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About the IMO and Alcohol Control Advocacy

The Irish Medical Organisation (IMO) is the trade union and representative body for all
Doctors in Ireland. For many years, the IMO has consistently advocated for policies and
legislation regarding alcohol control and consumption, given that it is a major public health
issue in Ireland! and globally.?

In line with this advocacy, and as a member of the Alcohol Health Alliance Ireland, the IMO
supports the Draft Regulations by the Irish government for product and consumer
information and health warnings both on alcohol products and in on-licensed premises
selling alcohol.

Alcohol — a problem for public health

As a major public health issue? alcohol consumption is directly associated with over 60 acute
and chronic conditions, ranging from accidents and alcohol poisoning to liver cirrhosis,*
certain cancers,’ cardiovascular disease and mental health disorders. For ill health, it ranks
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as the 7™ leading global risk factor and 3 million deaths worldwide were attributed to
alcohol consumption in 2016, representing 5.3% of all deaths worldwide.® Captured using
the disability-adjusted life year (DALYs) — a measure that combines years of life lost due to
premature mortality, time lived in states in less than full health, or due to disability — alcohol
use was estimated to have caused 99:-2 million DALYs in 2016, accounting for 4.2% of total
DALYs that year.’

While irregular and chronic heavy drinking are detrimental to cardiovascular health,® the
negative effects are not just observable with heavy alcohol consumption. Health risk
steadily increases with greater volumes of alcohol consumption, illustrating a dose-
dependent relationship. With moderate consumption too, there is an increased risk of blood
pressure and stroke.’ Consumption of alcohol is also linked with a broad range of mental
health disorders, including depression.® As a major risk factor, alcohol intake increases risk
of liver cirrhosis with women disproportionately affected.!?

Similarly, during pregnancy, research has shown that even moderate alcohol intake can
impact the health of the infant.!? It is estimated globally that around 10% of expectant
mothers consume alcohol during pregnancy. This includes time when an expectant mother
may yet be unaware of her pregnancy. One in 67 women who consume alcohol during
pregnancy will deliver a child with Fetal Alcohol Syndrome (FAS), a condition associated with
a wide range of effects including prenatal or postnatal growth, cognitive, emotional, and
adaptive functioning deficits, and characteristic dysmorphic facial features.*® For every child
born with FAS, a further 9 -10 cases are born with another Foetal Alcohol Spectrum
Disorder, a risk of 1 in 13 for women who consume alcohol in pregnancy.
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Consumption in Ireland

In Ireland, in 2020 Irish people aged 15 and over drank 10.07 litres of pure alcohol per
capita.* Given that around 1 in 4 Irish people abstain from alcohol completely, this equates
on average to an individual drinking 574 pints of beer or 149 bottles of wine per year. This is
particularly high also when compared to the OECD recorded per capita consumption of 9.1
litres and worldwide consumption of 6.2 litres.!> An alcohol per capita consumption of
about 6.2 litres per annum is needed in Ireland for average low risk alcohol drinking at
population level.

Alcohol-related harm is of even greater concern when high levels of heavy episodic drinking
(binge drinking) is in addition to such volumes of alcohol consumption. In Ireland, research
suggests that monthly and occasional binge drinkers accounted for 62% of all drinkers in
Ireland, with this cohort consuming 70% of the alcohol and accounting for 59% of the harms
in the population.t®

Consequences of Alcohol Consumption in Ireland

In terms of the health burden, the Global Burden of Disease attributed 5% of all deaths in
Ireland to alcohol.r” One study suggested that on average 3 deaths from alcohol were
reported per day in Ireland during 2008-2017.%2 In contrast, Alcohol Action Ireland, using
GBD estimates, suggest this is a lower estimate of alcohol-related mortality (given stringent
rules on recording cause of death) and posit that 4 deaths per day occurred in Ireland in
2019 that were attributable to alcohol.*®

Parallel to mortality, there were 121,919 hospital discharges from partially alcohol
attributable conditions between 2012 and 2017, with 87% of such discharges were male.

Since 1995, those discharged with alcohol liver disease has increased by 221% to 90.8 per
100,000 persons per year. This equates to over 4,000 people per year currently, with such
increases most pronounced for those age 15-34 years and 65 years of age or over.2°

In addition, Ireland has the highest rate of alcohol consumption during pregnancy globally,
with an estimated 60.4% of women consuming alcohol during pregnancy. A more recent
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study suggests consuming alcohol during pregnancy is even more prevalent.?! In line with
this, Ireland has the 3" highest prevalence of FAS with 89.7 per 10,000.22

This combined with research highlighting that 15% of the Irish population over the age of 15
has an Alcohol Use Disorder?® demonstrates the need to implement the Public Health
(Alcohol) Act 2018 in full to address alcohol consumption and harm from alcohol.

Context of Labelling Provision

The Public Health Alcohol Act, enacted in 2018, provides a range of legislative measures in
relation to alcohol including minimum unit pricing, requirements on the content of
advertisements, restrictions on advertising during events, and the prohibition on advertising
in certain places, among others. Through such provisions, its key aim is to reduce alcohol
consumption Ireland and alcohol-related harm.?* With this, there is a particular emphasis on
reducing harm caused to young people and children, who are particularly vulnerable to the
effects of alcohol advertising, including alibi marketing, whereby the alcohol industry
advertise openly 0% alcohol products in the same packaging as the alcohol product.

Under section 12 of the Act, the focus of this submission, labels on alcohol products must
contain:

i. A warning to inform people of the danger of alcohol consumption.

ii. A warning to inform people of the danger of alcohol consumption when pregnant.

iii. A warning to inform people of the direct link between alcohol and fatal cancers.

iv. The quantity of grams of alcohol contained in the product.

v. The number of calories contained in the alcohol product.

vi. A link to a health website which gives information on alcohol and related harms.

In addition to labelling products, those selling alcohol in on-licensed premises will be
required to display a notice containing the same health warnings, a link to the public health
website and an indication to the customer that the alcohol and calorie content of all drinks
is available.
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In this regard, the aim of product and consumer information and health warnings both on
alcohol products and in on-licensed premises selling alcohol is to ensure that consumers
have a right to know what they are drinking and of the potential consequences of
consuming alcohol. Providing comprehensible nutritional information such as energy
content allows consumers to better monitor their diets and makes it easier for them to
maintain a healthy lifestyle.?> Alcohol contains a considerable number of calories with an
energy content of 7.1 kilocalories per gram.2°Alcoholic beverages are also rich in sugar,
which contains 4 kilocalories per gram, and frequently have added sugars. This, alongside
the harmful effects of alcohol noted in this document, may be unclear to consumers, if there
is not sufficient information on the label.

The Impact of Labelling Internationally

As demonstrated by public health policy evidence internationally?’, labelling is an effective
way of raising awareness of the health-related consequences of alcohol consumption.

Demonstrated also by the health warnings on tobacco products internationally, a large and
significant body of evidence show that while small or obscure text-only warnings have
negligible impact, more prominent health warnings on the face of tobacco products prove
to be an effective source of health information. In this regard, they are effective in
educating the public about the negative effects of cigarettes and encouraging people who
smoke to quit.282930

Similar research suggests positive consumer diet behaviours when effective food labelling is
evident, with a meta-analysis of food labeling effects highlighting that across 11 countries,
food labeling decreases consumer intake.3!

In relation to current research on the effects of alcohol labelling, findings from Australia
posit that a multiplicity of warnings applied to various public education contexts are likely to
have most impact and should be repeated across product labels, notices in licenced
premises, websites selling alcohol and included in any advertisements for alcohol
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products.3? Similarly, research of Canadian consumers illustrates that explicit health
warnings on alcohol containers and promotional materials are a low-cost counter
advertising strategy that can raise awareness of health issues and has the potential to
discourage drinking while pregnant or from drink-driving.

In such instances of labelling, the most dominant visual element is brought to the attention
of the consumer and then sequentially progresses to other elements in order of their visual
dominance. Location on container, font, size, colour, use of imagery, clarity and
memorability of message, and simplicity of language used are all useful elements in
achieving a level of visual dominance required of an effective health warning.33

Conclusion

While there has been advancements in healthcare legislation and enforcement e.g. drink
driving regulations, given the evident and continued links between alcohol consumption and
alcohol-related harm/ alcohol-attributed death rate in Ireland, the implementation of the
Public Health (Alcohol) Act 2018 is required in full.

The IMO supports the full implementation of the Public Health (Alcohol) Act 2018, with the
expansion of provisions in relation to labelling alcohol products, showing product and
consumer information and health warnings both on-product and alcohol licensed premises
as a key means in a range of provisions intended to reduce alcohol consumption and
alcohol-related harm in Ireland.
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