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About the Association of European Cancer Leagues (ECL)

The Association of European Cancer Leagues (ECL) is a non-profit organisation that unites,
supports and represents cancer leagues across the WHO European region.

Established in 1980 by prominent NGOs and experts, and based in Brussels (Belgium), ECL
provides a voice and forum for cancer leagues to collaborate and share knowledge, primarily in
the areas of cancer prevention, tobacco control, access to medicines and patient support, and
create opportunities to advocate for these issues at the EU level and beyond.

From Iceland to Cyprus, cancer leagues contribute to preventing and fighting cancer by,
amongst other things, raising awareness and educating people about cancer, investing in
research and providing support to cancer patients and their families during and after treatment.
Our member leagues together employ more than 8,000 people and over 300,000 volunteers.
They spend more than €750 million every year to fight cancer and represent over 570 million
citizens.

ECL’s contribution

Alcohol use, human health and cancer

In line with the recommendations of the European Code against Cancer,' ECL is committed to
addressing modifiable risk factors for cancer, including alcohol consumption. Therefore, we fully
support the Irish government in implementing the Public Health (Alcohol) Act 2018 and, in
particular, in its endeavor to improve consumers’ knowledge of the nutritional profile of alcohol
products and the health risks associated with alcohol consumption.

The adverse health effects caused by the consumption of alcohol beverages have been widely
documented,? with long-standing and yet growing evidence linking alcohol and cancer in
particular.® The International Agency for Research on Cancer (IARC) Monographs concluded
that “alcohol consumption is carcinogenic to humans (Group 1); ethanol in alcoholic beverages
is carcinogenic to humans (Group 1); acetaldehyde associated with the consumption of
alcoholic beverages is carcinogenic to humans (Group 1),” the highest level of risk.

Research has shown that alcohol use increases the risk of developing several types of cancer -
including breast,® colorectum,® prostate’, liver and head and neck cancers,® with evidence
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suggesting that alcohol consumption can increase the aggressiveness of several types of
9
cancer.

While heavy drinking remains the biggest contributor to the global burden of alcohol-attributable
cancers, light-to-moderate drinking also plays a significant role.’ As emerging evidence
contradicts the existence of a threshold for a ‘safe’ level of alcohol consumption,' the European
Code Against Cancer recommends not just to restrict but to ideally avoid alcohol consumption
as a way to reduce the risk of developing cancer.'?

Public health measures to increase health literacy and reduce alcohol-related

harm

Worryingly, public awareness of the health risks associated with alcohol use remains low, and
the WHO European Region stands as the largest consumer of alcoholic beverages in the world
- with highest per capita consumption and proportion of drinking population.™ This reality has a
great impact on cancer figures in the Region, with 4.2% of the total humber of cancers
attributable to alcohol drinking in 2020.™

Introducing mandatory on-product health warnings and nutritional labeling, together with
strengthened rules on alcohol content and a wider dissemination of accurate information on
alcohol consumption to the public, could greatly empower the Irish population to make healthy
choices. Currently, this approach is recommended as a priority action in the European
framework for action on alcohol, 2022-2025, recently published by WHO Regional Office for
Europe.™

Recent studies conducted in Europe have shown that citizens are generally in favor of
front-of-pack nutritional labeling, that this kind of labeling can influence consumers’ behavior
and improve the overall healthiness of their choices.”® Similarly, health warnings have an
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established track record as an effective public health strategy that increases consumers’ health
literacy and prompts behavioral changes, while complying with international trade laws."”

ECL fully supports the adoption of such strategies as a way to move forward with the fight
against NCDs and cancer. Furthermore, the cost-effectiveness of these strategies should not be
overlooked, especially considering the impact they could have on an economically burdensome
condition such as cancer.®

Alcohol and products’ labeling in the EU: state of play
Ireland’s decision to implement mandatory labeling for alcohol products is justified on public
health grounds and it aligns with proposed European policies on the topic.

As part of the policy push towards healthier diets, the revision of the Regulation (EC) No
1169/2011 on the provision of food information to consumers (FIC Regulation) is currently
ongoing. In this context, a proposal from the European Commission for introducing mandatory
labeling of alcoholic beverages with indication of the list of ingredients and the nutrition profile is
expected by the end of 2022, and for health warnings by the end of 2023.

The Revision of the FIC regulation is linked to both the Farm-to-Fork Strategy and Europe’s
Beating Cancer Plan - with the latter supporting the proposal for mandatory labeling and health
warnings as a way to reduce harmful alcohol consumption.®

Conclusions

As outlined in our recent advocacy,?® ECL calls on the European Commission to support the
implementation of the Irish Public Health Act 2018. We firmly believe that labelling should be
adapted to inform citizens of the health and cancer risks linked with any level of alcohol
consumption. ECL commends Ireland for its efforts to introduce front-of-pack nutritional labels
and health warnings on alcohol products, and strongly supports their swift implementation.
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