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A cop-out called prohibition (Indian Express)

It is a poor policy option. Alcohol abuse is a public health, not
moral, problem.

Prohibition of alcohol is back on the political agenda with the recently elected Bihar
government banning its sale and consumption to fulfil a key electoral promise. Other
parties, such as the DMK and the ATADMK in Tamil Nadu and the Congress in Kerala,
are also championing this cause. These states join a growing list, including Gujarat, a
clutch of northeastern states and Lakshadweep, in imposing a policy which is currently
not practised in any country outside the Islamic world. That prohibition can win
elections is a vivid reminder of the tragic social consequences of alcohol consumption in
the form of household impoverishment, domestic violence and premature mortality.
That these policies are completely at odds with history and public health science testifies
to the failure of our commonsense.

There is no evidence to show that prohibition has ever had its intended impact. Of
course, just as banning beef has reduced beef consumption, banning alcohol will lead to
reduced alcohol consumption. But, there appears to be little or no correlation between,
say, domestic violence or household impoverishment and prohibition. Instead, there is
an enormous cost to society, and here I refer not to the obvious massive losses to the
exchequer but to the criminalisation of the majority of people who drink sensibly to
address the problems caused by the minority who do not. It is, in effect, equivalent to
banning motor cars because a few drive rashly.

Prohibition is a very poor policy option to address the adverse consequences of alcohol
abuse when compared with a range of more effective public health approaches. The
most notable international example of the failure of prohibition is that of the US where a
constitutional amendment implemented this policy in the 1920s, only to be revoked 13
years later. The reason was simple: The policies led to the criminalisation of an entire
section of the population, from those who manufactured the product to those who
consumed it. It replaced a way of life which is as old as mankind with a corrupt nexus of
smugglers, police, politicians and bootleggers.

The story is no different in India. As any reader of this paper who has been invited to a
party in Ahmedabad can testify, the truly remarkable thing about prohibition in Gujarat
is the range of alcoholic brands which are served in private homes. Of course, this is
restricted to the rich who bypass regulations by virtue of being able to buy “permits” on


http://indianexpress.com/tag/congress/

medical grounds and escape police harassment. Lisa McGirr argues in her recent book,
The War on Alcohol, that the enforcement of prohibition in the US was intrinsically
biased against the poor, the working class, immigrant communities, and the
marginalised. Prohibition, like so many other policies imposed from the moral
high-ground, typically by those who do not drink, disproportionately affects the poor
who resort to illegally brewed alcohol when they want a drink, not infrequently leading
to their death, and are more likely to be harassed by the police.

Prohibition is rejected by most public health scientists who know this field; even the
World Health Organisation does not recommend it. The complete lack of a public health
approach to alcohol abuse in India is illustrated by the way in which the government has
permitted the shameless surrogate advertising of alcohol by corporations, for example,
through selling “bottled water” under the same brand names as their much better
known alcoholic beverages. Amongst the many crimes Vijay Mallya seems to have gotten
away with, that he could run an airline named after the most popular alcoholic beverage
in the country has been perhaps the most damaging of all in terms of its impact on the
burden of disease in India.

India remains one of the few nations which still focuses entirely on an archaic
de-addiction model, administered by the ministry of social justice and empowerment, to
address drinking problems, adhering to a centuries-old idea of these problems being a
moral disorder rather than a health condition. There is a total absence of effective
counselling interventions for those who wish to control their drinking. Instead, we live
in such surreal times that “medicinal grounds” is the one situation in which drinking is
permissible in states where prohibition is enforced. Essentially, this means that a person
who wishes to drink can obtain a permit, after paying the required fee to a malleable
physician, because he is a sharabi and his life would be threatened without a drink. This,
of course, is the precise group who in any other country would have been offered
psychological or medical interventions to control their drinking!

So, let us be prepared for more criminal activity, more deaths amongst the poor fuelled
by illegally brewed poisonous alcohol, more hard liquor being drunk secretly in dingy
corners, more corruption in the police force and more misery for those who wish to
drink sensibly.

Prohibition of substances which give pleasure to people does not work. Addiction is a
health problem, not a moral one, and there are many proven strategies which can reduce
its burden. The desire to address the serious social problems caused by a minority of
those who consume alcohol by prohibition is a travesty of the experience of history and
public health science. When Mizoram repealed prohibition in July 2014, 17 years after it



had been imposed, its excise minister explained that he had proposed this bill so that
“those people who cannot do without drinks can find good quality liquor at cheaper
prices”. He also claimed that he had “asked god to prevent me from introducing the bill
in the assembly if that is what he really wanted”. Clearly, god had commonsense. Do our
politicians?

Crackpot remedies: From prohibition to even restricting
cooking, Bihar government goes overboard (The Times
of India )

The Bihar government has gone overboard with its advisory to citizens telling them not
to perform havans or even cook between 9gam to 6pm, on pain of punishment that may
include jail. The move is meant as a preventive measure to minimise fires. But besides
being an unwarranted intrusion into the personal domain, it is utterly impractical. It is
like banning people from taking out cars on roads, in order to minimise the risk of road
accidents. Political leaders need to come up with better ideas than this.

The government’s reasoning that cooking fires in heavy winds have been causing an
epidemic of fires is flawed. Instead of striving to pinpoint the reasons for the eruption of
village fires and taking practical, precautionary measures, it is tilting at windmills.
Strong westerly winds in the smouldering summer have led to incidents of fire that have
resulted in over 60 people and over a thousand livestock dead this month. Most recently
this week, nearly 300 huts were burnt in Begusarai district. This is certainly a public
safety issue that warrants attention. But it needs measured administration and
surveillance, not knee-jerk reactions. What if heavy winds should blow after 6pm?
Should cooking meals be stopped altogether?

The cooking ban is reflective of an intrusive state, as is the prohibition imposed by chief
minister Nitish Kumar. Unfortunately bad ideas are infectious in India and the
prohibition fad is being lapped up by the political class across states. Despite
overwhelming evidence across the world that prohibition only leads to an unholy nexus
between a liquor mafia and law enforcement agencies — besides endangering the health
of many who drink hooch — Congress in Kerala and all major political parties in Tamil
Nadu have promised prohibition in some form during the current assembly election
campaign. This is again an example of mistaking symptom for cause.



If the reason for adopting prohibition is domestic violence in families, the only way to
curb domestic violence is sharp policing combined with awareness campaigns. That is
what government policy must be oriented towards, rather than chasing red herrings.
The consequences of prohibition in Bihar have already started to show: four people died
after consuming spurious liquor, even as the state is set to lose thousands of crores of
rupees in excise duty. For someone with prime ministerial ambitions, Nitish must come
up with more imaginative ideas than prohibition.
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