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An African example 
S.W. Acuda 

U p to the Second World 
War, publications on 
major health and 

social issues in Zimbabwe 
made no mention of alcohol, 
implying that this was not a 
serious problem. Certainly, 
alcohol had important social 
and cultural functions, for 
instance during ritual 
ceremonies, communal 
planting and harvesting, 
and spirit media celebra
tions. Traditional structures 
and cultural taboos strictly 
controlled the production of 
alcohol, and its use was 
permitted only to certain 
people deemed to have 
attained appropriate levels 
of maturity. 
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Currently about 10% of 
admissions to the psychi
atric unit of a large Harare 
hospital are due to mental 
complications of alcohol 
use. In 1991, it was esti
mated that 65% of all road 
traffic accidents in 
Zimbabwe were due to 
alcohol use. 

As more and more 
Zimbabweans left their 
villages for the cities, those 
controls gradually loosened. 
At the same time there was 
a tremendous increase in the 
availability of alcohol, 

A woman boils o mixture of dried corn and water ready for fermenting. 

Besides easy availability, 
other factors blamed for the 
escalation of alcohol prob
lems include rapid urbaniza
tion, rapid sociocultural 
changes, unemployment and 
economic hardship. In 
1987, the government desig
nated the Department of 
Social Welfare to coordinate 
all activities for combating 
drug problems in the coun
try. A resource centre was 
set up and a National Policy 
on Alcohol and Drug Abuse 
was drafted, while pilot 
projects for community 

supported by aggressive marketing 
and advertising. Domestic produc
tion of alcohol remains an important 
source of income for many women. 
Beer halls and bottle stores ensure 
the wide availability of all types 
of alcoholic drinks, and alcohol 
consumption by both men and 
women has steadily increased. 

Two studies among secondary 
school students in 1990 and 1994 
confirmed that alcohol use and abuse 
do exist among young people in 
Zimbabwe. They showed that nearly 
as many female students drank 
regularly as males; indeed in a few 
secondary schools more girls than 
boys were using alcohol. At a busy 
primary health care clinic in Harare, 

In Zimbabwe, messages such 
as "don't drink and drive" are 
overshadowed by the much 
more beguiling advertisements 
for alcohol. Few attempts 
have been made to curb them. 

66% of the men and 48% of the 
women who drank were getting 
drunk on each occasion, and most of 
them showed signs of alcohol 
dependence as well as health and 
social problems. 

alcohol and drug abuse 
prevention have started. Treatment 
and rehabilitation services are pro
vided in government and private 
general hospitals and at primary 
health care clinics. But only a tiny 
fraction of alcohol-dependent per
sons at present receive assistance. 

The mass media 's occasional 
public education messages such as 
"don' t drink and drive" are over
shadowed by the much more beguil
ing advertisements of alcoholic 
drinks. So far, few attempts have 
been made to curb them. • 
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