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Submission from The Cancer Council NSW 

NHMRC Alcohol Guidelines 
 
 

The Cancer Council NSW 
 
The Cancer Council NSW’s mission is to defeat cancer to the point where the normal 
expectation of life and health is not diminished by cancer. Our vision is to engage the 
people of NSW to reduce the impact of cancer on communities. The Cancer Council 
NSW’s priority areas for building a cancer smart community are: 

• Research 
• Patient support and information 
• Cancer prevention and screening 
• Advocacy  
• Working with the community 

 
As alcohol is an important risk factor for some types of cancer, The Cancer Council 
believes there is a compelling need to better inform the Australian public about the link 
between alcohol consumption and cancer risk. 
 
The Cancer Council acknowledges the significant change and improvement in these 
guidelines from the last edition.  We are aware that The Cancer Council Australia has 
provided a submission on the Alcohol Guidelines, and we support this submission and 
offer the following comments in support.   
 
 
The Cancer Council’s Position on Alcohol 
 
The Cancer Council recommends people limit or avoid drinking alcohol, because for 
some cancers there is evidence that any alcohol consumption increases cancer risk. 
Unlike cardiovascular disease, there is no evidence that alcohol at any level has any 
protective effect against cancer 
 
The Cancer Council recommends those who do not drink, should not take up drinking 
alcohol. For people who do drink alcohol, the recommended amounts are: 
 
For men - an average of no more than 2 standard drinks a day 
For women - an average of no more than 1 standard drink a day 
 
 
 
Evidence on alcohol and cancer 
 
Alcohol is a convincing risk factor for a range of cancers including mouth, pharyngeal, 
laryngeal, oesophageal, liver, breast and colon cancers.  The strength of the evidence 
linking alcohol and cancer has been confirmed in two major publications this year from 
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the World Cancer Research Fund (WCRF) and the International Agency for Research 
on Cancer (IARC).1,2 
 
Alcohol is one of the most important modifiable risk factors for breast cancer, and as it 
is the leading cancer in Australian women, it is imperative that women are advised on 
a level of alcohol consumption that will not unduly increase their risk of breast cancer. 
 
We are also concerned about the synergistic relationship between alcohol and 
smoking, whereby the combined effects of smoking and alcohol greatly exceed the 
risk from either one of these factors alone.3  This further highlights the importance of 
cautionary guidelines for alcohol consumption for both men and women. 
 
On page 29 of the draft Alcohol Guidelines that lists the cancer sites associated with 
alcohol, we would suggest that this list be consistent with the findings of the 
International Agency for Research on Cancer1 and the World Cancer Research Fund2, 
which do not include cancers of the stomach and pancreas. 
 
We urge NHMRC to more clearly acknowledge the link between alcohol and cancer in 
final Alcohol Guidelines.  This would assist in both health professionals and the public 
becoming more aware of the link between alcohol and cancer risk. 
 
 
Drinking levels 
 
The Cancer Council supports the reduction in the recommendation for men to ‘two 
standard drinks or less in any one day”, from the four standard drinks per day in the 
previous 2001 Australian Alcohol Guidelines. 
 
However The Cancer Council is concerned that there has been no recognition that the 
safe level of alcohol consumption for women needs to be reduced, and has remained 
unchanged from the previous Alcohol Guidelines.  We do acknowledge the tightening 
of the guidelines for pregnant women and are supportive of this move.  However we 
remain concerned that there is the same alcohol recommendation for both men and 
women, which is inconsistent with advice for women to lower their cancer risk. 
 
Furthermore, The Cancer Council is concerned about the inconsistent messages 
within the NHMRC’s Alcohol Guidelines and the Dietary Guidelines for Australian 
Adults, which recommend a limit of two standard drinks for men and one standard 
drink for women.  It is unsatisfactory for two sets of guidelines published under the 
NHMRC banner to be advising different messages about safe alcohol consumption, 
and this should be rectified. 
 
 
Specific population groups 
 
Just as NHMRC have proposed specific recommendations for certain population 
groups, The Cancer Council would suggest that there needs to be specific 
recommendations for people at high risk of cancer (eg family history of breast cancer) 
and cancer survivors. 
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Alcohol-related diseases 
 
With regard to the section on alcohol-related diseases on page 16, we note that the 
NHMRC acknowledges that any risk reduction from alcohol on heart disease needs to 
be balanced against the risks of contracting cancer or other chronic diseases at low 
levels of drinking.  The Cancer Council would suggest that the NHMRC should further 
qualify this section by reminding people that other lifestyle changes, such as diet and 
physical activity, will lower the risk of heart disease without increasing the risk of 
cancer or other chronic diseases. 
 
 
Conclusion 
 
Thank you for the opportunity to offer comment on the Australian Alcohol Guidelines.  
We support the new guideline recommendations for men, children and young people 
under 18 years of age, and for women who are pregnant, planning a pregnancy or 
breastfeeding.  However The Cancer Council NSW believes that the recommendation 
for women should be amended to 1 standard drink a day.   
 
 
 
Contact details 
 
For further information about this submission from The Cancer Council NSW, please 
contact: 
 
Kathy Chapman 
Nutrition Program Manager 
The Cancer Council NSW 
153 Dowling St  
Woolloomooloo  NSW  2011 
Ph: 02 9334 1720 
Email: kathyc@nswcc.org.au 
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