
Safe alcohol levels 
depend on the person

Reducing alcohol con-
sumption in Ireland has 
become an important 
public health policy 

that has received much recent 
attention. A report conducted 
by the Health Research Board in 
2013 showed that more than half 
(54.3%) of drinkers aged 18-75 in 
Ireland were classified as harmful 
drinkers, with approximately two 
fifths (37.3%) practising binge 
drinking and 6.7% having alcohol 
dependence.

What constitutes a safe level 
of alcohol intake has been sub-
ject to much questioning and 
even controversy over the years. 
Indeed, the prevalence of  “at 
risk” drinking based on current 
guidelines is so high that it has 
been suggested that the maxi-
mum safe level has been set too 
low. 

Definition
Hazardous or at risk drinking is 
defined as that which puts one 
at risk of future health problems 
due to drinking more than the 
recommended weekly or daily 
limit. Harmful drinking is said 
to happen when the pattern 
of drinking causes damage to 
physical or mental health.

Trying to define an exact 
cut-off point for safe alcohol 
consumption is not easily done 
and is largely based on evidence 
from epidemiological stud-
ies looking at he relationship 
between alcohol intake and sev-
eral outcomes or diseases. 

However, alcohol has been 

associated with up to 200 acute 
or chronic conditions and the 
level which poses a risk for can-
cer, cardiovascular disease and 
other health problems will vary.

Some would argue that 
there is no definable safe level 
of alcohol intake. Indeed, alco-
hol is classified as a group 1 
carcinogen and has been caus-
ally implicated in at least eight 
cancers. The 2014 World Cancer 
report concluded that when 
it comes to cancer  no level of 
alcohol consumption is safe and 
that increasing intake raises the 
risk in a dose dependent fash-
ion. 

On the other hand numer-
ous studies consistently show 
that a low level of daily alcohol 
intake is beneficial against heart 
disease, however, this effect is 
not present for episodic and in 
particular heavy drinking. 

Under reporting of alco-
hol consumption, difficulty in 
defining a reference or control 
group of non-drinkers, and lack 
of adjustment for other factors 
like smoking in those who drink 
make interpretation of studies 

difficult and mean that prov-
ing a definite cause and effect 
for any given level of intake is 
difficult.

Several professional bod-
ies have established guidelines 
which have set maximum safe 
drinking levels for both female 
and males. Above these cut-
offs there in an increasing 
risk of alcohol-related health 
problems. To confuse things, 
there is considerable variance 
in guidelines across countries 
with some referring to drinks 
as opposed to alcohol units con-
sumed and with little attention 
being given to patterns of drink-
ing behaviour.

❛❛Binge drinking is 
defined as taking six or 
more standard drinks 
in a short space of 
time”
In Ireland, the HSE recomenda-
tions which are broadly similar 
to Britain advise a maximum 
weekly consumption of 11 
standard drinks for a female 
and 17 for a male (with a drink 
equating to half a pint of beer, a 
small glass of wine or a meas-
ure of spirits). Binge drinking 
is defined as taking six or more 
standard drinks in a short space 
of time. In addition, guidelines 
also advise not taking alcohol 
for at least two days of the week.

Having an alcohol intake just 
above this level puts one at an 
increased risk, but still in the 
relatively low risk category. As 
more studies emerge on the 
effects of alcohol, guidelines 
may become more fine tuned.

The World Health Organi-
sation previously reported 

that drinking below 35 units 
per week in males and 17.5 
units  per week in females was 
low risk (one unit equates to 
approximately one standard 
drink). This is much higher than 
the safe drinking level now gen-
erally recommended.

Exceptions
Of course, guidelines apply to 
a typical person and cannot 
be applied in a one size fits all 
approach. In those with low 
body mass or liver disease a lower 
intake is advised.  

Alcohol consumption should 
also be lower if you are taking 
certain medications, especially 
hypnotics or sedatives.

In addition, in older adults and 
in particular those with cognitive 
impairment alcohol may cause 
worsening confusion and falls 
and many guidelines now factor 
this in.

The evidence suggests that in 
terms of health risk patterns of 
drinking behaviour may be more 
important than total weekly 
alcohol consumption. Studies 
also show that drinking behav-
iour changes throughout life and 
when younger tends be more 
irregular whereas with increasing 
age is more frequent though with 
overall consumption declining.

In summary, the guidelines 
reflect what constitutes for most 
a safe level of drinking. As always, 
a sensible approach should be 
taken to alcohol consumption 
which should factor in not just 
overall intake, but also impor-
tantly your pattern of drinking. 

Dr Kevin McCarroll is a con-
sultant physician in geriatric 
medicine in St James’s Hospital, 
Dublin.
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Make some 
pop-up egg  
Easter decorations

Easter is just around the corner and 
soon it will be time to paint hard 
boiled eggs to roll down the hill on 
Easter Monday. Easter eggs are 

symbolic of Jesus’ resurrection. When the 
egg hatches, this makes us think of Jesus 
rising from the tomb. 

Egg painting is high on the list of Easter 
crafts and activities and there is a huge 
variety of different designs. Traditionally the 
eggs were dyed red to symbolise Jesus’ 
blood but over the years, different painting 
and design techniques have been used 
for decorating the eggs. It seems a shame 
to smash the eggs after all the hard work 
that goes into decorating them, so make 
another Easter egg decoration that won’t be 
smashed and will add colour to your Easter 
celebrations. 

These pop up eggs are incredibly easy to 
make and are ready within a flash. So you 
can craft the pop up eggs and hang them up 

and still spend time decorating boiled eggs 
for Easter Monday. 

For the pop up eggs you will need 
patterned sheets of paper, scissors, card, 
stapler, needle and thread.

Make three egg templates in different 
sizes. Stack about four or five coloured 
sheets of paper together and place one of 
the egg templates on top of the stack. Draw 
around the template then clamp the sheets 
together and cut out. 

Staple the egg shapes together in the 
middle then fold out all the sheets so the 
egg pops up. Pierce the top of the egg with 
a needle and string through some thread 
to hang the egg up. Repeat until you have 
several pop up eggs.

Rather than hanging the eggs individually, 
join them together to make a garland. 
If you’re having an Easter party, make 
extremely large ones to hang from the 
ceiling. Explore other ways of using your 
pop up eggs. Flatten one side of the egg 
and stick this to a folded piece of A4 card. 
Alternatively, you can stick the egg inside the 
middle of the card, just in the crease. When 
you open up the card, the egg will pop up. 

Try making other shapes such as circles 
and stars so you can hang them up all year 
round.
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