alcohol companies bombard the Australian
community with 40,000 alcohol ads a year on Facebook and Instagram alone.® The extensive amounts of
personal data used in digital marketing allows alcohol companies to profile and target people based on
particular behaviours and characteristics, meaning the alcohol industry can specifically target heavy users of
alcohol at the same time as recruiting new consumers in a range of markets and demographics.® The use of
online tracking, profiling, and data collection enables harmful marketing of alcohol.

Concerningly the marketing of harmful products does not only target adults. Digital platforms collect the
data of children and young people for marketing purposes, with technology companies collecting over 72
million data points on a child by the time they are 13 years old.” Meta has been found to have flagged
children as being ‘interested’ in harmful products, including alcohol.? It has also been reported to use
personal data collected to create profiles of young people with harmful or risky interests, including 13- to 17-
year-olds interested in alcohol, smoking, and gambling.’ Furthermore, Meta has allowed advertisers to buy
access to the data of young people profiled as having harmful interests.® This is just a snapshot of some of
the harmful marketing practices that occur on digital platforms. The lack of transparency and visibility of
online marketing means the true extent of harms is unknown.

The health, wellbeing and online safety of children, individuals and the community should be protected
above the profits of online service providers and companies selling harmful products. However, right now,
online marketing benefits digital platforms and the alcohol and advertising industries. This is coming at a
cost to the community. A recent study found that when online, children and teenagers are being targeted by
advertising of unhealthy products, including alcohol.’® The more children and young people are exposed to
alcohol advertising, the more likely they are to start using alcohol products at a younger age, and to drink
more if they are already using alcohol.! This impact is seen with digital marketing, with young people’s
exposure to alcohol marketing online linked to increased alcohol use.'? Research has found ‘liking’ or
following alcohol marketing pages on social media is associated with riskier alcohol use among young
Australians.'®

The constant flow of pro-alcohol messages is confronting and difficult for people with lived experience of
alcohol harm. Unfortunately the collection of personal data means that the people most likely to be targeted
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with advertising for alcohol and other harmful products are often the people most harmed by these
products, such as those experiencing dependence.* A recent survey of Australians who were trying to
reduce or stop their use of unhealthy products found 83% agreed or strongly agreed that digital marketing
makes it more difficult for them to reduce their use of alcohol, gambling, and unhealthy foods. Almost 9 in
10 people would prefer to see less or no online marketing for alcohol.’®

Reforms are urgently needed to better protect the community.

We recognise the significant work to date to improve online safety in a rapidly evolving digital environment.
We support the objects in the Act to improve and promote the safety of Australians online. To strengthen
this and to reduce the harms from online marketing, the advertising of harmful products, including alcohol,
must be included within the scope of the Act. Without this, the advertising of harmful products will continue
to create online environments that negatively impact on the health and wellbeing of Australians.

Below we outline a number of recommendations that span across the details included in the Issues Paper
and that focus on reducing the impact of marketing of harmful products online.

Australia needs regulatory systems that ensure safe and healthy online environments for everyone. We
strongly recommend that the Australian Government implement the following recommendations in relation
to the Online Safety Act to protect Australians from harm online caused by harmful alcohol marketing:

1. Expand the scope of online harms addressed by the Act to include harmful online advertising,
including the advertising or promotion of alcohol.

2. Protect the community, including children from exposure to alcohol marketing online. This includes
requiring online services to ensure that all services children can access are free from harmful
advertising, including of alcohol. Additionally, online services must be required to ensure that people
are not targeted with harmful product advertising on their services. Online services must ensure that
people are required to provide informed and explicit opt-in consent to receive any harmful product
advertising while using their service.

3. Require online services to ensure all harmful advertising on their service includes an evidence-based
warning. For example, a standard health warning on any alcohol advertising.

Thank you once again for the opportunity to contribute to this consultation. Any questions regarding our
submission, please contact Natalie Stapleton, Executive Officer — Alcohol Change Australia, at

Yours sincerely,

Dr Erin Lalor Natalie Stapleton
Chair, Alcohol Change Australia Executive Officer, Alcohol Change Australia
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