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Most people are not aware of alcohol’s CANCER RISK. 
Drinking any type of alcoholic beverages (even in 
small amounts) increases the risk.

What the Research says:
 » There’s strong evidence that alcohol causes cancers 

of the colon, rectum, breast, mouth, pharynx, 
larynx, liver and oesophagus. There’s also mounting 
evidence that heavy drinking might be linked to 
cancer of the pancreas (Cancer Research UK 2016)

How Alcohol Increases Cancer Risk

 » The increased risk may be related to two chemicals 
that can damage the DNA of healthy cells:

 » Ethanol, which is the primary part of alcoholic 
beverages

 » Acetaldehyde, which is made when alcohol is 
digested by the body

 » Alcohol may affect the breakdown of the hormone 
estrogen, which increases the amount of estrogen 
in the blood which is a risk factor for breast, ovarian, 
and uterine cancers. 

 » Alcohol can cause weight gain, which also increases 
cancer risk 

 » Drinking alcohol causes stomach cancer and breast 
cancer in pre-menopausal women

 » Alcohol was declared a carcinogen (Group 1) in 1988 
and reconfirmed in 2007 & 2009 by the International 
Agency for Research on Cancer (IARC)

 » The evidence suggests that there’s no safe amount 
of drinking any type of alcoholic beverages even in 
small amounts

Tips to Be Aware & Lower Alcohol Intake 

 » Decide ahead of time what your limit will be or how 
many drinks you will limit yourself to

 » Make your drink last by drinking slowly and try to 
avoid drinking rounds

 » Choose times or days in the week which you will 
keep as alcohol free and stick to it

 » Include / challenge your friends in your goals or your 
alcohol free days

 » Have a drink only with a meal and avoid drinking on 
an empty stomach

 » Choose lighter beers or spirits with less alcohol

 » Get creative with mixing drinks that allow you to 
reduce the alcohol content

 » Alternate your drink with water

 » Calculate how much money you will spend on alcohol
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Alcohol use and abuse together pose significant public 
health and safety problems which include causing a number 
of cancers.

A 2018 study investigating heavy drinking (which is defined 
as 8 or more standard measures for men and 6 or more 
standard drinks for women) in Tshwane found that more 
than half of their study population (70% men and 30% 
women) were heavy drinkers.  

Recent investigations into alcohol marketing practices and 
its influence on youth demonstrated an association between 
exposure to alcohol brands and product advertising and 
youth alcohol consumption.  

In 2015, alcohol was the fifth leading cause of death and 
disability in South Africa, which is likely attributable to the 
two leading causes of death in South Africa:

 » alcohol’s role in causing sexually transmitted infections 
(under the influence of liquor, risky behaviours increase, 
leading to the transmission or progression of sexually 
transmitted infections, injuries, including those due to 
road traffic crashes, violence, and suicides)

 » causing interpersonal violence

South Africa is currently considering a liquor amendment 
bill to reduce per capita consumption, including provisions 
that would raise the national minimum legal purchase age 
from 18 to 21 years.

 » CANSA made a submission and welcomed the proposed 
amendments and the prohibition of sale to persons 
under age 21 and requested that the Minister prescribes 
messages on alcohol container labels that reflect the 
harmful effects of alcohol consumption including cancer 
risk 

 » CANSA also urged the Minister to prohibit alcohol 
consumption in public and private institutions of 
learning, at functions, and for the purpose of raising 
funds and called for an outright ban on all forms of 
advertising and promotion of alcohol on all media 
platforms and that there be standardisation in all 
provinces

CANSA believes that a proactive stance by communities 
to minimise excessive exposure to alcohol has important 
implications for the lowering of cancer risk in South Africa:

The Impact of Alcohol Use  
and Abuse in South Africa Stand Up Against Alcohol Abuse and 

Fight for a Cancer-Free South Africa

Contrary to popular belief one drink is 
not equivalent to one unit of alcohol

 » In SA, the legal limit is a breath alcohol content 
of 0.24mg per 1,000ml, or a blood alcohol limit of 
0.05g per 100ml

 » The rule of thumb is a maximum of one unit of 
alcohol per hour, which constitutes 10ml of pure 
alcohol, based on an adult weighing 68kg

 » Our bodies can process only one unit of alcohol 
each hour

 » However, if weighing less than 68kg your body will 
need more time to process the same amount of 
alcohol

What does one unit represent?

Drink Volume %  
Alcohol

Units of 
Alc

Can of lager or cider 500ml 4% 2 units

Glass of wine 175ml 14% 2.5 units

Spirit and Mixer 25ml 40% 1 units

Flavoured alcohol drinks 400ml 5% 2 units

Cocktail 125ml 40% 5 units
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 » Start teaching your child about alcohol from an 
early age

 » Deal with stress in healthy ways that don’t involve 
alcohol

 » Explain the downside of heavy drinking, such as 
vomiting, head spins, passing out and hangovers

 » Educate your teenager on the links between 
drinking and dangerous behaviour, such as unsafe 
sex

 » Teach your teenager sensible tactics such as how 
to say no.

 » Talk about the dangers of drinking and driving 
and plan alternatives together, such as public 
transport, designated drivers or calling home

 » Encourage your teenager to talk with their friends 
about the dangers of alcohol, so they can come up 
with ways to look out for each other

The Youth Risk Behaviour Survey (2011) carried out with Grade 8-11 
learners attending public schools in SA, indicate that almost half 
(49%) responded that they had ever had alcohol in their lives so far, 
and 32% had had alcohol in the last month (before the survey).   

One in four learners reported that they had engaged in binge 
drinking or in having five or more alcoholic drinks on at least one  
(or more) day/s in the last month.

 » Try to have a good relationship and open 
communication between you and your child

 » Offer good role modelling

 » Support their having a sense of belonging 
somewhere, such as in the family, their school or a 
sporting club

 » Reinforce their positive achievements and 
experiences at school

 » Encourage a supportive relationship with a role 
model outside of the family

 » Look for opportunities for them to contribute to 
their community

 » Help them feel respected and cared for 

Possible support for teenagers to discourage drinking alcohol 

in the Youth in SA


