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Mass. voters opt to  

repeal alcohol tax,  

killing dedicated fund 
An alcohol sales tax expected  to bring $110 million a year to a dedicated fund 

for substance abuse treatment was repealed last week in Massachusetts. The 

tax, which was implemented in 2009 (see ADAW, April 13, 2009) and only this 

July went towards the dedicated fund (see ADAW, June 14), had support from 

voters according to polls until late last month when the alcohol beverage 

industry launched a full-blown advertising campaign against it. 

“It’s a setback, and we’re concerned,” said Vicker V. DiGravio III, president and 

CEO of the Association for Behavioral Healthcare, an organization representing 

providers in the state. 

“We don’t know exactly what it means in terms of actual dollars yet,” he told 

ADAW. “But it’s a very unfortunate situation. We had worked hard to find a 

sustainable funding source to protect the prevention and treatment system.” 

While there may be some legislative or regulatory solution, it’s toosoon to say 

what that could be, said DiGravio. “It’s going to take the administration some 

time to sort this out,” he said. 

“We don’t know what the implications will be,” said Michael Botticelli, director 

of the state’s Bureau of Substance Abuse Services (BSAS). “I think it’s too soon 

to tell,” he told ADAW in an interview the day after the vote, adding that he 

does not have budget-making authority. 



The funding was supplanting funding that had been provided by the state, and 

expanded it. With the dedicated fund, as long as alcohol sales held steady, 

there would be a steady source of funding, so treatment providers wouldn’t be 

subjected to fluctuations in general tax revenue, said DiGravio. 

“Alcohol sales were up, despite what the alcohol industry claims,” he said. The 

alcohol beverage industry spent $3 million to defeat the ballot initiative, 

convincing voters that the alcohol beverage tax was a “double tax” because it 

added a sales tax to the excise tax, . “They overspent us 15 to 1,” said DiGravio, 

noting that 45 states impose a sales tax on alcohol (as well as the excise tax, 

which is federal)  ‘The real story is that we were outspent in advertising by the 

alcohol industry.’ 

 “We didn’t have the resources to combat their advertising,”he said. The health 

insurance industry endorsed the tax, but did not give any money to help 

campaign against the repeal, although DiGravio asked them to. “It was 

disappointing that they didn’t contribute,” he said. “Up until 2 weeks ago, all the 

polls showed we were winning,” he said. 

“The real story is that we were outspent in advertising by the alcohol industry.” 

The funding from BSAS for providers is $82 million. The tax — expected to 

collect $110 million a year — was collected for the dedicated fund starting July 

1, and will expire at the end of December. DiGravio expects there to be $55 

million for that six-month period for the dedicated fund. But after that, it’s 

unclear where the difference between the $110 million and the $82 million 

(from BSAS) will come from. “I don’t think we’re going to lose $30 or $40 million 

in funding, but we’ll lose some funding,” he said. 

 “And we’re going to lose some programs, unless the legislature can find a way 

to fix it.” 

The tax was 6.25 percent. Liquor stores had argued that residents could go to 

neighboring New Hampshire, which had no alcohol tax, to buy liquor and that 

put them at a competitive disadvantage. • 

 


