
' T h a t n i g h t the sa i lors asked for s o m e r u m to m a k e 
merry w i t h u p o n the w o m e n qui t t ing the s h i p s . S o o n , 
as o n e observer put it , they b e g a n to be e l evated , and al l 
that n i g h t there were s c e n e s of debauc he r y and riot , 
w h i c h beggared descr ipt ion . ' 

So heavy d r i n k i n g is any th ing b u t n e w 
i n Aus t ra l i a ; ra ther , it cou ld be said tha t 
i t ' s a par t of our way of life. 

W h e n i t comes to a l coho l c o n s u m p t i o n , 
A u s t r a l i a l e a d s t h e E n g l i s h - s p e a k i n g 
world. W i t h a n a n n u a l c o n s u m p t i o n ra te 
equiva lent to m o r e t h a n 10 l i tres of abso
lu t e a lcohol per h e a d (men , w o m e n , a n d 
ch i ldren) , we d r ink near ly 2 l i tres per h e a d 
m o r e t h a n Canada , our neares t E n g l i s h -
speak ing r ival . E v e n so , w h e n b o t h West
e r n and E a s t e r n E u r o p e are i n c l u d e d , 
Aus t ra l i ans can c l a i m only n u m b e r 10 
pos i t ion — F r a n c e leads w i t h a n a n n u a l 
c o n s u m p t i o n per h e a d of the equ iva len t of 
about 17 l i t res. 

T h i s s c e n e , d e s c r i b e d i n P r o f e s s o r 
M a n n i n g Clarke ' s opus A History of Aus
tralia, occurred a t Sydney Cove on F e b 
ruary 6, 1788. T h e co lony of N e w S o u t h 
Wales was jus t 12 days old. 

I n The Australianization of John Bull 
Joe R i c h w r o t e : ' ev idence s h o w s t h a t 
heavy d r i n k i n g was a ser ious p rob l em in 
t h e s e t t l e m e n t ' s ea r ly days . O n e m a n 
c la imed tha t as a boy i n H o b a r t h e h a d 
seen the who le colony d r u n k for several 
weeks , from the Governor downwards , 
and even i n 1830 it was said that One-ha l f 
of those w h o die i n t he co lony i n t he p re -
sent day pe r i sh , e i ther directly or ind i -
rectiy, t h r o u g h d r u n k e n n e s s ' . 

The connection between road crashes 
and drinking is irrefutable. According to 
the Commonwealth Department of 
Health, about half of the deaths from 
traffic accidents are attributable to 
alcohol. 

O u r a lcohol c o n s u m p t i o n is sti l l in 
creas ing. I n the 10 years be tween 1965 
and 1975, t he a m o u n t of beer w e d rank 
each year per head of popu l a t i on rose by 
one- th i rd (from 110 to 143 l i tres) , t he 
a m o u n t of w i n e m o r e t h a n doub led (from 
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5.5 to 1 2 . 5 l i t res) , a n d tha t of spiri ts rose 
by abou t one- th i rd (from 0 · 9 to 1 · 2 l i tres) . 

F o u r years ago we spen t a n es t imated 
$151 a n n u a l l y o n a l coho l i c d r i nks for 
each m a n , w o m a n , a n d ch i ld in t he popu -
la t ion — and the f igure b e c o m e s $226 for 
each p e r s o n 18 years or older . T h a t was 
a bou t one- th i rd of t he a m o u n t spent o n 
food, and near ly 6% of our total pe r sona l 
expend i tu re . M o r e recen t stat is t ics have 
not yet been pub l i shed , b u t the s i tua t ion 
seems un l ike ly to have c h a n g e d m u c h . 

High social cost 
These, of cour se , are gross f igures. Al -
coho l c o n s u m p t i o n is no t evenly dis tr i -
bu t ed across the c o m m u n i t y : s o m e peop le 
drink heavily, o thers l i t t le or no t at a l l . 
Segments of t he c o m m u n i t y cer ta inly do 
a b u s e th i s d r u g a n d the f inancial cos ts of 
h i s a b u s e o n ou r services (regardless of 
the social costs) are very h i g h . 

Deaths to which alcohol has contributed 
— as shown in the 1975—76 Annual 
Report of the Commonwealth 
Department of Health. 

F o r e x a m p l e , a r e c e n t r epor t of t h e 
C o m m o n w e a l t h D i r e c t o r - G e n e r a l of 
Health es t imated tha t a lcohol is direct ly 
c a u s i n g 3000 dea ths per year. B u t t he 
misuse of a lcohol i s a l so a major factor i n 
many o ther causes of dea th , i n c l u d i n g 
c i r rhos is of the l iver, tubercu los i s , m o t o r 
vehicle acc iden ts , indus t r ia l acc iden ts , 
and acc identa l d r o w n i n g . Accord ing to 
the Sena te S t a n d i n g C o m m i t t e e on Socia l 
Welfare's repor t en t i t led Drug Problems 
in Australia — an Intoxicated Society?, a t 
least 10% of t he n a t i o n ' s hea l t h costs are 
r e l a t e d t o a l c o h o l . T h i s m e a n s t h a t 
a lcohol- re la ted i l l ne s se s cos t u s m o r e 
than $400 mi l l i on each year. 

Pe rhaps the m o s t g raph ic i l lus t ra t ion of 
the effect of t he inc reased a lcohol in t ake 
in th i s coun t ry c o m e s f rom the f igures for 
deaths from c i r rhos i s of t he liver. I n spi te 
of t h e advances tha t have b e e n m a d e i n 
medical t echnology , t he n u m b e r of dea ths 

Each year Australians drink more per 
head in terms of the absolute alcohol 
content of their liquor than any other 
English-speaking nation. Nevertheless, 
the nationals of nine European countries 
drink even more. 

f r o m t h i s d i s e a s e r o s e f r o m 4 . 8 p e r 
100 000 of t he popu l a t i on i n 1965 to 8 . 3 
10 years la ter (about half of the dea ths 
from this cause are a t t r ibuted to a lcohol ) . 

Link with cancer 
Of great in teres t a l so , bu t m u c h less wel l 
k n o w n , is t he re la t ion be tween the dr ink
i n g of a lcohol i n la rge a m o u n t s and cer
ta in cancers of t h e h e a d and neck . D r 
Basi l He tze l a n d D r T o n y M c M i c h a e l , of 
t he CSIRO D iv i s i on of H u m a n N u t r i t i o n , 
have taken a par t icu lar in teres t i n th i s 
topic . T h e i r analyses of stat is t ics b o t h i n 
Aus t ra l ia a n d overseas leave n o doub t tha t 
d u r i n g the last 80 years cancers of t he 
o r o p h a r y n x , l a r y n x (vo i ce b o x ) , a n d 
oesophagus have b e e n c o m m o n e s t after 
pe r iods w h e n the c o m m u n i t y ' s a l coho l 
c o n s u m p t i o n h a s b e e n par t icular ly h i g h . 
(Earlier overseas s tud ies h a d yielded s imi 
lar evidence of a s t rong assoc ia t ion be
tween a h i g h a l coho l i n t ake and cancers of 
the head a n d neck.) 

T h e i r analyses imp ly tha t the n u m b e r 
of cases of these par t icu la r cancers per 
head of the popu l a t i on m u s t r i se as t he 
effects of the b o o m in a lcohol sales tha t 
h a s fo l lowed W o r l d W a r I I s h o w u p . 
Indeed such a r ise h a s already appeared, 
par t icular ly i n m e n w h o are middle -aged 
or younger . 

A l c o h o l - d r i n k i n g h a s b e e n w i t h u s 
s ince bibl ical t imes . S i n c e 1900, b o t h t he 
a m o u n t d r u n k per h e a d and the type have 
varied considerably . As t he graph s h o w s , 
spiri ts a ccoun ted for a far h ighe r propor
t ion of the a lcohol c o n s u m e d d u r i n g the 
first 20 years of th is cen tu ry t h a n a t a n y 
t i m e s ince . N e v e r t h e l e s s , even t h e n a 
l i t t le m o r e a lcohol was c o n s u m e d as beer 
t h a n as spir i ts . 

T h e D e p r e s s i o n saw less of all types of 
a lcohol ic beverages be ing d runk . Beer 
c o n s u m p t i o n b e g a n to r ise aga in abou t 
1935, and , except d u r i n g the early 1960s 
w h e n it levelled off, it h a s r i sen ever s ince . 
I t h a s increased threefold s ince t he end of 
World War I I . C o n s u m p t i o n of spir i ts o n 
t he other h a n d barely started to inc rease 
aga in un t i l t he late 1960s. 

When it comes to alcohol 
consumption, Australia 
leads the English-speaking 
world. 

Pattern shows up 
N o w , w e k n o w t h a t m o s t g e n e r a t i o n s 
acqui re the i r d r i n k i n g hab i t s as they leave 
adolescence a n d b e c o m e adul ts . T h u s t h e 
gene ra t ion of y o u n g p e o p l e tha t a t t a ined 
adu l thood d u r i n g the first years of th i s 
c e n t u r y m a y w e l l h a v e p e r m a n e n t l y 
a d o p t e d t h e h a b i t of d r i n k i n g l a r g e 
a m o u n t s of a lcoho l . 

I n t h e case of oesophagea l cancer , D r 
M c M i c h a e l a n d D r He tze l reasoned , you 
w o u l d expec t th i s par t icu la r gene ra t ion to 
be o n e tha t suffered m o r e t h a n o thers as it 
b e c a m e older. Why? Because those peop le 
b o r n i n the succeed ing 50 years d r a n k less 
and , a l t h o u g h w e d o n ' t have c o n s u m p t i o n 
f igures for before 1900, t he c h a n c e s are 
that people d r a n k less i n t he 1890s, s ince 
there was a major e c o n o m i c r eces s ion a t 
tha t t ime . H o w e v e r , m a n y of those w h o 
b e g a n d r i n k i n g as they a t ta ined adu l thood 
i n t he early 1900s probably failed to k ick 
t he habi t , so th i s w o u l d have r e m a i n e d a 
heavy-dr inking gene ra t ion . 

If you follow the stat is t ics for dea ths 
from oesophagea l cancer for th is genera
t ion , w h i c h w o u l d have b e e n bo rn a r o u n d 
abou t 1880, a peak of dea ths f rom th i s 
c a u s e does i n d e e d occu r for e a c h a g e 
g roup as th i s gene ra t ion passes t h r o u g h 
(a l lowing for a 20-year per iod of la tency 
before t he d isease appears) . 
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Absolute alcohol consumption in 27 
countries during 1975 

litres per head 
France 16·9 
Portugal 15-2 Italy 

14·2 Spain 
13·7 Luxembourg 
11·7 West Germany 
11·7 Austria 
11·2 Hungary 
11·1 Switzerland 
10·7 Australia 
10 0 Belgium 
9 ·8 Czechoslovakia 
9·7 Canada 
8·3 Yugoslavia 8 0 

Denmark 8 0 
Rumania 7·9 
Netherlands 7·8 
United States 7·6 
New Zealand 7·5 
Ireland 6 ·7 
Poland 6 ·6 
England 6 ·6 
Finland 6 ·6 
Sweden 6·2 
Japan 5 ·9 
Bulgaria 5 1 
Norway 4 ·2 Deaths attributable to alcohol 

in Australia 

tuberculosis 30 
beri beri 100 
alcoholic psychosis 100 
alcoholism 100 
cardiomyopathy 15 
cirrhosis of the liver 50 
diseases of the pancreas 15 
motor vehicle traffic accidents 50 
accidental alcohol poisoning 100 
burns 10 
accidental drowning 20 
suicide 20 
homicide 33 

30 



Commonwealth Department of Health's 
statistics on the relation between 
drinking alcohol and deaths from 
cirrhosis of the liver, or from alcoholism 
and alcoholic psychosis . 

Of in teres t a l so is the fact tha t dea ths 
from this form of cancer have b e e n r i s i ng 
aga in s ince abou t t he m i d 1950s, no tab ly 
a m o n g peop le w h o are less t h a n midd l e -
aged. As m e n t i o n e d earl ier , th i s u p t u r n 
seems to be closely re la ted to t h e post -
Wor ld-War- I I beer b o o m . 

Larynx too 
F o r cancer of the o ropharynx the f igures 
yield a general ly s imi la r p ic tu re . M o r e 

The social effects of heavy 
drinking must increase 
sharply as the average level 
of consumption rises. 

surpr is ingly , so do t hose for cancer of t he 
larynx. 

T h e assoc ia t ion of a n increase i n t he 
a m o u n t of cancer of t he larynx w i t h al
coho l c o n s u m p t i o n is su rp r i s ing because 
th i s passage is a par t of t he b rea th ing sys
tem. F o o d a n d d r ink do n o t pass t h r o u g h i t 
on the i r way to t h e s tomach . O n e m a y 
expect , therefore, t ha t c iga re t t e - smoking 
would be a m o r e l ikely cause . S o the r i se 
and fall of t he g raph of peop le dy ing of 
cancer of t he la rynx o u g h t to follow tha t 
for l u n g cancer . I t doesn ' t . 

U s i n g tobacco , par t icular ly i n the form 
of c igare t tes , b e c a m e popula r only rela
tively recent ly . W h a t ' s m o r e , i t r eached 
h i g h levels of popular i ty a m o n g m e n a n d 
w o m e n at different t imes . A l t h o u g h the re 
a r e n o f i g u r e s t o s h o w i t , c i g a r e t t e -
s m o k i n g is genera l ly t h o u g h t to h a v e 
c a u g h t on a m o n g Aus t r a l i an m e n d u r i n g 
a n d after Wor ld War I . Aus t r a l i an w o m e n 
general ly d idn ' t s tar t u n t i l d u r i n g a n d 
after Wor ld War I I . 

T h u s w h i l e w o m e n m a y have always 
c o n s u m e d less a l c o h o l t h a n m e n , t h e 
t rends i n t he a m o u n t they c o n s u m e d , a n d 
h e n c e a lso t h o s e of a l coho l - a s soc i a t ed 
diseases , have b e e n s imi la r i n w o m e n a n d 
m e n . I n the case of tobacco c o n s u m p t i o n 
a n d i ts associa ted d i seases , th i s h a s n o t 
been so. 

T h e graphs of d ea t h s each year a t t r ibut
able to l u n g cancer differ for m e n a n d 
w o m e n , bu t they closely follow cigare t te 

c o n s u m p t i o n i n t he two sexes — w i t h 
abou t a 20-year t i m e lag. T h e g raphs for 
d e a t h s a t t r i b u t a b l e t o c a n c e r of t h e 
oesophagus a n d the o ropharynx are c o m 
p l e t e l y d i f fe ren t f r o m t h o s e for l u n g 
cancer . T h e y fol low t h e pa t te rn of a lcohol 
co n s u mp t i o n . So does that for cancer of 
t he larynx. 

S t a t i s t i c a l a s s o c i a t i o n s d o n o t , of 
cour se , prove tha t a l coho l causes cancers 
of t he head and neck . T h e y are ind i rec t 
ev idence , and some o ther u n e x p e c t e d fac
tor may conceivably be t he ac tua l cause . 
Never the less , i n t h e absence of s u c h a 
fac to r s h o w i n g u p i t ' s r e a s o n a b l e t o 
a s s u m e tha t d r i n k i n g a lcohol ic beverages 
is i ndeed respons ib le . 

Drinking, of course, has its positive 
sides. Pubs, like the Criterion Hotel at 
Sale, Vic. , are a part of our heritage. 

T h e medica l fraternity still does n o t 
u n d e r s t a n d h o w c o n s u m i n g a l c o h o l 
ra ises t he n u m b e r s of peop le w h o suffer 
from cancers of the head a n d neck . H o w 
ever, there is a good deal of evidence t h a t 
a lcohol and tobacco have a synergis t ic 
effect — in o ther words , tobacco and al
coho l c o m b i n e d have a greater effect t h a n 
o n e wou ld expect f rom add ing the effects 
of each separately. 

Whi l e stat is t ics of t he n u m b e r of peop le 
suffering from cancers of the head a n d 
n e c k tell u s h o w m a n y peop le are suffer
i n g f rom th i s form of a l c o h o l - i n d u c e d 
misery , and its cos t i n t e rms of h e a l t h care , 
they don ' t tel l u s m u c h ab o u t t he type of 
peop le w h o b e c o m e heavy d r inke r s , or t he 
p ropor t ion of t he c o m m u n i t y tha t s u c h 
dr inkers m a k e u p . M u c h of th is informa
t ion h a s c o m e from breathalyser tes ts , a n d 
from the m o r g u e s and casual ty depart
m e n t s of hospi ta l s t ha t receive the dead 
a n d in jured v ic t ims of road accidents . 

Accidents? No! 
T h e S e n a t e S t a n d i n g C o m m i t t e e o n 
Social Welfare 's repor t i n to D r u g P r o b 
l e m s i n Aus t ra l ia m a d e w h a t m a y look 
l i k e a c u r i o u s r e c o m m e n d a t i o n . I t 
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sugges ted that g o v e r n m e n t s a n d the p u b 
l ic u s e the t e rm ' road crash ' ins tead of 
' road accident ' . 

I t did so because it believed that the 
word ' acc idenť sugges ted s o m e t h i n g tha t 
was u n a v o i d a b l e . H o w e v e r , a s tudy of 
drivers ki l led i n c rashes t h r o u g h o u t A u s 
tralia i n 1975 sugges t s that one i n th ree 
h a d blood a lcohol levels i n excess of 50 
mi l l ig rams per 100 mil l i l i t res of b lood 
( that ' s a b lood a l coho l breathalyser read
i n g of 0 · 0 5 g per 100 m l — the legal l imi t 
i n Victoria) . A n earl ier s tudy of dead driv
ers i n Victor ia revealed that , of 4 0 9 tes ted 
for their b lood a lcohol con ten t , 181 or 
4 4 % h a d levels above 100 m g per 100 m l . 

A previous s tudy of brea thalysed drivers 
showed that the incredib ly h i g h propor
t ion of 6 5 % of 8550 tes ted i n M e l b o u r n e 
had levels above 150 m g per 100 m l , as did 
51 % of the 6842 tes ted i n Sydney a n d 6 7 % 
of the 1146 in Br i sbane . As D r He tze l 
po in t s out , s u c h levels indica te se r ious 
d r i n k i n g p r o b l e m s , s i n c e m o s t soc i a l 
d r inkers w o u l d n ' t be ab le to sit i n front of 
a s teer ing whee l w i t h s u c h blood levels , 
let a lone a t t empt to drive the car! 

It takes the body an hour to 
destroy the alcohol in the 
equivalent of two glasses of 
beer. 

W h e n t h i n k i n g a b o u t d r i n k i n g , i t ' s 
w o r t h r e m e m b e r i n g t h a t c o n s u m i n g 
10-oz glasses at 5 -minu te intervals for one 
h o u r wi l l p roduce a b lood a lcohol level of 
135 m g p e r 100 m l ( 0 1 3 5 o n t h e 
breathalyser) . D r i n k i n g s u c h glasses at 
10-minute intervals gives 65 m g per 100 
m l , and even d r i n k i n g t h e m at 15-minu te 

Dr Basil Hetzel. 

D r T o n y McMichae l . 

intervals , i n o ther words at four per h o u r , 
wi l l give a level of 40 m g per 100 m l . 

P e o p l e c o m m o n l y p ic tu re a lcohol ics as 
be ing the down-and-ou t s , the 'de ros ' , or 
t he 'skid-row' types. T h e res t of the dr ink
i n g populace , even the heavy d r inkers , are 
regarded as ' social d r inkers ' . B u t t he evi
dence is no t o n t he s ide of these tradi
t ional images . 

F o r example , a s tudy at S t V i n c e n t ' s 
H o s p i t a l M e l b o u r n e f o u n d t h a t fewer 
t h a n 1 0 % of the m e n t reated there for al
coho l i sm were skid-row cases . Only 2 % 
were over 64. T h u s t he great majori ty of 
m a l e a lcohol ics r e m a i n i n t he Aus t ra l i an 

workforce . I n d e e d t h e C o m m o n w e a l t h 
D e p a r t m e n t of H e a l t h h a s es t imated that 
4 % of the workforce, or at least 160 000 
m e n , are a lcohol ics . O n e can only wonde r 
wha t these peop le cost u s in t e rms of in
dust r ia l efficiency. 

Semantic difficulties 
U s i n g te rms like ' a l coho l i sm ' , ' a lcohol ic ' 
or 'heavy d r ink ing ' is f raught w i t h traps 
for t h e unwary . As the S t a n d i n g C o m m i t 
tee o n Socia l Welfare po in t ed ou t i n its 
report , there are n o accepted def in i t ions 
for s u c h t e r m s . N e v e r t h e l e s s , m e d i c a l 
o p i n i o n n o w cons iders peop le w h o con
s u m e more t h a n 80g of a lcohol per day 
(the con ten t s of t en 7-oz glasses of beer , or 
seven 10-oz ones) r u n a h i g h r isk of suffer
ing from c i r rhos is of t he liver and the 
other medica l compl ica t ions of the state 
general ly referred to as a l coho l i sm. 

T h u s , regardless of mora l cons idera
t ions about heavy d r ink ing , peop le w h o 
c o n s u m e 80g per day wil l cost the com
m u n i t y m o n e y for hosp i t a l care. P e r h a p s , 
therefore, a m o s t i m p o r t a n t ques t ion to be 
answered is w h e t h e r the n u m b e r of s u c h 

These results lead to one 
conclusion: the 
heavy-drinking habit starts 
in the young. 

heavy d r inkers is inc reas ing , or whe the r 
t he increase i n sales of a lcohol mere ly 
m e a n s tha t t he n u m b e r of relatively l igh t 
social dr inkers h a s r i sen . 

Conven t iona l w i s d o m sugges ts the lat
ter. B u t th is i sn ' t so . T h e evidence , b o t h 
from Aust ra l ia a n d from other coun t r i e s 
l i k e F r a n c e , s h o w s i n s t e a d t h a t t h e 
n u m b e r of heavy c o n s u m e r s w h o absorb 
80g or m o r e per day increases sharply as 
t he ave rage level of c o n s u m p t i o n i n 
creases . Indeed , t he pe rcen tage of heavy 
dr inkers is p ropor t iona l to t he square of 
the m e a n level of c o n s u m p t i o n . 

T h i s m e a n s tha t the hea l th and social 
effects of heavy d r i n k i n g m u s t increase 
sharply as t he average level of c o n s u m p 
t ion r ises . T h e s ta t is t ics for sufferers of 
c i r rhos is of the liver, for cancers of the 
throat , and for dea ths o n the roads do 
n o t h i n g to deny th i s po in t . 

Who is involved? 
But w h o are these heavy d r inkers , and 
w h e n do they s tar t? T h e b r e a t h a l y s e r 
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The breathalyser first made its 
appearance in this country in Victoria in 
1962. Since then it has been a major 
source of information about who drinks 
heavily, and when. 

stat is t ics f rom convic ted dr ivers , select ive 
t h o u g h they are i n tha t the pol ice m a y p ick 
o n cer ta in g roups i n t he c o m m u n i t y s u c h 
as t he y o u n g , give t h e c lue . 

I n a s tudy i n Vic to r i a , for i n s t a n c e , 
drivers aged 25 years or less m a d e u p 4 2 % 
of the sample , a l t h o u g h they compr i se 
l e s s t h a n 2 0 % of l i c e n s e d d r i v e r s . 
Never the less , th is survey revealed two 
major age g roups w h o were heavy con
s u m e r s . B o t h were ma le . Y o u n g m e n be
tween the ages of 18 and 25 m a d e u p the 
first one and , r a the r m o r e surpr is ingly , 
middle-aged m a l e dr ivers a round 4 5 years 
old m a d e u p the second. T h e total n u m b e r 
i n t h e s econd g r o u p was cons ide rab ly 
smal ler t h a n tha t i n the first. 

I n the case of the y o u n g m a l e convic ted 
dr ivers , the b lood a l coho l s tat is t ics re 
vealed w h a t may be termed, 'explosive ' 
d r i n k i n g a t w e e k - e n d s , w h e n l e v e l s 
reached the r a n g e of 8 0 - 150 m g per 100 
m l . I n older age g roups , m u c h h i g h e r 
read ings — in t he r a n g e of 150—250mg 
p e r 100 m l , a m o u n t s t h a t i n d i c a t e a 
c h r o n i c d r i n k i n g p r o b l e m — b e c o m e 
c o m m o n e r . T h e 45-year-old drivers con
ta ined the h i g h e s t p ropor t ion w i t h levels 
of th i s sort. 

Admis s ions to hosp i t a l s fo l lowing in
jury i n road c rashes a lso impl ica te t h e 
y o u n g drivers as a p r o b l e m g r o u p . N o less 
t h a n 6 0 % of 1266 peop le aged m o r e t h a n 
15 years w h o en tered M e l b o u r n e ' s Alfred 
H o s p i t a l after su f fe r ing in ju ry i n car 
c rashes were less t h a n 30 years of age . 
T h e answers to de ta i led ques t ionna i r e s 
revealed a c lose assoc ia t ion be tween h i g h 
blood a lcohol levels and heavy d r ink ing . 

S tud ies of fatalit ies po in t in t he s a m e 
di rect ion. Of 251 dead drivers tes ted i n 
1972 and 1973, 4 7 % were u n d e r 30 , a n d 
3 1 % were u n d e r 2 5 . Of those u n d e r 25 
years of age, n o less t h a n 2 9 % had b lood 
a lcohol levels of m o r e t h a n 150 m g per 
100 m l . 

They start young 
T h e s e resul ts lead to one c o n c l u s i o n : the 
heavy-dr inking hab i t s tarts i n t he y o u n g . 
Jus t h o w y o u n g d r inkers can be c o m e s 
from surveys of school -ch i ld ren i n Syd
ney, w h i c h have s h o w n tha t 10% of adol 
escents be tween the ages of 12 and 17 get 
very d r u n k at least once a m o n t h . A n o t h e r 
survey i n Victor ia showed that 5 . 4 % of all 
secondary schoo l -ch i ld ren in th is S ta te 
d r ink m o s t days of t h e week. 

D r Hetze l cons ide r s that two par t icu la r 
features of Aus t r a l i an society e n c o u r a g e 
y o u n g p e o p l e t o deve lop the d r i n k i n g 
hab i t : 

• A u s t r a l i a ' s 'Ocker ' image and lifestyle 

• ac t ive a n d a g g r e s s i v e s e l l i n g by t h e 
b rewing , w i n e , a n d spir i ts indus t r i e s 

T h e two feed o n o n e ano ther . Heavy 
a lcohol c o n s u m p t i o n is an in tegra l par t of 
the Ocker image , and the maker s of al
cohol ic beverages can play on the idea 
tha t d r ink ing is a n ind i spensab le feature 
of t he v igorous , a th le t ic , and viri le y o u n g 
— and no t so y o u n g — Aus t ra l i an ma le . 

D r Hetze l sugges ts tha t u s i n g a lcohol to 
p romote t o u r i s m and the i nc reas ing ease 
w i t h w h i c h one c a n buy bot t les , c ans , and 
casks — t h r o u g h drive-in l iquor s tores , 
and, i n some States and Te r r i t o r i e s , i n 
supermarke t s — have also con t r ibu ted to 
t he d r ink ing p rob lem. 

'Alcoholization', not alcoholism 
W h a t can we do ab o u t it? Peop le i n the 
younger age g roups , whe re the p r o b l e m 
seems to start , shou ld at least be relatively 
a m e n a b l e t o r e h a b i l i t a t i o n c o u r s e s . 
Never the less , D r He tze l po in t s ou t , the 
vital th ing to r e m e m b e r is tha t the n u m b e r 
of people w i t h a d r i n k i n g p r o b l e m in t he 
c o m m u n i t y r ises sharply as the na t iona l 
average of c o n s u m p t i o n r ises — bo th he re 
a n d in other coun t r i e s . T h u s the p rob l em 
is o n e of w h a t h e has t e rmed the ' a lcohol i 
za t ion ' of ou r soc i e ty , r a t h e r t h a n a l 
cohol i sm. D r He tze l is convinced , there
fore , t h a t t he o n l y way to r e d u c e t h e 
n u m b e r of heavy dr inkers is to r educe the 
average level i n c o n s u m p t i o n . 

H e also po in t s ou t tha t , a l t h o u g h they 
m a y have some effect, laws p lac ing heavy 
penal t ies o n dr iv ing u n d e r t he in f luence 
of a lcohol wil l no t solve t he p rob l em in 
t h e l o n g r u n . E x p e r i e n c e i n B r i t a i n 
showed that t he de te r ren t effect wears off. 
( In t roduc t ion of t he breathalyser there did 
l e a d to a r e d u c t i o n i n t h e n u m b e r of 
c rashes on the road, bu t only temporar i ly . 
T h r e e years later the f igures showed that 
th i s i n s t r u m e n t was hav ing n o de ter rent 
effect at all.) T r y i n g to r educe t he n u m 
bers of heavy dr inkers on the road i n th i s 
way m u s t fail w h i l e t h e c o n s u m p t i o n of 
a lcohol per head c o n t i n u e s to r ise , s ince 
t he n u m b e r of heavy d r inkers i n t he com
m u n i t y wil l be r i s ing rapidly. 

Obvious ly , r e d u c i n g the n a t i o n ' s total 
a lcohol c o n s u m p t i o n is a ha rd opt ion . D r 
He tze l doub t s tha t gove rnmen t s can be 
expected to force it on u s by r egu la t ion — 
for one t h i n g g o v e r n m e n t s rarely stray 
too far ahead of pub l i c op in ion , a n d also 
excise taxes represen t a major source of 
revenue . T h e b rewing , w i n e , and spir i ts 

Numbers of deaths in Australia from 
cancer of the oesophagus and larynx 
follow the trends in our alcohol 
consumption — with a 20-year time lag. 
Lung cancer deaths follow the rather 
different pattern of cigarette sales. 
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i ndus t r i e s , of cour se , are a lso a powerful 
lobby ing g r o u p tha t employs large n u m 
bers of people . 

Information needed 
Clearly, the ques t ion c a n only be resolved 
by the e lectorate , bu t t he e lectorate can ' t 
do th i s w i thou t b e i n g proper ly informed. 
I n t he op in ions of D r Hetze l a n d o ther 
expert wi tnesses w h o gave evidence be
fore the Sena te S t a n d i n g C o m m i t t e e on 
Socia l Welfare, m o s t Aus t ra l i ans are cer
ta inly no t proper ly informed, and m o s t a re 
no t even aware of the facts abou t a lcohol 
c o n s u m p t i o n . F e w k n o w tha t c o n s u m i n g 
the equiva lent of 80g of abso lu te a l coho l 
per day ( remember , tha t ' s t en 7-oz g lasses 
or seven 10-oz glasses of beer) cons t i t u t e s 
a hazardous level o f d r ink ing . Equa l ly few 
k n o w tha t it takes t he body an h o u r to 
destroy the a lcohol i n the equ iva len t of 
two glasses of beer . 

W h i l e people ' s awareness of t he p rob
l e m of heavy d r i n k i n g i n re la t ion to road 
safety h a s inc reased greatly over t he las t 
10 y e a r s , D r H e t z e l b e l i e v e s t h a t a n 
adequa te in format ion p r o g r a m u s i n g the 
m a s s med ia is u rgen t ly requi red to c o m 
pete w i t h ' the h igh ly skil led adver t i s ing 
m e t h o d s ' of t h e m a n u f a c t u r e r s of a l 
coho l i c beve rages . E v e n , h e s u g g e s t s , 
m e m b e r s of t he hea l t h professions need to 
be m u c h better informed. 

Whi l e it m a y have agreed w i t h these 
sen t imen t s , t he S t a n d i n g C o m m i t t e e on 
Socia l Welfare r e c o m m e n d e d that C o m 

m o n w e a l t h a n d S t a t e G o v e r n m e n t s 
shou ld provide f inancial ass is tance o n a 
large scale only to those p rog rams tha t 
have been s h o w n in t he pas t to p roduce 
t he desired changes i n behaviour . 

Seven steps 
D r He tze l sees t he process of r educ ing the 
c o m m u n i t y ' s a lcohol in take as a c h a i n 
reac t ion tha t goes a r o u n d in a c i rc le . 

H e sugges ts t ha t i t cons is t s of seven 
s teps , i n w h i c h the b lood a lcohol informa
t ion is first ga thered , a n d t h e n analysed. 
T h e r e s u l t s a r e t h e n d i s s e m i n a t e d 
t h r o u g h the m a s s media , and the d i scus 
s ion s t imula ted leads to a p l a n for solving 
the p rob l em — a four th step. T h i s p l a n 
may no t be pa la tab le to all c o m m u n i t y 
in teres ts and wil l therefore requ i re pol i t i 
cal acceptance (the fifth step) before legis
la t ion wil l be passed ( the sixth). T h e las t 
s tep is i m p l e m e n t a t i o n and evaluat ion of 
the leg is la t ion , w h i c h m e a n s tha t m o r e 
i n f o r m a t i o n h a s to b e c o l l e c t e d , after 
w h i c h t h e w h o l e process will go r o u n d 
aga in . 

As a n example of w h e r e th i s process h a s 
already happened , D r He tze l po in t s to t he 
compulsory breathalyser leg is la t ion tha t 
was i n t r o d u c e d i n t o Vic tor ia i n 1962. 
H e r e , early ind ica t ions of the h i g h levels 
of a lcohol in t he b lood of dead drivers 
(step 1) led to t he full e x a m i n a t i o n of the 
p rob l em d u r i n g 1964 and 1965 by the 
Royal C o m m i s s i o n in to t he Sa le , Supply , 
D i s p o s a l a n d C o n s u m p t i o n of L i q u o r 
(steps 2 , 3 , and 4) . Pol i t ica l accep tance of 
i ts r e c o m m e n d a t i o n s (step 5) led to legis
la t ion , w h i c h ordered compulsory tes ts of 
blood a lcohol levels for all drivers su s 
pected of be ing u n d e r t he in f luence of al
cohol . 

I m p l e m e n t a t i o n of th i s leg is la t ion led 
to convic t ions , a n d in d u e course to re 

habi l i ta t ion p rog rams for some of these 
drivers. 

S u c h c o m p u l s o r y r ehab i l i t a t i on p ro 
grams are, of cour se , the stuff o n w h i c h 
research opera tes . T h u s they are provid
i n g m o r e informat ion abou t h o w to deal 
wi th d r u n k e n drivers . We can expect t h e 
whee l to go r o u n d the full circle aga in . 
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Some facts about our drinking habits 

Ί h e repor t of the S e n a t e S tand ing C o m 
mi t t ee on Social Welfare l ists the follow
ing facts about t he effects of c o n s u m i n g 
a lcohol in Aus t ra l ia : 

•alcohol has been a major factor c a u s i n g 
the dea ths of more than 30,000 Austra-
lians in last 10 years 

• dea ths from c u r h o s i s of the liver have 
r i sen 75% in the last 10 years 

• from 1965 to 1976, t he per capita in-
crease in the consumption of beer has 

been 2 7 % , of w i n e 122%, a n d of spir i ts 

• m o r e t h a n o n e - q u a r t e r of a m i l l i o n 
A u s t r a l i a n s c a n be c l a s s i f i ed as a l -

• 1 200000 Australians are affected per
sonal ly or in the i r family s i tua t ions by 
the abuse of a lcohol 

• one in every five of our hospi ta l beds is 
occup ied by a pe r son suffering from the 
adverse effects of a lcohol 

• a l c o h o l is a s s o c i a t e d w i t h ha l f t he 
ser ious c r ime in Aus t ra l ia 

• a l coho l i sm a m o n g the y o u n g is increas
ing dramat ica l ly and as m a m as 10% of 
school -ch i ldren be tween the ages of 12 
and 17 get 'very d r u n k ' at least once a 
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