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Alcohol and health harms: the facts

What is the new campaign?
· The Department of Health – in association with the British Heart Foundation, Cancer Research UK and the Stroke Association – is launching the Alcohol Effects campaign to raise awareness of the long-term health risks of regularly drinking more than the NHS advises.
What are the levels of alcohol consumption in England?
· Around ten million adults in England currently drink above the NHS recommendations.

· Estimates show that alcohol-related harm costs the NHS around £2.7bn per year, whilst A&E visits and ambulance costs represent an estimated £1bn per annum.

What are the NHS recommendations?

· The NHS advises that men should not regularly drink more than 3-4 units a day (about two pints of ordinary strength beer) and women no more than 2-3 units a day (about two small glasses, or one large glass, of wine).

· A unit is 10ml of pure alcohol.

To what extent does alcohol really affect your health?
· People who regularly drink more than the recommended limits, which is around two to three alcoholic drinks a day depending on the particular drinks, are more likely to suffer chronic and fatal illness.
· Regularly drinking above the NHS recommended limits increases the risk of damaging your health and can play a role in more than 60 health conditions.

· In the UK, most of the people who will die because of their drinking are not alcoholics. Instead, they are drinkers whose habit of regular drinking over a number of years has contributed to the damage to their health and the shortening of their lives. Many of these people suffer few immediate consequences of their drinking, but cumulatively it takes its toll.

· Department of Health research suggests that people are already aware of the potential liver damage associated with heavy drinking and the short-term consequences of memory loss, dehydration and reduced concentration. However, drinkers are not so aware of many of the other health risks (listed below).
Alcohol & Oral Cancer: what are the facts?
· Alcohol can damage the tissue inside the mouth, triggering cell changes that can lead to cancer of the mouth, throat, and voicebox (larynx).
· A man regularly drinking more than two strong pints of beer is three times more likely to get mouth cancer compared to a non-drinker, and a woman drinking two large glasses of wine a day also three times the risk.
Alcohol & Breast Cancer: what are the facts?

· It is thought that drinking alcohol can produce biochemical effects in the liver (such as changes to oestrogen metabolism) which could lead to breast cancer.

· The risk of breast cancer associated with drinking alcohol increases with the amount of alcohol consumed. A woman regularly drinking double the recommended limits increases her chances of contracting breast cancer by 60% compared with a non-drinker.
Alcohol & Heart Disease: what are the facts?

· Drinking alcohol can directly affect the heart and the blood vessels, contributing to enlargement of the heart, irregular heartbeat, high blood pressure, coronary heart disease and heart attack.
· A woman drinking more than two large glasses of wine (or six units) a day is twice as likely to suffer from high blood pressure compared to a non-drinker. A man drinking four pints of beer a day (or eight units), or more, could be two to four times as likely to suffer from high blood pressure compared to a non-drinker.
Alcohol & Stroke: what are the facts?

· Alcohol also reduces blood clotting in blood vessels, which can increase the risk of bleeding in the brain. 
· A woman regularly drinking just over the recommended daily limits (of 2-3 units a day) is around 1.5 times more likely to suffer a haemorrhagic stroke than a non-drinker. A man drinking more than four pints of beer a day (or eight units) is around 2.5 times as likely to suffer one.
What advice should I give to those wishing to cut down?
· Take it a day at a time: try and cut back a little every day. Each day you cut back is a success

· Make it a smaller one: you can still enjoy a drink but have less. Try bottled beer instead of a pint or a small glass of wine

· Have a lower strength drink: manage how much you drink by swapping a strong strength beer or wine for one with a lower ABV

· Take a break: have the odd day here and there when you don’t have a drink

Where can I go to for more information?
· Visit www.nhs.uk/drinking
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