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Liquor industry report evades the truth and 
overstates its contributions to protect its profits

Alcohol lobby’s data is wobbly
COMMENT 
Janet Jobson & Onesisa Mtwa

A 
recent ly  re leased 
five-page ‘report”, 
funded by and on 
behalf of the alcohol 
industry, purports to 

reveal new data that counters cur-
rent analyses that the bans on the 
sale of alcohol have led to a decrease 
in trauma cases in South African  
hospitals. Many news outlets have 
parroted the media releases from 
the South African Liquor Brands 
Association), without any critical 
questioning of the origins of the 
report and the glaring conflicts of 
interest, or interrogating the meth-
ods, despite findings that contradict 
a wide range of published research 
by public health experts.

There are a few things amiss about 
this report:

The authors and its origins are 
inherently suspect. The “research” is 
funded by the alcohol industry, and 
the primary author is part of a vocal 
lobby group that is against lock-
downs and associated regulations. 

There is nothing other than a few 
throwaway lines explaining the 
methodology used to analyse com-
plex sociological and public health 
phenomena. Unlike the wide range 
of academic articles and investiga-
tions into the connection between 
alcohol and violence in South Africa 
(and elsewhere) where methods are 
published and open for interroga-
tion, the scant information included 
in this “report” make it impossible to 
accept, or even debate, its findings. 

Even with the limited methodolog-
ical data shared, the way in which the 
authors present some data reveals a 
limited understanding of the qual-
ity of some administrative data, 
and the methods of its collection. 
For example, any reliance on police 

lWe have to both recover the 
ground that we have lost due 

to the coronavirus pandemic, and 
to gain new ground by placing 
our economy on a fundamentally 
different growth trajectory. In 
short, we have to use this moment 
to forge a new economy in a new 
global reality.” — President Cyril 
Ramaphosa on moving to a digitally-
centred economy in his weekly 
newsletter.

lThese additional 52 stores 
based mainly in Gauteng 

and the Western Cape take us to 
over 200 single-use plastic bag-
free stores in southern Africa. A 
significant achievement at a time 
when we have had so many supply 
uncertainties.” — Woolworths’ head 
of foods: technology, food safety and 
sustainability, Latiefa Behardien on 
removing plastic bags from more 
than 50 of their stores by 30 April.

lIn the wake of the heinous at-
tacks in Palma town, families 

and individuals have had to aban-
don their belongings and liveli-
hoods and flee for safety. Many 
have scattered into neighbouring 
Mueda, Pemba and Montepuez 
districts as well as onto the small 
islands dotted along the Cabo 
Delgado coastline, adding to an 
already desperate situation in 
northern Mozambique.” — World 
Food Programme spokesperson 
Tomson Phiri on the situation in 
Mozambique after the World Food 
Programme said it needed $82-mil-
lion to assist those suffering in the 
country.

lHe’s a magical man. What he 
knows how to do is extremely 

difficult for me to try [to copy] and 
I’ve already given up, but I have 
genuine admiration for what he 
does. Interpreting the novel deci-
sions that he incorporates into a 
game is already a way of falling in 
love with football.” — Leeds United 
manager Marcelo Bielsa on Manches-
ter City manager Pep Guardiola after 
his side’s 2-1 victory.

A high-powered group of African 
intellectuals, professionals, trade 
unionists and corporate high-
fliers are leading a bid to pull the 
Pan Africanist Congress (PAC) 
back from the brink and provide 
South Africa a left-of-centre party 
promoting Africanist ideals.

Known as the Concerned 
Africanists, the group spear-
headed the notion of a historic 
national convention of Pan 
Africanists that the PAC planned 
to hold, possibly in September, 
ahead of fresh elections.

Instead, the PAC went ahead 
with its conference, with disas-
trous results. The revelations of 
financial maladministration and 
near bankruptcy, the walk-out 
by its youth wing and futile deni-
als of disunity reinforceed the 
impression of a party in its final 
death throes.

But the decision to hold a 
convention of Africanists to map 
a new route for the PAC could 
offer salvation. Ironically, it 
was arrived at by way of a com-
promise, when a no-confidence 
motion in the PAC leadership 
tabled by the Pan Africanist 
Students’ Organisation was coun-
tered by one from the African 
Womens’ Organisation. — Mail & 
Guardian, 12 to 18 April, 1996
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reports for an authoritative figure of 
the presence of alcohol in the per-
petration of crime or accidents does 
not account for factors such as time 
lapses between reports and blood 
alcohol tests, the quality of reporting 
by clinical staff at hospitals, and poor 
case management by police officers. 

This is likely because neither of 
the authors have any background in 
public health or the epidemiology of 
alcohol use, and thus the designation 
“independent expert” requires a leap 
of imagination. 

Unpacking and understanding 
the causal relationship between 
access to alcohol and incidents 
of trauma in South Africa during 
lockdown is complex. This is why 
a range of experts have worked on 
these questions, and published their 
approaches and methodologies to 
ensure that they can be engaged in 
productive review and improvement 
of our understanding. 

At the very least there is strong 
anecdotal evidence from health pro-
fessionals in trauma and casualty 
centres to require more substantial 
study than a thin report with no 
methodology or tangible research 
beyond a few shallow regressions. 
This report does not engage this at 
all and instead makes light of the 
harrowing stories from health pro-
fessionals over the past year.

What the industry is trying to draw 
attention from with this report, is 
that the burden of alcohol on the 
public health system and the econ-
omy is critically understated. The 
alcohol industry consistently high-
lights its contribution to GDP of 
about 3% of GDP or R68-billion, and 
we recognise its benefits to the local 
economy and the value of its exports. 
However, touting the benefits alone 
does not accurately account for its 
costs to society and the economy.

The industry consistently refuses 

to acknowledge the strong evidence 
that the direct and indirect harms 
of alcohol actually cost South Africa 
roughly R277-billion, or 10% to 12% 
of GDP each year. A 2018 profile 
of alcohol-attributable morbidity 
further reveals that alcohol causes 
approximately 62 000 deaths annu-
ally. While temporary alcohol bans 
may have relieved pressure on the 
health system in the short term, 
industry practices that promote 
binge drinking have been a drain on 
the public health system for decades. 

The Covid-19 pandemic has 
illustrated the negative impact of  
alcohol, and the implications of not 
having effective regulatory measures 
to curb and manage alcohol harm. If 
the alcohol industry is serious about 
finding an evidence-based set of solu-
tions to the crisis of South Africa’s 
relationship with binge drinking, 
and alcohol-related trauma, it should 
more seriously engage with evidence-
based proposals. 

I
n July last year, a group of 166 
academics, researchers, and 
civil society representatives 
put forward a common-sense 

approach for curbing alcohol harms 
in line with the World Health 
Organisation’s five “best buy” policy 
strategies. These five strategies – 
based on evidence – are to: 

l Place a comprehensive ban on 
advertising alcohol, except at the site 
of sale where it should not be visible 
to children. Evidence suggests that 
exposure to alcohol advertisements 
during childhood and adolescents 
creates a strong disposition towards 
binge drinking in adulthood.

l Increase the price of alcohol 
through excise taxes and minimum 
pricing per unit of pure alcohol, to 
prevent the dumping of cheap liquor 
into marginalised communities. 

l Reduce the legal limit from drink 
driving to a blood alcohol content 
level of 0.02%.

l Reduce the availability of alco-
hol, especially in residential areas, by 

limiting the outlet density, putting in 
place shorter trading hours, devel-
oping and a bottle track-and-trace  
system to reduce illicit trade, and 
reducing container sizes (such as 
banning one litre beers). 

l Increasing and intensifying the 
availability of both counselling and 
medically-assisted treatment for  
people struggling with dependence. 

If the industry is determined to 
support regulatory reform to prevent 
harmful patterns of consumption, as 
they say in their report, they would 
get behind these straightforward and 
common-sense proposals. 

They could further play a key role 
in supporting innovations such as 
track-and-trace technology to ensure 
that illicit supplies to unlicensed  
vendors are stopped, endorsing 
measures to reduce the absolute 
volume of alcohol consumers are 
allowed to purchase from off-site 
retailers, redirect their corporate 
social investment funds to pub-
lic health issues related to alcohol 
(instead of awareness campaigns 
that are more of a vehicle for ad 
spend than a solution for alcohol 
harms reduction), and encourage 
local retailers and outlets to work 
closely with law enforcement.

Prohibition will not solve South 
Africa’s harmful relationship with 
binge drinking, but neither will 
denial of the reality of the impact of 
alcohol and its related harms on our 
economy and society. We implore the 
government and the public to think 
critically about how the industry rep-
resents itself. 

History will judge us harshly if 
propagandist and poorly researched 
arguments about the impact of alco-
hol on our society are taken seriously 
in informing policy.

Janet Jobson is the acting chief 
executive at the DG Murray Trust 
and Onesisa Mtwa is the innova-
tion manager of the innovative and 
inclusive society portfolio, also at 
the DG Murray Trust

A police officer holds his weapon as suspects lie on the floor after they were found in possession of alcohol during the lockdown ban, that goes 
against the rules of the national lockdown, in Hillbrow, Johannesburg, on March 27, 2020 Photo: Luca Sola/AFP


