
20 World Health • 48th Year, No. 4, July August 1995 

Alcohol problems in Russia 
Alexander V. Nemtsov & Vladimir M. Shkolnikov 

The Soviet system launched 
a grandiose anti-alcohol 
campaign in 19 8 5, but 
succeeded only in driving illicit 
trade in spirits into the arms of 
criminal organizations. By 
1993, alcohol consumptjon 
was higher than it had been 
before the campaign. 

lcohol consumption was tradi
onally high during the 
ussian Empire, and in the 

Soviet Union it reached a peak in 
1927 of 3. 7 litres of pure alcohol per 
person per year. This forced the 
Soviet leadership to introduce a 
series of restrictive measures that led 
to some fall in consumption. But a 
new rise began in the mid-1950s and 
by 1980 the level stood at 8.7 litres 
per person per annum. After that, 
consumption stabilized at a level not 
too far from the European average of 
8.4 litres in 1984. 

Actual alcohol consumption in 
the Soviet population was in fact 
considerably higher than official 
sales figures indicated- a result of 
the brewing of samogon, illicit 
home-made spirits. In the early 
1980s, various estimates of actual 
alcohol consumption averaged 
around 12.1litres. 

In the Slav and Baltic Republics 
of the USSR, the harmful effects 
were considerably aggravated by, 
typically, the massive consumption 
of spirits (mainly vodka) at short 
intervals, taken with insufficient food 
and often on the street, at the work
place or in shops. 

The danger of this type of drink
ing is the sudden loss of self-control. 
This is why, in the European regions 

A large proportion of olcohol·related problems never figure in the 
notional statistics. 

industrial alcohol, 
the real cost of 
wine and spirits 
fell steeply and 
this accounts for 
the Russian para
dox of increased 
alcohol consump
tion against a 
background of 
drop in real in
come. In 1993, 
actual alcohol 
consumption had 
reached 14.5litres 
per person, higher 
than it had been 

of the USSR, alcohol abuse is most 
closely correlated with mortality 
attributable to accidents, poisoning 
and injuries. 

Grandiose experiment 

The alcohol control campaign 
launched on 1 June 1985 was the last 
grandiose experiment carried out by 
the Soviet system on its own people. 
It sought to reduce alcohol consump
tion by reducing State production 
and sale of spirits, and by destroying 
the production of samogon. The 
price of spirits was increased and the 
number of sales outlets was cut by 
80%. 

The sale of spirits fell by 63% 
between 1984 and 1987 to 3.9litres 
per person but the people responded 
to this draconian campaign with an 
unprecedented level of protest- the 
main result being a sharp increase in 
the production of samogon. The 
illicit trade in spirits gave rise to 
powerful criminal organizations and 
"vodka czars", laying the basis for 
the spread of the underground 
alcohol market in Russia. 

Thanks to underpayment of taxes 
on spirits and the uncontrolled manu
facture or import of large quantities 
of fake spirits, often prepared from 

before the anti
alcohol drive. Russia was now one 
of the foremost consumers of alcohol 
in the world. 

In Russia- as in other countries -
it is difficult to ascertain the real num
ber of people with an alcohol depen
dence, of whom only 2 452 000, 
or 1% of the population (1993) are 
accounted for in medical institu
tions. The number of registered 
"alcoholics" in Russia has fallen 
steadily since 1987, obviously be
cause registration procedures have 
been deteriorating. The real total 
may be as high as 7-8 million and it 
is continuing to rise, if the increase in 
alcoholic psychosis is anything to go 
by. 

Whereas illicit drugs pose a much 
smaller problem than alcohol , with a 
total number of drug-dependent 
persons estimated at between 
150 000 and 300 000, the increasing 
interest being shown in illicit drugs 
by adolescents and young people is 
causing concern among health 
professionals. • 
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