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Alcohol and economic change 
Peter Anderson 

A picture of despair. Many people turn to drink as a result of financial and employment problems. 

"E xcess mortality" in Russia 
and Ukraine for the four years 
1990-93 has been estimated at 

800 000 deaths. These avoidable 
deaths have largely affected young 
adult men and have resulted from 
widespread impoverishment, erosion 
of preventive health services and 
social stress. But up to two-thirds of 
the excess mortality has been due to 
alcohol-related conditions, including 
alcohol poisoning and psychosis, 
murder, suicide and accidents, in
cluding drowning, fall s, suffocation, 
fire, and work-related and car 
accidents. 

In the former Soviet Union, an 
alcohol campaign launched in 1985 
was symbolically bound up with the 
policy of perestroika, and thus with 
the beginning of political and 
economic changes. Despite the 
undeniable success in diminishing 
alcohol-related harm, the reform 
provoked deep dissatisfaction and 
undermined support for the 
Gorbachev regime. In the three 
Baltic States, Estonia, Latvia and 
Lithuania, alcohol issues and the 
Soviet reform were intertwined with 
the struggle for national liberation. 
In other countries of Central and 

Eastern Europe, Gorbachev's anti
alcohol campaign was followed with 
less determination, but alcohol 
policy tended to become more 
restrictive. 

The experiences of the 1980s 
have contributed to negative atti
tudes in many countries towards any 
state regulation of alcohol. Alcohol 
control is associated with previous 
regimes, whereas unrestricted mar
keting of alcohol is perceived as a 
symbol of positive economic devel
opment. Private entrepreneurs are 
eager to rake in profits from alcohol 
production and trade, while the 
Western alcohol industry is search
ing for new markets, especially in 
the face of declining demand in their 
own countries. 

Meanwhile, in the absence of 
effective regulation there is large
scale smuggling of alcoholic bever
ages, importation without paying 
.duty, trade in low quality alcohol, 
trade in falsified Western brands, 
and trade in beverages with ex
tremely high alcohol content. The 
Polish state lost more than US$ 200 
million in duties and taxes during a 
six-month period in 1989, due to a 
loophole in the legislation regulating 

A crisis of alcohol policy still 
affects the countries of Central 
and Eastern Europe, where 
alcohol control measures are 
associated with previous, . . repressiVe reg1mes. 

the import of alcohol. In Russia, the 
state treasury losses are estimated at 
US$ one million every day, while 
illegal alcohol traders have profited 
by about the same sum. 

For the countries of Central and 
Eastern Europe, commodities such 
as alcohol, and especially Western 
brands, have become symbols of 
Western lifestyles, and this is 
reinforced by television programmes 
and advertisements that link 
drinking alcohol with images of 
freedom and social success. All this 
makes it more difficult for policy
makers to legitimize any alcohol 
control measures. 

So for the present there remains a 
crisis of alcohol policy, particularly 
in Eastern European countries. The 
public health, public order and 
public finance arguments for alcohol 
policy that are used in the estab
lished market economies do not yet 
find their place in many of those 
countries. Yet, there are signs of 
positive change. Among certain 
youth groups, Western values are 
just beginning to be perceived as 
incorporating healthy lifesty les, with 
restrictions and public education 
about smoking, drinking and an 
unhealthy diet being seen and 
accepted as part of the norm. • 

Or Peter Anderson works with the Alcohol, 
Drugs and Tobacco Unit in WHO's Regional 
Office for Europe, Scherfigsvej 8, DK·21 00 
Copenhagen 0 , Denmark. 


