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September 20, 2022
Hon. Jean-Yves Duclos
Minister of Health
House of Commons
Ottawa, Ontario, Canada K1A 0A6
hcminister.ministresc@hc-sc.gc.ca
Hon. Carolyn Bennett
Minister of Mental Health and Addictions
House of Commons
Ottawa, Ontario, Canada K1A 0A6
mhaminister.ministresmd@hc-sc.gc.ca
Dear Ministers Duclos and Bennett,
Re: Public interest in labels with health warning, guidelines on alcohol and health, number of standard
drinks, and nutrition information being required on alcohol containers sold in Canada
As an addiction researcher, educator, and person in long-term recovery from alcohol, I am
writing to express support for the recommendation in the Canadian Centre on Substance Use and
Addictions’ proposed new Low Risk Alcohol Drinking Guidelines (aka Canadian Guidance on Alcohol and
Health) that Health Canada:
“require, through regulation, the mandatory labelling of all alcoholic beverages to list the
number of standard drinks in a container, the Guidance on Alcohol and Health, health warnings and
nutrition information.”
This recommendation comes from leading scientific experts in the field and Canadians have the right to
know about the adverse health risks of consuming alcohol, especially given that it is classified by the
WHO as a Class 1 carcinogen.
I also call on the Government of Canada to develop a federal Alcohol Act, similar to the existing Tobacco
and Cannabis Acts, within which alcohol labelling regulations can be housed.
Canadian researchers, including legal experts, have documented how manufacturers have a duty to
warn consumers of any risks inherent in the use of a product and provide consumers with adequate
information to make an informed choice concerning use of the product. Alcohol products are currently
being distributed and sold, often by government agencies, to Canadian consumers without any warnings
of the risks.
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Health warning labels on alcohol products should provide consumers with adequate (i.e., clear,
complete, and current) information to make an informed health decision regarding use of the product.
More specifically, an adequate warning should meet the following criteria:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Communicated clearly and understandably
Communicated in a manner calculated to inform the user of the nature of the risk and extent of
danger
Communicated in terms commensurate with the gravity of the potential hazard
Must be explicit
Should not be neutralized or negated by collateral efforts on the part of the manufacturer.
Keep abreast of scientific developments
Warn consumers of new risks

The Canadian Alcohol Policy Evaluation (CAPE) Project research team, who have been leaders in the
alcohol policy field for over 10 years, have compiled a guidance document on Evidence-based
Recommendations for Labelling Alcohol Products in Canada. Their recommendations include:










Introduction of mandatory labelling of all alcohol products with health messaging that is
inscribed in legislation and set in regulation, rather than voluntary or industry self-regulatory
labelling.
Representatives of the alcohol industry should not have any input on the legislation,
development, placement, content, size, or style of the mandatory health warning messages
implemented on alcohol products.
Implementation of rotating display of mandatory front-of-package labels with adequate health
warning messages that are reviewed and updated regularly covering six defined topic areas
(e.g., cancer risk, other health impacts, violence, pregnancy-related risks, impaired driving, and
harms to youth).
Implementation of static standard drink information (i.e., number of drinks per container)
paired with Canada’s forthcoming national alcohol drinking guideline information.
Label components should be prominently displayed on the container in terms of their
proportion of the display panel, legibility, contrasting colours, and supporting pictorials.
Nutrition information in the form of a mandatory simplified nutrition facts table with calorie
content should be provided on all alcohol products.

Further, the findings of the Yukon Labelling Study, one of the best-known studies on the effectiveness of
alcohol warning labels, showed that alcohol labels led to an increase in consumer awareness and
knowledge of health risks, number of standard drinks in alcohol containers, and national drinking
guidelines and led to a decrease in alcohol consumption. This is the first (and so far only) real-world
study on the effectiveness of alcohol warning labels in informing drinkers of the risks of alcohol and
reducing consumption. The results of the study support the call to implement mandatory health
information on alcohol containers in Canada. Several academic papers have been published on the study
and are available here.
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Tobacco and cannabis products, two other legally regulated psychoactive substances, are already
subject to mandatory warning labels and governed by federal Acts. It is time that the Government of
Canada, without interference from the alcohol industry, do the same with alcohol, a drug that cost
Canada $16.6 billion and was responsible for more than 18,000 deaths in 2017 alone.

Sincerely,

Dr. Victoria Burns, PhD, RSW
Associate Professor, UCalgary, Faculty of Social Work
Founder & Director, UCalgary Recovery Community
Director, Recovery on Campus Alberta
CC: Jennifer Saxe
Director General
Controlled Substances Directorate
Health Canada
Ottawa, Ontario, Canada K1A 0K9
Jennifer.saxe@hc-sc.gc.ca

