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Briefing Paper 520

1. Introduction

One of the dominant narratives throughout the
Covid-19 lockdown has been around the various
bans and regulations regarding the purchase of
alcohol. These had enormous socio-economic
consequences but they also had a considerable
psycho-social impact. Some have argued that the
ban on alcohol was beyond what was reasonable
and necessary, while many have contended that
alcohol wreaks havoc on our society. “This is not
news, but COVID has shone a spotlight on this
issue, and it’s one that needs to be dealt with and
not shoved back under the carpet when the virus
has been tamed.”!

The lessons learnt during the lockdown about
the differing roles played by alcohol in our
society are significant.2 Journalist Sasha Planting
points out that “the lockdown, apart from being
an unprecedented intervention in the interests of
public health, is also one of the largest
uncontrolled experiments ever to be conducted
— and it presents South Africa with unique
challenges and opportunities.”3

2. Incidence of Alcohol Consumption

Well over 50% of South Africans do not consume
alcohol. However, those that do drink, regardless
of their race or socio-economic background,
drink heavily and this frequently leads to
behaviour that is harmful both to themselves and
to others. This reality motivated the strict
introduction of the ban on the sale of alcohol in
an effort to limit the intake of trauma patients at
hospital emergency units and thereby ensure
sufficient beds for COVID-19 patients. Joan van
Dyk points out that as a society we seem to
tolerate the high number of injuries and deaths
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resulting from motor vehicle accidents, gang
violence, and gender-based violence, in the
majority of which alcohol plays a part, and that
little has been done to address this harsh reality.*

The number of trauma cases has tended to
fluctuate with the severity of the lockdown
regulations, hence the need for the
reintroduction of these measures at various
times. But there is presently no regulatory
framework to promote responsible drinking so,
without appropriate interventions which are
discussed below, the carnage will continue.

3. Historical Background and Social Impact

There is nothing inherently wrong with the
consumption of alcohol5> However, the
production, sale and consumption of alcohol has
played, and continues to play, a complex role in
our society. The systemic legacy of the ‘dop
system’ whereby farm workers were partially
paid their weekly wage with cheap wine,
continues with the cynical sale of cheap wine in
large containers which enables binge drinking,
chiefly at weekends, amongst farm workers in
the Western Cape (which produces most of South
Africa’s wine and spirits). Exploitative labour
practices continue, and in this context alcohol is
an alternative to hardship and the lack of
structural change.6 Alana de Kock points out:
“Alcohol formed part of the creation of the rural
labour force and the use of alcohol amongst farm
works is now a feature of farm worker life.
Alcohol consumption is part of the farm workers’
response to the suffering that permeates their
lives.”?



The wine and spirits which are the product of
these workers’ labour is also consumed in excess
by those who can afford to buy it. The World
Health Organization has noted that South Africa
has the world’s highest rate of alcohol-related
road deaths, where as much as 58% of deaths can
be attributed to alcohol consumption.?
Homicides and those injured in violent crime
frequently have high blood alcohol readings.

Urbanization, in which “millions of black people
moved from rural to urban areas searching for
jobs and ‘a better life’ also encouraged a
‘dangerous’ relationship with alcohol. In this
environment, beer halls were born and
commercial alcohol was introduced. The stress of
apartheid on the (mainly black) work force was a
likely contributing factor to deepening the
relationship between alcohol and South
Africans.” The more liquor outlets there are,
both formal and informal, the more people
consume alcohol. Furthermore, the money spent
on alcohol impacts on the household income and
can compromise the well-being of the family.

Alcohol abuse has many negative economic,
social and health consequences which include
unemployment, violence, crime, sexually risky
behaviour, and disruptions to family life and
work performance.l® [t is instructive to
remember that during the student uprisings of
1976, beer halls and bottle stores were
destroyed as symbols of exploitation and
oppression. While alcohol makes a valuable
contribution to the economy, it also costs the
country a great deal both in financial terms and
in terms psycho-social misery and trauma.
Gender-based violence is often associated with
alcohol abuse. We know that there was a
veritable explosion of domestic violence during
the hard lockdown, so the ban on the sale of
alcohol did not prevent domestic violence from
occurring. Ground Up reported that a recent
study conducted at Grey's Hospital in
Pietermaritzburg showed an increase in female
trauma admissions during hard lockdown.!!
Close confinement and economic distress during
the lockdown could also be contributing factors.
Helplines for both women and children received
an unprecedented number of calls, probably
because both women and children were literally
locked up with their abuser.
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4. Alcohol and the Economy

As is clear from the above, alcohol plays an
ambiguous role in our socio-economic life. The
production, sale and consumption of alcohol
constitutes an important industry that
contributes substantially to the fiscus, and one
that supports hundreds of thousands of people
up and down the value chain. These include farm
workers, glass manufacturers, truck drivers,
retailers, packers, and many more. Therefore, the
total ban on the sale of all alcohol from all liquor
outlets under the lockdown had far-reaching and
immediate consequences. And it was the smaller
people lower down that chain who bore the
immediate hardship stemming from the
regulations that closed informal alcohol serving
establishments, known as ‘shebeens’ and
‘taverns’, as they had few financial safety nets.

The ban on the sale of alcohol impacted
significantly on the wages of workers and the
informal liquor sector, and the state lost millions
of rands in taxes. However, the illegal sale of
alcohol amongst those who could afford it was
largely unchecked. The Liquor Traders
Formation, which represents liquor outlets, said
that they had proposed “curfew measures and
alcohol restrictions that would still allow off-
premise sales for home consumption.” This was
because a complete shutdown of liquor sales
would mean “an end to the tavern market and the
250 000 direct jobs linked to the sector.”12 On the
other hand there is “the irrefutable point that
alcohol wreaks havoc on our society and, some
would say, detracts more from our GDP than it
contributes.”13

The World Health Organization (WHO) estimates
that 7.8% of South Africa’s GDP is lost due to
accidents on the country’s roads.14 Others have
commented that “alcohol abuse in South Africa is
also eroding our economy in countless direct and
indirect ways and can be likened to the grim
reaper, here to take the soul of the country in the
dead of night, encouraged by each nonchalant
alcoholic gulp.”15

The industry, of course, sees the issue from a
different perspective. Earlier this year, South
African Breweries (SAB) challenged the alcohol
ban in court, arguing that it was unconstitutional;
SAB supported a reduction in trading times, but
contended that complete prohibition was
“beyond what is reasonable and necessary”.
According to SAB, the first two bans (which
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together lasted more than three months) led to
more than 160 000 job losses. They also
demonstrated that restricting the legal trade of
alcohol fuelled the growth of the illicit market.
Lucky Ntimane, head of the Liquor Traders’
Association, said that a million people in South
Africa have jobs tied to the alcohol industry.16

5. What is to be Done?

The experience of the lockdown has made laid
bare the shocking damage caused by the abuse of
alcohol. However, it has also shown that the
liquor industry is an important source of
employment. Recently, the country’s biggest
trade union federation, Cosatu, said that
government needs to introduce more permanent
changes around the sale of alcohol; however, any
outright ban on the sale of alcohol, which has
happened on three different occasions in the last
year, was untenable because of the harm it did to
the economy and to jobs.1?

The introduction of new legislation and
regulations around the sale of alcohol is timeous
if alcohol abuse is be reduced. The Draft Liquor
Amendment Bill,’8 which has been approved by
the President, is now set to be introduced in
2021. Among the changes introduced by this Bill
are: increasing the drinking age to 21 years; the
introduction of a 100-metre radius limitation of
alcohol trading around educational and religious
institutions; the banning of any alcohol sales and
advertising on social and small media; and the
introduction of a new liability clause for alcohol-
sellers.

Other measures include further limits on
advertising, regulation of trading hours and an
additional tax on alcohol, with the additional
money used to improve the country’s healthcare
infrastructure. Furthermore, there will be
regulation with regard to population density and
the location of liquor outlets. The more liquor
outlets there are, both formal and informal, the
more people consume alcohol. “It is an
indictment on government that 26 years after the
democratic breakthrough, taverns are one of the

few venues for economic activity in townships
and rural areas.”1® The opening up of other areas
of economic activity might go some way to
reduce the plethora of shebeens and taverns.

All these measures would do much to address the
carnage wrought by the excessive consumption
of alcohol. However, what is also desperately
needed is public education programmes about
what alcohol is; what the consequences of
drinking are; and why it can be dangerous in the
immediate term and damaging in the long term.
Socialization has a strong bearing on people
learning to drink. The process of learning to
drink occurs both within the home and in the
broader context of social interactions. “Although
adults give children the verbal message that they
may not drink, adult patterns of behaviour
provide a template on which young people build
their drinking patterns.”20 Patric Solomons
emphases the importance of adults modelling
responsible drinking behaviour to their
children.2! Moreover, there is a desperate need
for a ‘cultural shift’ around alcohol consumption.

6. Conclusion

Distell CEO Richard Rushton?? asserts that “we
are all on the same side and we want to help find
solutions. We are very clear that alcohol abuse is
unacceptable and causes harm. Our view is that
the focus must be on finding ways to deal with
high-risk drinkers, rather than using blunt
instruments that penalise all South Africans.”23
The South African Medical Research Council
concurs, saying that there needs to be “a clear,
multi-sectoral national approach to guide its
liquor strategy, along with competent and
empowered leadership to drive the plan.”2¢ A
viable solution to South Africa’s alcohol problem
will have to find the right balance between public
health and individual freedom.25 The great lesson
of COVID-19 has been how our behaviour
impacts on the well-being of others and the need
to take responsibility for this. It is an important
lesson that should inform responsible drinking
behaviour.

Lois Law
Project Co-ordinator
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