BUREAU DE SANTE DE Report No. 05-26: Appendix C
m MIDDLESEX-LONDON
L HEALTH UNIT

www.healthunit.com

Middlesex-London Health Unit Policy Position on Alcohol
Labelling

Middlesex-London Health Unit Policy Position

All alcohol manufactured or sold in Canada should have mandatory, regulated labels including health
warnings, Canada’s Guidance on Alcohol and Health, and standard drink size information.

Policy Position Summary

Whereas 80% of Middlesex-London adults 19 years of age and older self-report alcohol use in the
past 12 months and 29% report drinking alcohol weekly at more than a low-risk level (Middlesex-
London Health Unit, 2025); AND

Whereas alcohol is classified as a Group 1 carcinogen with a causal link to cancer (IARC 2012;
Rumgay, 2021); AND

Whereas many Canadians are unaware of:
¢ alcohol’s relationship to cancer risk, especially at low levels of consumption,
e what a standard drink of alcohol contains, and
e guidance to reduce their alcohol risk (Government of Canada, 2024); AND

Whereas alcohol is a legal product with associated health harms (Babor, 2023; Paradis, 2023); AND

Whereas alcohol containers in Canada lack comprehensive health warning labels to inform
consumers of the risks or ways to reduce the risks; AND

Whereas labels are an effective tool to help consumers understand product risk (CCS, 2023; Hobin,
2022; Noar, 2016).

Therefore, the Middlesex-London Health Unit, and its Board, recommend alcohol labelling for all
alcohol manufactured or sold in Canada with:

1. Health Warnings: prominent, rotating warnings on all alcohol containers.

2. Canada’s Guidance on Alcohol and Health: providing guidance for preventing or reducing
consumption-related health risks.

3. Standard Drink Size: static standard drink information per container and per serving.
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Background

Alcohol — No Ordinary Commodity

In Ontario and across Canada, alcohol availability has increased significantly over the past decade,
while health protective regulations have not kept pace. Alcohol is nhormalized in our society as an
ordinary consumer good used to celebrate, commiserate, and has even been seen as a rite of
passage; however, alcohol is anything but an ordinary commaodity. It is a leading risk factor for
disease and injury, responsible for over 17,000 deaths and nearly 120,000 hospitalizations every
year in Canada (CISUR/CCSA, 2023). Alcohol contributes to over 200 health conditions, including
cancers, liver disease, cardiovascular conditions, mental health concerns, and fetal alcohol spectrum
disorder (Babor, 2023; Paradis, 2023). In addition to these significant health harms, the economic
and social implications of alcohol are substantial, costing Canadians $19.7 billion/year
(CISUR/CCSA, 2023) which is more than the societal costs of tobacco and opioids combined.

Locally, 80% of Middlesex-London residents, aged 19 years and older, identify themselves as current
drinkers and 29% report drinking above what is considered a low-risk level based on the Canadian
Guidance on Alcohol and Health (Middlesex-London Health Unit, 2025). These consumption levels
account for 4.1% of deaths, 2.4% of hospitalizations, and 3.8% of emergency department visits each
year in Middlesex-London (Public Health Ontario, 2023). The population health burden from alcohol
exceeds available capacity on already overstretched healthcare and policing systems. Furthermore,
alcohol can have profound secondary harms to communities through impaired driving, intimate
partner violence, and public disturbances.

Public Health Approach to Preventing Harms from Alcohol

From a public health perspective, preventing harms from alcohol consumption requires a
comprehensive, organized, and multi-sectoral approach that provides controlled access to a strictly
regulated product, while removing the commercial and/or industry influence. A public health approach
is anchored in social justice, human rights, equity, and the application of evidence-informed policy
and practice (CPHA, 2017).

Since 2024, there have been significant changes to the alcohol retail market, expanding sales to
many different retail settings in Ontario, including convenience stores and grocery stores. In a cross-
sectional study from Ontario, alcohol outlet density was associated with higher alcohol-attributable
emergency department visits; an association that had a larger impact in low compared to high
socioeconomic status neighbourhoods (Forbes, 2024).

Figure 1, pictured below, shows the population health benefit to reducing health and social harms
when there is a balance between alcohol availability and the enactment of measures to protect public
health and safety. Through the implementation of strict public health regulations, including simple,
evidence-based health warning labels on alcohol containers sold in Canada, the consumer would be
informed about the health risks associated with alcohol, as well as better understand how much
alcohol they are consuming, allowing for a more informed decision.
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Figure 1. The Paradox of Prohibition — Adapted from Marks U-Shaped Curve (Health Officers Council
of BC, 2005)
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Rationale

Alcohol Labelling Supports Informed Choice by Consumers

In Canada, other legalized substances like commercial tobacco products and non-medical cannabis
are required to display standardized labels that include health warnings and product information to
inform consumers about associated health risks and have standardized packaging designed to
reduce product promotion and appeal (Government of Canada, 2023; Government of Canada, 2025).
While tobacco’s labelling evolution took significant public health efforts to move from small text
warnings in the 1970s to graphic health warnings and the plain packaging requirements that we see
in Canada today, evidence confirms that these warning labels have increased awareness of health
risks, reduced product appeal, and contributed to declines in smoking rates (Noar, 2016; CCS, 2023).
The benefits of these tobacco warning labels were significant enough to influence Canada’s
approach to packaging and labelling legalized, non-medical cannabis products in 2018, pictured
below in Figure 2. Alcohol remains the outlier, as the only legalized substance that currently does not
have a warning label.
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Figure 2. Examples of tobacco and cannabis warning labels mandated by the government of Canada
(CCS, 2023; Israel, 2019)

WARNING: Regular use of cannabis can increase the risk of
psychosis and schizophrenia.

Young people are especially at risk.

MISE EN GARDE: Consommer réguliérement du cnnnal_:ls
t::? augmenter le risque de psychose et de schizophrénie.
jeunes sont particuliérement a risque.

Health Canada / Santé Canada

Evidence indicates that alcohol warning labels impact individuals’ knowledge, awareness,
behavioural intentions, and perceptual judgements (Babor, 2023; CAPE, 2022; Correia, 2024; Hobin,
2020; WHO, 2022). Labels can reach all consumers regardless of education, income, or whether
living in large urban centres or remote rural communities (Hammond, 2011), and exposure to labels
is highest among those consuming the highest volume of alcohol as messaging is at point of pour.

Canadians have the right to informed decision making, including the risks associated with alcohol
consumption, accurate standard drink sizing descriptions, and up-to-date guidance to help reduce
their risk. The “duty to warn” obligation under product liability law could reasonably be applied to the
alcohol industry since “the basic underlying rationale for the duty to warn is that consumers rely on
manufacturers to provide accurate information about the risks inherent in the use of their products”
(Shelly, 2021, p.268). Drawing upon lessons learned from the regulation of commercial tobacco
products, warning labels are an evidence-informed policy tool that have been proven to help educate
the public about the health risks associated with smoking, and instrumental in building public support
for strengthening tobacco control policies, including bans on marketing and tobacco tax increases
(Hammond, 2011; Noar, 2016; PHO, 2017)

Canadians Are Unaware of Health Harms from Alcohol

Alcohol is a known carcinogen and has been classified by the International Agency for Research on
Cancer (IARC, 1988) as a Group 1 carcinogen for over 35 years causing at least 7 kinds of cancers
and was linked to nearly 7,000 new cancer cases in Canada in 2020 (Rumgay et al., 2021).
Unfortunately, most Canadians are unaware of alcohol’s relationship to cancer, especially at low
levels of consumption. The Government of Canada’s 2023 Public Awareness of Alcohol-related
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Harms Survey confirmed that less than one-third of Canadians believe that alcohol increases the risk
for breast, throat, or mouth cancers. Additionally, only one-third of Canadians were familiar with the
concept of a “standard drink” and just over half of respondents were aware of Canada’s Guidance on
Alcohol and Health, despite widespread promotion (Government of Canada, 2024).

The majority of Canadians agree that alcohol products should display or provide:
e the number of standard drinks;
e guidance to reduce health risks; and,
e health warnings.

Furthermore, most believe that health labelling of alcohol products would help them
e track their alcohol consumption;
e think more readily about alcohol-related harms; and,
o think about cutting back on drinking or talking to others about cutting back (Government of
Canada, 2024).

Alcohol Labelling and Youth Prevention

Between 2015 and 2020, expansion of alcohol sales to approximately 450 grocery stores licensed to
sell beer, wine, and cider led to increased alcohol product promotion and exposure to children and
youth (Friesen, 2022). Drawing upon the lessons learned from comprehensive tobacco control,
tobacco warning labels are especially effective in preventing youth initiation (Hammond, 2011;
Francis, 2019). With the increased visibility of alcohol products in stores accessible to children and
youth, alcohol labelling has the potential to reach them with messages that will counter industry-
based advertising. The health warnings are visible to all consumers, including children and youth, on
store shelves in their local convenience or grocery store. The labels also provide an opportunity for
meaningful conversations between parents and their children regarding the health harms associated
with alcohol.

Summary

To address complex societal problems with significant public health burden, cooperation and
collaboration between local, municipal, provincial, and federal partners are required. Impacts of
alcohol consumption remain a substantial population health burden, and one that exceeds social and
health care system capacity. The Middlesex-London Health Unit and its Board of Health support
mandatory and regulated alcohol labelling including health warnings, Canada’s Guidance on Alcohol
and Health, and standard drink size on all containers of alcohol manufactured and sold in Canada. It
is a modest and evidence-informed policy that ensures that consumers are aware of the health
harms associated with alcohol and is in alignment with Canada’s approach to commercial tobacco
products and the legalization of non-medical cannabis.
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