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ALCOHOL-RELATED HARM IN THE EU

	 55 million adults are estimated to drink at harmful 
levels in the EU (more than 40g of alcohol, i.e. 4 drinks 
a day, for men and over 20g, i.e. 2 drinks a day, by 
women).  Drinking more than this is known to carry a 
health risk1.

	 Harmful alcohol consumption is estimated to be res-
ponsible for approximately 195 000 deaths a year in 
the EU2 due to e.g. accidents, liver disease, cancers 
etc. 

	 Harmful alcohol use is the 3rd biggest cause of early 

death and illness in the EU, behind tobacco and high 
blood pressure3. 

	 More than 1 in 4 traffic accident deaths on EU roads 
is caused by drink-driving (approximately 10 000 per 
year). 

	 More than 1 out of every 4 deaths among young 
men (aged 15-29 years) in the EU is due to alcohol 
(often caused by road traffic accidents, homicide, vio-
lence, etc) and 1 in every 10 deaths among young 
women4.
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Death rates from liver cirrhosis at all ages per 100,000, 
(2003) selected EU-10 Member States, male and female 

combined8

	 Harmful alcohol use is a cause of some 60 different 
diseases and conditions, including lung disease, 
breast cancer, mental and behavioural disorders, 
gastro-intestinal conditions, cardiovascular problems, 
and foetal and reproductive disorders5. 

	 Severe diseases, such as liver cirrhosis, are growing 
at an alarming rate and strike younger people than in 
the past. For instance, in England there has been a ten-

fold increase among women aged 35-44 dying from 
this disease over the last 30 years6.

	 Exposure to alcohol during pregnancy can impair 
babies’ brain development.   In France, more than 
700 children were born with Foetal Alcohol Syndrome 
in 2001, and more than 60,000 people are estimated to 
be living with this condition9. 

ALCOHOL AND DISEASE

Liver cirrhosis is caused by long-term excessive 
drinking by individuals, regardless of their 
drinking patterns. These graphs demonstrate 
that such harm is very significant all across 
Member States. 
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ALCOHOL CONSUMPTION

	 The EU is the heaviest drinking region of the world10. 
Total alcohol consumption in the EU amounts to an 
average of 11 litres of pure alcohol drunk per adult 
each year11 (11 litres = 1,400 small beers per person 
per year)  

	 The levels reached in the 1970s were even higher (15 
litres per adult per year). This decline can be explai-
ned by a decline in wine consumption in France and 

southern Europe in recent decades, partly due to less 
alcohol being consumed during the working day.   

	 However, this decline is accompanied by a rise in 
harmful drinking patterns among some 15% of 
those who do consume alcohol13, such as binge 
drinking (5 or more drinks on one occasion) and under-
age drinking. 
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	 Binge drinking has become more widespread through-
out Europe, especially in the 10 new EU Member 
States. For instance, in a 2003 World Health Organisa-
tion survey, over 38% of male drinkers in Poland and 
30% of male drinkers in Hungary described them-
selves as weekly binge drinkers. This compares to 
24% in the UK and 8.5% in Spain.

	 As regards under-age drinking, according to the 
2003 WHO study on ‘Health Behaviour in School-
Aged Children’, 5% of 11-year olds across the EU, 
12% of 13-year olds and 29% of 15-year olds report 
weekly drinking.

	 The average age of the first time youngsters describe 
getting drunk is 13.6 years for boys and 13.9 years 
for girls. 

	 In 2003, 23% of 15–16 year old boys in the EU re-
ported binge-drinking at least 3 times in the previous 
30 days, according to the European School Survey 
Project on Alcohol and other Drugs (ESPAD). 

BINGE DRINKING IN THE ADULT POPULATION 14

Total alcohol consumption per drinker in Europe in 2002 12

Total alcohol consumption per drinker in Europe 
 in 2002

Binge drinking 
in the adult 
population

Adult alcohol consumption  
(litres per year, per person 15+)
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ALCOHOL-RELATED HARM AND THE ECONOMY

	 The cost of alcohol-related harm to the EU’s econo-
my has been estimated at €125 billion for 2003, equiv-
alent to 1.3% of GDP. This estimate includes, amongst 
others, losses due to underperformance at work, work 
absenteeism and premature death15.  

	 The actual spending on alcohol-related problems in 
the EU is estimated at about €66 billion, e.g. on crime, 
traffic accidents, health, and disease treatment and 
prevention16. 

The tangible cost of alcohol-related harm by component, 2003 17
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