20 Alcohol-related disease

Disease characteristics

It is estimated that 77% of Australians consume alcohol, making it the most widely used
drug in Australia. Thirty-six per cent of those consuming alcohol will usually do so at what
is considered a harmful rate (over four standard drinks per day for males, over two standard
drinks per day for females, and less than two alcohol-free days per week) (DHAC 2000a).

Alcohol consumption is considered by many health officials to be an important and
intractable problem. The use of alcohol in Australian society cuts across a wide range of
social groups, and it plays a role in most social gatherings and celebrations. Attributing
related deaths is difficult (Makkai & McAllister 1998). However, it is presently causally
linked to death from 35 diseases (see Appendix Table D.6).

Using data from the 1995 National Drug Survey, Makkai and McAllister found that while
there did not appear to be a significant difference between the sexes in harmful/hazardous
drinking. Males were more likely to indicate that they were moderate drinkers, and females
were more likely to indicate that they were non-drinkers. They also found that for the period
1988-1995, the level of heavy drinking declined and the level of abstinence increased.

Deaths due to alcohol-related disease represented about 3.5% of all deaths, and 67,000 PYLL
(about 7%) before the age of 75 making alcohol related disease a major cause of death in
Australia. However, these results need to be offset against the known benefits of moderate
alcohol consumption.

Age—sex distribution

The causes of death causally linked to alcohol are listed in Appendix Table Dé.

There are about 3,500 deaths each year due to alcohol-related disease. In 1998, there were
2,344 male deaths and 1,193 female deaths attributed to alcohol consumption. The rate of
death attributable to alcohol for males (252 deaths per million population) was 2.4 times the
rate for females (104).

Mortality rates for males were highest among those aged 15-29, largely due to accidents and
injuries involving consumption of alcohol, and for ages 50 and over, largely related to
chronic alcohol consumption. For women, the effect of alcohol-related accidents and injuries
was not so great and mortality rates generally increased with age, particularly from age 65
onwards (Table 20.1; Figure 20.2).

Twelve-year trends 1987-1998

Over the period 1987-1998, there was a significant downward trend in deaths due to
alcohol-related disease. There was a significant decrease in mortality rates for males of 2.6%
each year, with significant decreases for males aged 5 years and older. The decrease for
females was 1.7% per year, with significant decreases for females aged between 20-29, 45-49
and aged 55 years and over (Table 20.1; Figure 20.1).
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Comparisons by State and Territory, geographic region, Indigenous origin, country of birth
and socioeconomic status have not been made for deaths attributable to excessive

consumption of alcohol.
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Figure 20.1: Age-standardised mortality rates and fitted trends for alcohol-related
disease, Australia, 1987-1998

Deaths per 1,000,000 population

2,500
Males Females ,
I
2,000 - —  1987-1991 A |
I
1994-1998 ! ,
1,500 [ |
I I
| [
1,000 P — I
rd
/s 1
7/ A ]
500 7 | / \
_ !
/\\_./ —,/ \
Vi - -

0 I_I—I T T T T T T T T T T T T T T T rl_l’l T T T T T T T T T T T T T T
TOTOT O NDITODITOHOIT OO O X 4 TOTYOT OO DIT DT OOTONHIT O 4
Jd3T99993398%90%8 L7090 IILegnTs

3 ow L 1L I T T I 1 111111118
OWOWNOWLOWOLWOL OO OWLOWVOWOWOWOLDOLWO
N ANOOTTOWOOMNSNSOO e N ANOOTTITWOLWOON~DMND0
Age Age

Figure 20.2: Age-specific mortality rates for alcohol-related disease, by sex, Australia,
1987-1991 and 1994-1998
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