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PROBLEMS RELATED TO ALCOHOL
CONSUMPTION

Report of a WHO Expert Committee

1. INTRODUCTION

A WHO Expert Committee on Problems related to Alcohol Con-
sumption met in Geneva from 20 to 26 November 1979.

The meeting was opened on behalf of the Director-General by
Dr N. Sartorius, Director, Division of Mental Health, who noted that
a new phenomenon on the world scene is the rapid increase in the
production of alcoholic beverages, their increasingly wide distribution
and the more general availability of money to buy them. In many
areas of the world these changes have come about while the popula-
tions are undergoing other profound sociocultural and economic
upheavals. The impact of increased availability of alcohol in such situa-
tions has sometimes been disastrous. Indeed, in 1979, members of the
Executive Board at its sixty-third session and delegates of numerous
countries at the Thirty-second World Health Assembly confirmed that
alcohol problems now rank among the world’s major public health
concerns (resolution WHA32.40). On the basis of evidence brought
forward, the conclusion was reached that in many parts of the world
alcohol problems constitute a serious obstacle to socioeconomic devel-
opment and threaten to overwhelm the health services.

In the past, most programmes concerning alcohol problems focused
on the individual drinker, particularly the heavy drinker, including
the person who had become dependent on alcohol. In recent years,
however, attention has increasingly turned to the consequences of
drinking for the community, for society in general. In some countries
the foremost problem seems to be fatal road accidents associated with
the drinking driver or pedestrian. The long-lasting disabilities resulting
from nonfatal accidents may lay an even heavier burden on the com-
munity. The effects on the development of children of neglect or ill-
treatment by alcoholic parents should not be forgotten. Other matters
of concern which are often associated with heavy drinking are the
lowering of working capacity, absenteeism, and crime.

The main purpose of the meeting was to consider what can be done
about alcohol problems on a broad scale: firstly, how far they can be
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prevented; and, where preventive measures have failed, how-far alcohol
problems can be managed so that they cause lcss damage to the indi-
vidual and the community.

Dr Sartorius reminded the participants that WHO’s main social
target is the attainment by all citizens of the world by the year 2000
of a level of health that will permit them to lead a socially and econo-

- mically productive life. Stress is laid on the need for formulating
policies, strategies and plans of action for achieving this goal, which
the Committee was expected to keep in mind when making its recom-
mendations on the prevention and management of alcohol problems.

Background

Thirteen years have elapsed since a WHO. expert committee paid
major attention to alcohol problems. A WHO Expert Committee on
Mental Health, convened in 1966, considered services for the preven-
tion and treatment of dependence on alcohol and other drugs. Its
report (1) was used to support several WHO efforts at stimulating
countries to study the size and nature of alcohol and other drug prob-
lems and the way in which they were being met: for. instance, two
interregional seminars were held in 1971 and 1972, for which parti-
cipants prepared surveys of these problems in: their countries (2).
More recently, the WHO Expert Committee -on. Drug Dependence
(3), focusing-its discussions particularly on prevention; considered
alcohol problems among those associated with drug use.

Concern -about alcohol problems. began to spread and, in 1975 a
resolution was adopted at the Twenty-eighth World Health Assembly
requesting the Director-General “to direct special attention in the
future programme of WHO to the extent and seriousness of the indi-
vidual, public health and social problems associated with the current
use of alcohol in many countries of the world and the trend toward
higher levels of consumption”, and “to study- in depth, on_the basis
of such information, what measures could be taken in order to control
the increase in alcohol consumption mvolvmg danger to pubhc health”
(resolution WHA?28.81). :

In the meantime, work had started on two 1mportant pr0]ects con-
sonant with this resolution. One, carried out in collaboration between
the Finnish Foundation for Alcohol Studies, the WHO Regional Office
for Europe and the Addiction Research Foundation of Ontario, sub-
stantiated its conclusion that “changes in the overall consumption of
alcoholic beverages have a bearing on the health of the people in any
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