Tuesday, June 15, 2010

Psychiatrists Support Call for Alcohol Minimum Pricing 

The Royal College of Psychiatrists in Northern Ireland has wholeheartedly supported the Health Minister’s call for minimum pricing for alcohol, saying that this could save lives as well as money.
The Department of Health today issued a report showing that the cost of alcohol abuse in Northern Ireland is up to £900 million a year. The average estimate of the cost to mental health services is around £13 million, including £8.6 million from inpatient admissions and the £4.2 million cost to Community Psychiatric Teams.

“Psychiatrists not only treat people with long-term alcohol abuse problems, but those whose drinking is contributing to and causing mental disorder and self harm. The Royal College of Psychiatrists does not oppose responsible drinking, but we see the dreadful consequences of harmful and hazardous alcohol consumption,” said Dr Philip McGarry, Chair of the Royal College of Psychiatrists in Northern Ireland. 

“We are pleased that Mr McGimpsey has acknowledged the need for minimum alcohol pricing as we know from international evidence that this works. Walk into any supermarket this week and you will see World Cup offers on beer. Supermarkets use cheap booze to get customers through the door – minimum pricing would tackle that.

“The World Health Organisation says that increasing the price of alcohol is one of the most effective ways of curbing harmful drinking. We need to make alcohol less appealing, particularly to young people. The evidence is that banning advertising, limiting the number of retailers and introducing minimum pricing works,” Dr McGarry said.

The relationship between alcohol misuse and mental health problems is complex, with alcohol both contributing to mental health problems and being used by some people with mental illness to ‘self medicate’. 

Alcohol misuse is also linked with suicide rates. Research has shown that 62% of people who died by suicide in Northern Ireland who had been in contact with mental health services within one year of death had a history of alcohol abuse.

Background
The relationship between alcohol and mental illness is complex. The first direct affect is that consumption of alcohol can lead to mental illness in individuals who indulge in considerable high levels of alcohol at risk of developing depression and psychotic mental illness later in life.
                       
Alcohol also exacerbates previous mental illness, for example, individuals who suffer from schizophrenia can suffer a relapse after drinking alcohol.  Those individuals who harm themselves very often do so in the context of having consumed alcohol as alcohol can precipitate acute problems in someone who has a previous mental health issue.

Alcohol consumption within the context of the family can lead to an People with mental health problems are at an increased risk of alcohol misuse problems, and vice versa
. This relationship is complex with alcohol both contributing to some psychiatric disorders, and being more common among people with mental health conditions who seek to ‘self medicate.’  

With the context of the home, alcohol abuse creates an unstable environment for children, which results in mental health problems in future generations.
· The 2001 National Confidential Inquiry into Suicide and Homicide by People with Mental Illness stated “the combination of mental illness and substance abuse is probably the greatest clinical problem facing general adult mental health services.”
  
· There is a stark correlation between suicide and self harm and excessive alcohol intake. Studies from around the world have reported a high prevalence of alcohol use disorders among people who have died by suicide
, including a Northern Ireland study that showed 43% of suicides had used alcohol at the time of death
. 

· The 2001 National Inquiry into Suicide and Homicide by People with Mental Illness reported that 62% of people who died by suicide in Northern Ireland who had been in contact with mental health services within one year of death had a history of alcohol abuse.
· National suicide rates tend to rise with greater consumption of alcohol, and it has been demonstrated that reducing levels of consumption can lead to lower suicide rates.
 In the former USSR the political process of perestroika between 1984 to 1990 led to much stricter controls on alcohol, including substantially higher prices, fewer retail outlets and reduced tolerance of public drunkenness. During this time the suicide rate fell by 32% for men and 19% for women.

· The BMA has stated that in 2007, sales (including supermarket, off-licence, restaurant and bar sales) were high enough to put virtually every British adult over government guideline drinking levels
. 
· The World Health Organisation has said that increasing the price of alcoholic beverages is one of the most effective interventions, as consumers, including heavy drinkers and young people, are sensitive to changes in the price of drinks
.

· It has been estimated that introducing a 40 pence per unit minimum price would save Scotland £950 million over the next decade by reducing crime, absenteeism and the burden on the NHS, including cutting hospital admissions and deaths by 3,600 a year
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