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The following editorial was run in the Adelaide Advertiser on Tuesday 19 July

Moderation needed in wine debate

By Stephen Strachan, Chief Executive, Winemakers’ Federation of Australia

The wine industry is under siege – not from flood, disease, imported sauvignon blanc or a rampant Australian dollar but from an irrational assault on its legitimacy.
Genuine public concern about alcohol abuse and related health and social problems in Australia is slowly but very deliberately being usurped to sell a message that all alcohol is bad all the time. Wine, in particular, has become a recent target.

The underlying theme is that alcohol is the new smoking and must be dealt with in the same way. It isn’t – and there is no evidence to suggest otherwise.
Suddenly alcohol is being compared with cigarettes and even asbestos on the basis of a link to a potential increased risk of some cancers that has been known about for years (as has the link between a number of life’s other activities and some cancers).

And suddenly the research that suggests moderate drinking has some health benefits in relation to cardiovascular disease and dementia is being dismissed as industry spin.
There is a range of scientific findings on the potential positive and negative impacts of alcohol and the conventional wisdom has been to seek balance and drink in moderation. 
Certainly that is the view of the World Health Organisation, which has a global strategy to reduce the harmful use of alcohol but goes to great pains to point out that this is about dangerous consumption not consumption per se.

Unfortunately we now have an Australian lobby group determined to run a different agenda based on its prejudices and ability to wrap the smoking rhetoric around a new target. 

That is unacceptable, and it risks jeopardising serious attempts to confront problems of alcohol abuse because people will dismiss them as part of what is increasingly perceived as a nanny-state mentality that is going beyond the boundaries of credibility.

Let me make it clear that no Australian winemaker wants their wine abused and WFA, as the national representative body, enthusiastically supports genuine efforts to change our drinking culture and address specific problem areas.
But drinking alcohol according to recognised guidelines will always be a responsible and accepted part of a normal lifestyle for those who choose it. In Australia those guidelines are set by the National Health & Medical Research Council and WFA recommends them to anyone who wishes to enjoy wine in moderation. 

Unfortunately, the likes of the National Alliance for Action on Alcohol have decided that moderation is not good enough and that any attempts to address alcohol abuse other than by hiking up the price or banning it completely are a waste of time – or tainted.

Try to mention, for example, the good work being done by DrinkWise with its award-winning Kids Absorb Your Drinking advertising campaign and the anti-alcohol lobby will simply dismiss you because DrinkWise is funded by the alcohol industry. It is – and that’s the point.

There will always be a small minority who abuse alcohol no matter what they know, just as there will be a few people who vehemently oppose its very existence.

The vast majority will continue to make their own choices based on what science tells them and what’s important to them. As we learn more about alcohol’s health impacts, let’s pass those findings onto adult Australians and let them make their decisions.

Wine has been a part of life for centuries and despite the hysteria nothing has changed that should question its legitimacy. 
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