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Briefing Document for EU Action on Alcohol Week 2017

Theme: Alcohol and Cancer 

The serious impact of cancer on the lives of thousands of Irish men and women means we must identify opportunities to prevent this disease for future generations. There is robust evidence which shows that over one third of cancers could be prevented though lifestyle modification. Therefore it is timely that the theme for this year’s European Action on Alcohol week is ‘Alcohol and Cancer’.
Key spokespeople from the HSE Alcohol Programme, National Cancer Control Programme and partner organisations will engage with the media across the week.

Overarching Key Message:
“Drinking alcohol increases your risk of developing cancer. Drink less to reduce the risk”
In broad terms the key audiences and messages for the week will be the following:
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Further information on reasons for selecting target audiences and specific key
‘messages later in this document




The cancer risks from alcohol are real. The International Agency for Research on Cancer has classified alcohol as carcinogenic to humans, just like tobacco and asbestos. Alcohol causes cancer; this fact cannot be disputed. 
This is not just a problem for ‘heavy’ drinkers. The more someone drinks, the higher their risk of developing cancer. Any amount and any type of alcohol increases the risk of developing cancer. 
Around nine hundred people are diagnosed with an alcohol-associated cancer each year in Ireland.  The facts are;  

· Alcohol increases the risk of 7 types of mouth, larynx , throat, oesophagus, breast, liver and bowel (3) 

· There is no completely safe level of drinking – any amount of alcohol you drink increases your risk of cancer (3) 

· Drinking in your teenage years and 20’s increases the risk of developing cancer later in life (4)
· Drinking less reduces your risk of developing cancer  (3) 

Cancer is not discriminatory and nobody is immune. 
However, we can all take action to reduce our risk. 
How Alcohol Causes Cancer 

The International Agency for Research on Cancer classifies alcohol as carcinogenic to humans, just like tobacco and asbestos. Alcohol breaks down in the body into a toxic chemical called acetaldehyde, It impairs the body’s ability to absorb important nutrients and also eases the transfer of carcinogens through the body from cigarette smoke. Alcohol also raises levels of oestrogen in the body which can in turn increase the risk of breast cancer.
 

Key Messages by Target Audience
1. Target Audience; Women
Key Message; 1 in 8 breast cancers are caused by alcohol
In 2017 the national radio ad “1 in 8 breast cancers are caused by alcohol” aimed to increase awareness of the risk posed by alcohol.  Worryingly, a 2016 survey reported that just 16% of 15-24 year old women were aware of the link between alcohol consumption and breast cancer (5).  Even low levels of alcohol consumption (just over 1 standard drink per day) can increase a woman’s risk of breast cancer (6). What is even less well known is that the risk of breast cancer is greater among women who start drinking prior to their first pregnancy (7). Women who drink around two standard drinks  a day through their teens and early twenties are 34% more likely to develop breast cancer than those who do not drink during the same period (7). Alcohol intake is independently associated with breast cancer risk, the higher the alcohol intake the higher the risk (6). 
Resource; http://www.askaboutalcohol.ie/helpful-resources/blog-articles/6-facts-about-alcohol-and-cancer-every-woman-should-know.html
2. Target Audience; Young People
Key Message; Drinking in your teens and 20’s increases your cancer risk.
Lifetime alcohol consumption increases cancer risk. Both duration of drinking and the age at which a person starts drinking are important determinants of risk (4).  Just as smoking does not cause lung cancer overnight, equally drinking in your teens and twenties does not result in a diagnosis of cancer immediately but it certainly increases the risk 10-20 years later(4).  The risk of mouth, throat and colorectal cancer is increased for young men and women who drink alcohol throughout their lifetime (4). Additionally, young women who drink through their teens and early twenties are at higher risk of developing breast cancer than those who do not drink during the same period (7). Women who drink around two standard drinks a day through their teens and early twenties are 34% more likely to develop breast cancer than those who do not drink during the same period (7).
3. Target Audience; Men
Key Message: Alcohol plays a role in up to half of all cancers of the mouth, head and neck.
Alcohol poses a particular risk for mouth, head and neck cancer, and plays a role in the development of up to half of these cancers in men in Ireland (9).Cancer risk from alcohol varies for different parts of the body, the strongest association is for tissues that come into direct contact with alcohol such as the mouth, head and neck (10). Those who drink two or more standard drinks per day (i.e. 1 pint) are three times more likely to be diagnosed in their lifetime with these cancers compared with those who do not drink (10). If you smoke and drink the risk is even greater; compared to those who do not, those who both smoke and drink are up to 35 times more likely to be diagnosed with a cancer of the head and neck; alcohol acts as a solvent and eases the transfer of carcinogens from cigarettes through the body especially to exposed tissues in the mouth, head and neck (10).  The more you drink the greater the risk of developing mouth, head or neck cancer. 
Resource; http://www.askaboutalcohol.ie/helpful-resources/blog-articles/your-health-and-alcohol-5-fact-every-man-should-know-.html 
4. Target Audience; LGBTI+ 
Key Message; Alcohol increases the risk of 7 types of cancer, drinking less can reduce your risk

In Ireland, gay and bisexual men have reported higher levels of alcohol intake and binge drinking compared with the heterosexual population(11).This increases their risk of developing alcohol related cancers. In addition, women who may not have had children or are older when they first give birth are some of the factors that may affect lesbian and bisexual women. As for all women the two biggest risk factors for breast cancer are being a woman and getting older. A woman whose mother, sister, or daughter has or had breast cancer is at higher risk. Being overweight after menopause, smoking and drinking alcohol (12). may add to this risk. 
These factors can interact with one another and can magnify cancer risk for individual women. According to the American Society of Clinical Oncology alcohol is a factor contributing to higher cancer incidence for LBGTI+ in the United States. See link to study below* (13).
Alcohol in Ireland

Alcohol in Ireland information on askaboutalcohol.ie 

Standard Drinks and Low Risk Drinking Guidelines 
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So what do we want people to do? 
1. Stay within the weekly guidelines for low risk drinking (see above)

2. Consider the pace at which you drink and slow down  if drinking fast.It takes one hour for your liver to process one standard drink.

3. Avoid drinking 3 pints (6 standard drinks) on any one drinking occasion. 
4. Consider how frequently you drink and how much you consume on each occasion. By being conscious of the volume and frequency you can choose to reduce building your tolerance to alcohol and also reduce the risk of habit formation.For future maintenance of health and wellbeing it is important to be mindful of this especially over years of drinking.
There are lots of tips and tools to help you achieve this on askaboutalcohol.ie 
In Summary
The link between alcohol and cancer is real, increasing the risk of 7 types of cancer. There is no completely safe level of drinking for cancer risk, but, less alcohol you drink, the lower your risk.
European Action on Alcohol week aims to increase awareness of  ‘Alcohol and Cancer’ and highlight  that there is an opportunity to reduce the risk of a cancer diagnosis for thousands of Irish men and women and our future generations.
What about the Public Health Alcohol Bill?

The Public Health (Alcohol) Bill is key to reducing alcohol harm in Ireland by addressing the key drivers of alcohol consumption: price, availability and marketing.  The HSE aims to reduce alcohol consumption in order to reduce alcohol harm.  The Healthy Ireland target for a low risk level of consumption of 9.1 litres per capita by 2025 The HSE aims to reduce alcohol consumption by 0.5 litre a person per annum in order to reduce alcohol harm. (Current levels are 11.46 litres of pure alcohol per person aged 15+, according to figures from Office of the Revenue Commissioners and the Central Statistics Office (CSO)).
The Bill is currently at Report stage in the Seanad.  Amendments made at Committee stage included  the insertion of a warning to inform the public of the direct link between alcohol and fatal cancers to be placed on labels on alcohol containers.

Further information:

Visit www.askaboutalcohol.ie 
Cancer Incidence and Mortality due to Alcohol: An Analysis of 10-Year Data;  https://www.esri.ie/pubs/JACB201381.pdf 

*Overview of alcohol and cancer risk; Alcohol and Cancer: A Statement of the American Society of Clinical Oncology  

http://ascopubs.org/doi/pdfdirect/10.1200/JCO.2017.76.1155. 
What is askaboutalcohol.ie? 
Askaboutalcohol.ie is a website and campaign from the HSE. It provides impartial, expert and authoritative information on alcohol risk in Ireland; to enable people to understand alcohol related harm  and feel empowered to make informed choices about alcohol and their own health.
If in need of help:

Call the HSE Drug and Alcohol Helpline 1800 459 459 
Questions? 
HSE Alcohol Programme:

Suzanne Costello: 087-2195723 / suzanne.costello1@hse.ie
Marion Rackard: 087-4193371 / marion.rackard@hse.ie
National Cancer Control Programme
Ronan Glynn: 01 6201726 / ronan.glynn@hse.ie
Aine Lyng:  01 828 7141 / aine.lyng@cancercontrol.ie
HSE Communications 

Aghna Harte– 087-3698528 / aghna.harte@hse.ie 
Roisin Guiry – 087 9953052 / roisin.guiry@hse.ie
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