	SECTION 3:  LABELING


Safe Drinking Guidelines
(see also:  Standard Drink Labels)

Issue
Currently, in Canada there is no national standard on what constitutes low risk alcohol consumption.  Guidelines established by the various health and addictions non-government organizations (NGOs) vary in advice and in drinking limits.  
A key recommendation under the National Alcohol Stragey (Recommendation #1) is the creation and introduction of national guidelines to be adopted by Health Canada.  A multi-stakeholder group, the National Alcohol Advisory Committee (NASAC), is working to move this and other NAS recommendations forward. The BAC, Spirits Canada and the Canadian Vintners Association (CVA) are members of this group and are coordinating their efforts to ensure that the guidelines developed are both realistic and resonant with Canadians. 
It is industry’s view that balanced and constructive Guidelines should recognize the fact that most Canadians drink in moderation and without harm, that consumption in moderation brings health and social benefits, and that exceeding Guideline limits can negatively affect health.The BAC has been an active participant in this process and has presented comment and alternative language to the current guidelines. In addition, the BAC is currently considering its options, including presentation of its own ready to market document intended for the general public.

Some public health advocates see low risk drinking guidelines as an opportunity to introduce anti-alcohol and other negative messaging, equate safe drinking levels with risky outcomes, and to challenge the scientific and medical basis of moderate alcohol consumption and health benefits.  Their goal is to see Low Risk Drinking Guidelines as High Risk Drinking Guidelines re-position as High Risk (advice and messaging tied to high risk drinking situations).
	Quick Summary

	· The BAC supports realistic Low Risk Drinking Guidelines which resonate with Canadians, and which recognize that most Canadians consume alcohol moderately and without harm.

· That moderate alcohol consumption can be both healthy and enjoyable should be acknowledged by Guidelines.

· Constructive and balanced advice that acknowledges the benefits of moderate consumption while pointing out the risks of exceeding Guideline limits is essential.



Background

Drinking guidelines are intended to provide meaningful information on alcohol consumption, based on a review of scientific and medical evidence, and equip individuals to make informed decisions about their level of consumption and patterns of drinking.  They are presented in one of two ways: in terms of grams of ethanol or as a number of “standard” drinks or units consumed over a day or a week.  

Researchers see the risks associated with alcohol consumption as existing on a continuum.  While for most people drinking below a certain level is associated with little harm, this level varies among individuals. The threshold above which the risks might increase is referred to interchangeably as the “safe”, “low risk” or even “moderate” drinking limit.  While for some individuals no “safe” level of drinking may exist, for most people the threshold ideally offers a baseline for which the risks are few, or at which, as in the case of the cardio-protective effects of alcohol consumption, there may be distinct benefits associated with drinking.  

Within the general population, differences in physiology and the ability to metabolize alcohol between men and women mean that separate recommendations are often provided for each group.  A lower threshold may be given for “safe” drinking levels for women and for special populations.  For example, advice to pregnant women generally is not to drink.  Different advice may also be given to young people, the elderly or individuals who are alcohol dependent and particularly susceptible to the effects of alcohol.

National Alcohol Strategy
Not surprisingly, given the above considerations, there are variations in drinking guideline recommendations both within Canada and abroad1.  In Canada, the Centre on Addictions and Mental Health (CAMH), the Centre for Addictions Research of British Columbia (CARBC) and Educ d’alcool maintain their own separate and differing drinking guidelines.

Under the umbrella of the National Alcohol Strategy (NAS), scientists have developed a common standard.  The National Alcohol Strategy Advisory Committee (NASAC) which is overseeing this process has delegated an Expert Working Group to develop Guidelines and recommendations around low risk drinking.  In March 2010 the Expert Working Group released Alcohol and Health in Canada: A Summary of Evidence and Guidelines for Low Risk Drinking which contains draft Guidelines, including recommended daily and weekly consumption limits and advice to Canadians on low risk drinking. 
This draft has subsequently been revised and is under review by NASAC members.  If and when finalized, the Guidelines will be submitted to Health Canada for acceptance and approval. As Health Canada has not yet endorsed the National Alcohol Strategy, the possibility of approval by the Department at this point seems remote.  This does not preclude the adoption of new national Guidelines by the various alcohol and addictions NGOs across the country without Health Canada’s acceptance.
The BAC is currently considering a public document of its own as the NASAC guidelines do not reflect Canadian’s reality and therefore lack relation to them.
Industry Discussion Points

· Low Risk Drinking Guidelines have a role to play in providing constructive and useful advice to Canadians on what constitutes healthy and safe drinking, while warning about the risks of exceeding safe drinking limits.  In this respect they can reinforce positive and health drinking behaviour.
· The establishment of low risk drinking limits is an important step in the development of a Screening, Brief Intervention and Referral Program (SBIR) which is currently underway and which is being supported by BAC, Spirits Canada and the Canadian Vintners Association (CVA). SBIR will allow health professionals to identify patients who might be misusing alcohol, intervene and provide referral to treatment if necessary.  Drinking limits are integral to this process.  Physicians, nurses and other health care professionals play an important role in the daily lives of Canadians.  In the case of any questions or concerns, Guidelines should direct the public to consult with their health care professional.

· With respect advice to special populations, the BAC believes that the most prudent option for women who are pregnant or think that they might be pregnant is not to consume alcohol.  Alcohol must only be sold to those of legal drinking (purchase) age.  

Responsive

· The BAC supports realistic Low Risk Drinking Guidelines which resonate with the public.
· At the same time, Guidelines by themselves cannot address the problem of the minority of drinkers who misuse alcohol.  Targeted interventions are required.

· Moderate consumption can be enjoyable and healthy. It is important that the Low Risk Drinking Guidelines being proposed under the NAS align with or reflect the culture of moderation in Canada, in which beverage alcohol is consumed responsibly and in a healthy manner.  As Health Canada notes, most Canadians drink in moderation and without harm2.

Research

1. International Center for Alcohol Policies (ICAP). International Drinking Guidelines, December 2003.  
http://www.icap.org/portals/0/download/all_pdfs/ICAP_Reports_English/report14.pdf
2. Health Canada.  The Canadian Addictions Survey, Ottawa: November 2004.
 http://www.ccsa.ca/2004%20CCSA%20Documents/ccsa-004804-2004.pdf
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