
 

Welcome to SHAAP’s weekly media monitoring service: 30 September – 7 October 2021 

 

Public Health spending for alcohol services reduced as alcohol-specific deaths rise 

An article published by The Health Foundation challenges "the past 6 years of chronic underinvestment 

in public health", advocating for investment in prevention to reduce health inequalities and inviting a 

coordinated cross-government strategy to improve the nation’s health (The Health Foundation, 5 

October). The report highlights local authority public health percentage changes in spending since 

2015/2016, with adult drug and alcohol services reduced 17% and youth drug and alcohol services 

reduced 11%. Alcohol-specific death rates in England and Wales were 11 per 10,000 people in 2019, a 

22% rise from 2009. Alcohol deaths were noted to have risen 19% between 2019 and 2020 (The Health 

Foundation, 5 October). 

 

Government launches new body to tackle health inequalities 

In England, the Office for Health Improvement and Disparities (OHID) has launched a new body to 

combat unacceptable health inequalities and preventable risk factors such as alcohol consumption and 

smoking (The Evening Standard, 30 September). As it is revealed that men in the most deprived areas 

are expected to die nearly 10 years younger – seven for women – than those in affluent areas, the new 

body, led by Professor Chris Whitty, will help level up the nation’s health. According to Health and Social 

Care Secretary Sajid Javid: “The pandemic has laid bare the health disparities we face not only as a 

country, but as communities and individuals. This must change and this body marks a new era of 

preventative healthcare to help people live healthier, happier and longer lives.” (The Evening Standard, 

30 September). 

 

Government to monitor sweat of prison leavers for alcohol consumption 

Arj Singh writes that news from the Conservative conference suggests the alcohol consumption levels of 

12,000 more prison leavers will be monitored via their sweat (inews, 5 October). According to Deputy 

Prime Minister Dominic Raab: “we also know that 39 per cent of violent crime is linked to alcohol.” (The 

Huffington Post, 5 October). This pilot will see GPS tagging – dubbed ‘sobriety tags’ - utilised to monitor 

alcohol in sweat every 30 minutes and will alert police if alcohol is detected. (inews, 5 October). This 

story was covered in The Scotsman (subscription), The Evening Standard and The Daily Mail.   
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Alcohol consumption linked to harmful gambling 

Public Health England has published a new review of the evidence on gambling harms, which showed 

that people at risk of gambling harms are concentrated in areas of higher depravation and may already 

be experiencing greater health inequalities (Public Health England, 30 September). Just over a third 

(35.4%) of non-drinkers participated in gambling compared to three quarters (74.4%) of those 

consuming over 50 units of alcohol per week. The review also found that alcohol use in children and 

young adults could lead to subsequent harmful gambling (Public Health England, 30 September). 

 

Drone pilots facing new Department for Transport alcohol regulation? 

Bruce Crumley writes that The Department for Transport is considering maximum alcohol levels for 

individuals flying drones (Drone DJ, 4 October). These proposed regulations outline that amateurs are in 

line to be set at 0.29 mgs per 100ml of blood and 0.2mgs per 100ml for ‘specific category’ operators – a 

figure corresponding to aeroplane pilots. This figure compares with 0.5mgs per 100ml currently set in 

Scotland for a driving DUI (Drone DJ, 4 October). 

 

Adoptive mother calls for better diagnosis of FASD 

Amanda Boorman, the adoptive mother of two sons with Foetal Alcohol Spectrum Disorder (FASD) is 

calling for the NHS to improve its understanding and support of the condition after her sons were not 

diagnosed correctly (BBC News, 5 October). Ms Boorman is asking for more to be done in assessing 

children exposed to alcohol in the womb: “What needs to happen is that clinical commissioning groups, 

the boards of those, chief executives in hospitals, directors of children's services, social care and 

education need to be much more proactive.” (BBC News, 5 October). Last month in England, during 

FASD Awareness month, the government published a paper on the health needs associated with the 

condition (Department of Health and Social Care, 9 September). 

 

Alcohol duties to outstrip inflation rates in coming Guernsey budget 

According to the BBC News, alcohol duties will rise by 4% in the latest States of Guernsey budget, above 

the anticipated inflation rate of 2.5%. Tax on Real Property (4%) and Tobacco duty (7.5%) will also rise at 

rates higher than inflation (BBC News, 5 October). The budget is due to be debated on 2 November 

2021. 

 

Sober October 

Sober October encourages people to go booze-free in October to raise money for Macmillan Cancer 

Support (Go Sober, October 2021). 

 

The neuroscience behind ‘hangxiety’… 

In an article published in Science Focus, Dr Nish Manek explains why many people experiencing a 

hangover also experience anxiety and low mood, or ‘hangxiety’ (Science Focus, 30 September). Alcohol 

increases levels of gamma aminobutyric acid (GABA) and reduces an excitatory transmitter called 
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glutamate, initially creating a calming effect.  By now, the body has registered this chemical imbalance in 

the brain so that when we stop drinking, we experience unnaturally low GABA levels and a spike in 

glutamate. Alcohol is also known to disrupt sleep by reducing REM time, further exacerbating anxiety 

and low mood (Science Focus, 30 September).   

 

…and what happens to your body when you stop drinking for a month 

To mark the start of Sober October, Dr Harriet Bradley, Medical Director at the digital healthcare 

provider Livi, spoke to The Daily Mail about the benefits that come with giving up alcohol for 30 days 

(The Daily Mail, 1 October). Abstaining from drinking alcohol increases energy levels and sleep as well as 

reducing headaches within the first week. Weight loss, reduced acid reflux, reversed liver damage, 

better skin and lower blood pressure are more benefits that can occur after a month free from drink. 

The article also addresses the dangers of stopping for people dependent on alcohol and encourages 

them to seek help with their local GP (The Daily Mail, 1 October). 

 

The excuses people give their friends to avoid drinking… 

Non-alcoholic spirits brand CleanCo. found that as many as one in four adults have lied that they are 

taking antibiotics to avoid drinking (Wales Online, 1 October). 'Alch-assuming', the practise of presuming 

someone who isn’t drinking is either pregnant, ‘under the thumb’ or simply boring, is on the rise as the 

hospitality industry reopens and people are making up a wide range of excuses to avoid being judged for 

not drinking. Nearly half of the population (47%) is attempting to reduce their alcohol consumption or 

even quit completely, and almost half (44 %) felt "uncomfortable" or "nervous" breaking the news to 

friends and family (Wales Online, 1 October). Amongst the excuses uncovered in the survey, the most 

common was "I’m driving", followed by "I have an early start tomorrow" and even, "I have an exercise 

class in the morning". CEO of CleanCo. Spencer Matthews explained: “It’s a shame in today’s society that 

there still remains this stigma around choosing not to drink alcohol, which is often met with people 

having to justify or explain why they are abstaining.” (Wales Online, 1 October). 

 

…and how to stop “sober shaming” 

A new article published by The Guardian offers tips and suggestions on how to make others feel 

comfortable when they aren’t drinking alcohol (The Guardian, 5 October). Amongst the 10 ways you can 

support a friend who has decided to go sober, Richard Piper, chief executive of Alcohol Change, 

recommends treating it like giving up smoking and being positive and supportive about giving up an 

addictive habit. On alcohol dependency, Mr Piper explains: “It’s incredibly common. It doesn’t mean 

they are at death’s door [but they] will have an elevated risk of cancer and liver disease. Most 

importantly, they won’t be able to cut back when they try – that is clearly the sign of someone with a 

problem.” (The Guardian, 5 October). Other ways to help a friend stay on track include having alcohol-

free options or even going sober in solidarity (The Guardian, 5 October). 

 

IAS Alcohol Alert – September 2021 

You can now read the latest Alcohol Alert from the Institute of Alcohol Studies (IAS) (and subscribe). This 

Alert (and its podcast episode) has a focus on alcohol-specific deaths in Scotland in 2020. 
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Celebrity News 

American Journalist Katie Couric wrote that cigarettes and alcohol seemed to "ooze from every pore" of 

Prince Harry when she interviewed him in 2012 (The Daily Mail, 30 September). Since then Prince Harry 

shared that while he used drugs and alcohol to avoid his feelings at the time, he “slowly became aware 

that, OK, I wasn't drinking Monday to Friday but I would probably drink a week's worth in one day on a 

Friday or a Saturday night. And I would find myself drinking not because I was enjoying it but because I 

was trying to mask something.” (Newsweek, 30 September). This story was covered in The 

Express and The New York Post. US Labor secretary Marty Walsh opened up about his sobriety following 

a stint in rehab for alcohol addiction back in 1995 (CNN, 30 September). As America faces an addiction 

crisis following the pandemic, Mr Walsh highlights the importance of offering help to those who want it 

without judgment: "I think it's important to kind of break that stigma and let people know that it's OK to 

admit that you're powerless over alcohol, that you're powerless over drugs and you can get help." (CNN, 

30 September). 

Views 

The Health and Care Bill must combat alcohol harm 

By Professor Sir Ian Gilmore. The Health Service Journal, 1 October (Free Subscription). 

Professor Sir Ian Gilmore highlights the harm and cost of alcohol in society, questions why alcohol was 

not included in the junk food advertising ban: “If protecting children from health harm is the 

government’s aim, why will it remain legal to advertise a beer in places where a burger cannot be 

promoted or to run a commercial for cider at a time when an advert for squash is prohibited?”, and urges 

for more to be done in terms of labelling and health warnings for alcohol. 

Why are we so suspicious of non-drinkers in Britain? 

By Katie Edwards. The Independent (Subscription), 3 October. 

For writer Katie Edwards: “Sober for October is a great cause, but let’s not be hypocrites – we need to 

stop blaming addicts for their illness and using alcohol as a marker of a good time.” 

Alcohol addiction: Newport woman's story of lockdown 

By Gareth Lewis & Beth Edwards. BBC News, 1 October.  

Before the pandemic Kathleen Edge from Newport, south Wales, had what she described as a healthy 

relationship with alcohol. Like many people she started to drink a bit more when the stress, strain and 

boredom of lockdown started to take hold. And that relationship turned sour. "It got to the middle of 

December and my friend came over to bring a delivery up, and it had got to the point where I could not 

walk any more… if I wanted to get between the bed and the sofa it was virtually crawling," she says. 

Action needed now to prevent alcohol harm behind closed doors 

By Caterina Giorgi. The Age, 7 October.  

In Australia, Caterina Giorgi, CEO at the Foundation for Alcohol Research and Education shares her 

opinion on changes in drinking behaviours during the pandemic:  “For more than 18 months, alcohol 
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retailers and companies have aggressively marketed their products as a way to cope with the pandemic. 

In Victoria, the result has been an increase in alcohol sales into the home of $800 million between 2019 

and 2020 – that’s an extra $15 million in sales each week […] Action is now needed to prevent further 

harm which is why the Victorian Parliament’s consideration of the Liquor Control Reform Amendment Bill 

2021 this month is so essential”. 

ICYMI: Barriers to treatment for pregnant women who use drugs 

By Rob Calder. Society for the Study of Addiction (SSA), 29 September. 

Women who use drugs can find it difficult to access appropriate services. Just 31% of people in treatment 

in England last year were women. This can be even more difficult for women who are pregnant. The 

SSA’s Rob Calder talks to specialist midwife Anna Ferguson about best practice in working with pregnant 

women who use drugs. 

 

 

Blogs 

Keeping an eye on the ball – alcohol marketing and sports sponsorship 

https://shaap.org.uk/blog/348-alcohol-marketing-sports.html 

By Dr Sheila Gilheany. In this blog post, Dr Sheila Gilheany discusses a recent report on alcohol 

marketing in the 2020 Six Nations Championship prepared for SHAAP, the Institute of Alcohol Studies 

and Alcohol Action Ireland by the Institute for Social Marketing and Health, University of Stirling. Dr 

Gilheany then describes the soon to be implemented legislation on alcohol advertising and sponsorship 

in Ireland; the importance of marketing to Big Alcohol; and asks "What next for alcohol policy in 

Scotland?"  

(SHAAP, 29 September) 

What COVID-19 restrictions tell us about violence and how alcohol availability affects this 

https://www.ias.org.uk/2021/10/06/what-covid-19-restrictions-tell-us-about-violence-and-how-

alcohol-availability-affects-this/ 

By Professor Jonathan Shepherd CBE. The Institute of Alcohol Studies (IAS) presents its latest blog post 

by Professor Jonathan Shepherd, who looks at how COVID restrictions & alcohol availability affected 

violence. His analysis shows far less violence during closures of pubs & clubs, and massive swings in 

violence outside the home when restrictions were lifted.  

(IAS, 6 October) 

The problem with drinking responsibly 

https://ahauk.org/the-problem-with-drinking-responsibly/ 

By Colin Shevills. The alcohol industry has long used the message ‘drink responsibly’ when promoting its 

products. But what does this phrase even mean? In this blog, Colin Shevills, Special Adviser to the 

Alcohol Health Alliance, argues why we need to take public health messaging out of the hands of the 
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alcohol industry and call time on the ‘drink responsibly’ message. 

(Alcohol Health Alliance, 5 October) 

Alcohol attributable deaths and hospital admissions in England: when the information 

changes 

https://www.rsph.org.uk/about-us/news/guest-blog-alcohol-attributable-deaths-and-hospital-

admissions-in-england-when-the-information-changes.html 

By Iain Armstrong and Mark Cook. Iain Armstrong, Alcohol Programme Manager, and Mark Cook, 

Principal Intelligence Analyst, both for PHE (now the new Office for Health Improvement and 

Disparities), explain the new estimates on deaths and hospital admissions caused by alcohol. 

(Royal Society for Public Health, 5 October) 

Preventing alcohol-related harm in unplanned pregnancies: does a lifecourse perspective 

make sense? 

https://www.addiction-ssa.org/preventing-alcohol-related-harm-in-unplanned-pregnancies-does-a-

lifecourse-perspective-make-sense/ 

By Natalie Davies. For women who experience unplanned pregnancies, official guidance to abstain from 

alcohol may be welcome or useful once they know they are pregnant. However, it’s not going to make 

any difference to alcohol exposure or alcohol-related harm before this point. Natalie Davies describes an 

approach with potential to prevent alcohol-related harm among women at risk of unplanned 

pregnancies, but has some questions about the lifecourse approach that underpins it. 

(SSA, 1 October)  

The WRISK project: Understanding and improving the way risk in pregnancy is communicated 

to women 

https://www.addiction-ssa.org/the-wrisk-project-understanding-and-improving-the-way-risk-in-

pregnancy-is-communicated-to-women/ 

By Natalie Davies. WRISK was funded by the Wellcome Trust to explore women’s experiences of risk 

messaging in pregnancy, and develop recommendations to align public health messages with women’s 

needs and lived experiences. Principal Investigator Clare Murphy talks to the SSA’s Natalie Davies about 

the potential unintended consequences of ‘abstinence-only’ messages for pregnant women, and why 

public health messages for pregnant women need to be re-calibrated. 

(SSA, 30 September) 

The torturous routes to rehab  

https://recoveryreview.blog/2021/10/04/the-tortuous-routes-to-rehab/ 

By David McCartney. “I’ve been reading a bit recently about the challenges of healthcare funding in the 

United States – an ‘international scandal’ according to Noam Chomsky. And although the problems are 

not the same, those issues have become linked with my thinking on the difficulties of accessing funding 

for residential rehabilitation in Scotland”, starts David McCartney in his new blog.  

(Recovery Review, 4 October) 
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Recovery looks different for everyone 

https://www.drinkanddrugsnews.com/recovery-looks-different-for-everyone/ 

Recovery looks different for everyone. The people who access drug, alcohol and mental health support 

come from a range of backgrounds, and all have their own unique relationship with these issues, and 

experience of accessing support. September is Recovery Month and Drink and Drugs News are 

highlighting some of the stories of the people we support and their experience of recovery. 

(Drink and Drugs News, 30 September) 

 

Watch/Listen 

Report Launch Webinar: ‘Alcohol marketing during the Six Nations’ – YouTube 

On 30 September 2021 SHAAP, the Institute of Alcohol Studies (IAS) and Alcohol Action Ireland (AAI), 

held a webinar to launch the findings and discuss the implications of a new report by the University of 

Stirling that looked at the prevalence of alcohol marketing during the 2020 Rugby Six Nations 

Championship (54 min, video).  

You can read the full report on SHAAP’s website.  

Paul Merson on alcoholism, his gambling addiction and punditry – Football Weekly (The 

Guardian) 

Max Rushden is joined by Barry Glendenning and Paul Merson to discuss the former footballer’s new 

book Hooked. On the podcast they cover Merson’s struggles with addiction to alcohol, drugs and most 

damagingly, gambling. Merson talks openly about devastating lows including a relapse in the first 

lockdown, borrowing money from friends and his road to recovery. Plus, Merson shares his love of 

Soccer Saturday and the three reminisce on a pilot they filmed for Sky. You can read Donald McRae’s 

interview with Merson here (46 min, audio).  

Alcohol Alert, September 2021 – IAS 

In this month’s podcast from the Institute of Alcohol Studies (IAS), the topics discussed include: “Alcohol 

marketing highly prevalent across 2020 Six Nations; serious injuries from drink-driving traffic collisions 

increase; and survey shows public support for alcohol advertising restrictions.” (26 min, audio).  

 

Research 

Analysis of seasonal and regional influences on alcohol consumption 

A new study (doi: 10.1016/j.drugalcdep.2021.108908) examined the changes in alcohol 

consumption rates as influenced by age, gender, seasonality, geography, Covid-19 and time in 

those seeking health care. Based on the probability of detecting alcohol via urine drug testing 

(UDT), researchers found that alcohol positivity peaked in 2016, decreased in 2017, and held 
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steady through 2020 and that the probability of alcohol positivity varies by geographical region, 

but rates differ. The study also established a strong seasonal oscillation in alcohol positivity; more 

in summer and less in winter (doi: 10.1016/j.drugalcdep.2021.108908). 

 

People with substance use disorders are at higher risk for SARS-CoV-2 

A new analysis (doi: 10.1002/wps.20921) of electronic health records of over half a million fully 

vaccinated people in the United States found that, while the risk of  SARS-CoV-2 breakthrough 

infection for patients with substance use disorders was low overall, it was higher than the risk 

among those without substance use disorders (EurekAlert, 6 October). Researchers at the National 

Institute on Drug Abuse (NIDA) also observed that people with substances use disorders had 

elevated rates of severe outcomes, including hospitalization and death, following breakthrough 

infections. NIDA Director Nora D. Volkow, M.D, one of the lead authors of the study said: “We 

must continue to encourage and facilitate COVID-19 vaccination among people with substance use 

disorders, while also acknowledging that even after vaccination, this group is at an increased risk 

and should continue to take protective measures against COVID-19.” (EurekAlert, 6 October). This 

research was covered in Medical Xpress and SciTech Daily. 

 

Exploration of alcohol use disorder-associated brain miRNA–mRNA regulatory networks 

A new study (doi: 10.1038/s41398-021-01635-w) published in Translational Psychiatry explores 

Alcohol Use Disorder (AUD) using autopsy brain tissue samples to explore AUD-associated coding 

gene (mRNA) expression changes and small noncoding microRNAs (miRNAs), "which act as 

regulators of gene expression at the post-transcription level" (doi: 10.1038/s41398-021-01635-

w) The conclusion calls for "the brain region-specific and single-cell spatial-temporal expression of 

brain miRNAs and their target mRNAs" to be investigated further to better understand the 

transition from alcohol use to alcohol abuse.  (Translational Psychiatry, 2 October 2021)   

 

Alcohol Industry funding distorts findings about alcohol and heart disease 

In a network analysis of systematic reviews (doi: 10.1016/j.socscimed.2021.114450) on the 

impacts of alcohol on cardiovascular disease (CVD), Su Golder and Jim McCambridge look at 

patterns of co-authorship, with particular attention to industry funding (Movendi, 2 October). 

Almost a quarter of these reviews were conducted by authors with a known connection to alcohol 

industry funding and all of these authors exclusively identified a health protective effect of alcohol 

(Movendi, 4 October). These findings then formed distinct subnetworks for future collaboration 

within the research literature. Researchers concluded that “alcohol industry funding or history of 

funding skewed the results of reviews in favor of the alcohol industry.” Adapted from Movendi. 

 

Drinkaware Monitor 2021 

Findings from the latest Drinkaware annual survey reflect the impact of the pandemic on the 

nation’s drinking habits (Drinkaware, October 2021). In the 2021 monitor, qualitative research on 

four individuals whose drinking had increased during the pandemic, sat alongside the survey data. 

Key findings of the report show that the polarisation between high risk and low risk drinkers 
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observed in 2020 continues and that drinking behaviours such as drinking home alone or in public 

spaces are increasing and deemed more socially acceptable since the start of the pandemic. Adults 

in the most deprived areas are more likely to be classified as high-risk drinkers than those in the 

least deprived areas, despite reporting drinking less during the first lockdown (Drinkaware, 

October 2021). 

 

Estimating needs for alcohol treatment in Ireland 

Using routine national surveillance data on alcohol treatment, research (doi: 10.1007/s11845-021-

02788-9) published in the Irish Journal of Medical Science, measures how treatment needs are 

being met in Ireland. The study looked at people aged 18-64 entering treatment for alcohol use 

disorder (AUD) and treatment rates were calculated per 100,000 of the population. Key findings 

showed that despite high rates of alcohol consumption and dependence in Ireland, treatment 

entry rates remained low (270 per 100,000). There is also a wide variation in these rates across 

regions with up to a fivefold difference in treatment rates between the lowest and highest rates 

per county (doi: 10.1007/s11845-021-02788-9).   

 

How the pandemic changed drinking patterns in Australia 

A new study (doi: 10.1111/dar.13386) draws on data gathered from 59 in-depth interviews 

conducted during the second half of 2020 and explores how the lockdown restrictions in Australia 

impacted alcohol consumption (Scimex, 4 October).  Researchers separated the shifts in drinking 

patterns into four main themes: shifting of structures shaping drinking; the permeability of 

drinking boundaries; the extension of drinking occasions; and new contexts for drinking. While the 

restrictions meant that most people weren’t taking part in social rituals involving drinking, such as 

going to the pub or out for dinner, the lack of structure and the separation of designated work and 

home spaces influenced drinking behaviours. Some people reported a shift from social drinking to 

drinking alone, where drinking became an unremarkable and everyday occurrence (doi: 

10.1111/dar.13386). Adapted from Scimex. 

 

ICYMI: Increasing trend of alcohol sales in the US during the pandemic 

Research from the United States (doi:10.1016/j.alcohol.2021.06.004) has suggested the pandemic 

months saw significant increases in alcohol sales. The study utilised the Monthly Retail Trade 

Survey to highlight that alcohol retail store sales increased disproportionately during the 

pandemic months of March 2020 - September 2020, with a 20% increase compared to the same 

period in 2019. These figures are used as a proxy indicator of at-home drinking and "may indicate 

an increase in home drinking" (doi:10.1016/j.alcohol.2021.06.004). 

 

ICYMI: Ascertaining the prevalence of FASD in Greater Manchester 

In the first foetal alcohol spectrum disorder (FASD) active case ascertainment study (doi: 

10.1111/acer.14705) to be carried out in the UK, researchers looked at a small sample of children 

in primary school to determine why, despite high levels of prenatal alcohol exposure in the UK 

(40%), evidence on the prevalence of FASD is lacking. The study, funded by the Greater 
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Manchester Health and Social Care Partnership, concluded that FASD was common amongst the 

sample of children studied but that the majority of these children’s needs had not previously been 

identified. According to the authors of the report, more research, using random sampling 

techniques stratified by deprivation level, is needed (doi: 10.1111/acer.14705). 

 

ICYMI: Sex differences in binge drinking 

A new study (doi: 10.1038/s41467-021-25368-y) where researchers examined a region of the 

brain linked to binge drinking, found that women are more vulnerable to alcohol use disorder 

(AUD) than men. Looking at the bed nucleus of the stria terminalis (BNST) in the brain of mice, 

researchers discovered that: “one important population of BNST neurons is more excitable in 

female mice than in males, helping to account for female mice's greater susceptibility to binge 

drinking.” (News-Medical, 5 October). They also discovered that, while the female brain is able to 

curb excessive alcohol consumption through a distant cluster of neurons, acting as a circuit brake, 

it becomes more vulnerable to AUD when this brake is interrupted. Adapted from News- Medical. 
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