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Issues related to alcohol as a health risk factor

Alcohol consumption is a major risk factor for non-communicable diseases (NCDs) and mental health and there is
global recognition of alcohol consumption as a key issue in public health efforts in these areas. According to the
“Global status report on alcohol and health and treatment of substance use disorders” presented by the World Health
Organization (WHO) in June 2024, approx. 2.6 million global deaths were attributable to alcohol consumption, which
represented 4.7% of all deaths.! In Japan, alcohol consumption leads to over 40,000 annual deaths, which is
equivalent to approx. 3% of all domestic deaths.?

Current status and challenges for alcohol measures around the world

In light of the situation surrounding alcohol consumption around the world, the WHO adopted the “Global alcohol
action plan 2022-2030” in 2022 and called on all Member States to cooperate in its implementation.?> The WHO also
urged Member States to take action on NCDs by providing a list of “Best Buys,” which are the most cost-effective or
impactful interventions for the prevention or control of NCDs. Its policy package includes measures for reducing the
harmful use of alcohol centered on alcohol pricing measures (such as through alcohol taxation), restricting the physical
availability of alcoholic beverages (such as through sales restrictions), and marketing restrictions (such as advertising
restrictions), all of which are measures that have been shown to significantly improve health in countries where they
have been implemented.

Despite the availability of these science-based policy options, many countries have yet to implement Best Buy policies,
or are not implementing them effectively. This has been attributed to a combination of factors such as policy
interventions from the alcohol industry or political and economic obstacles that contribute to consistently high levels
of alcohol-related health problems. In recent years, activities from the alcohol industry and other actors in the private
sector that impact health and equity have been defined as “Commercial Determinants of Health (CDoH),” which has
come to be recognized by the international community as an important concept in public health, particularly in NCD
control. Rather than focusing only on the harmful effects of private sector activities, this concept encompasses the
broad range of health impacts from commerce and other business activities. Reducing the harmful effects of private
sector activities as CDoH has become an urgent issue that requires active discussions in the international community.

Current status and challenges for domestic alcohol measures

As society developed a shared awareness of the gravity of alcohol-related health harm, Japan enacted the Basic Act on
Measures Against Alcohol-related Health Harm (hereinafter, the “Basic Act”) in 2013. Given the impact of alcohol on
NCDs, the Ministry of Health, Labour and Welfare (MHLW) has also taken action on this issue and presented the
“Guidelines on Alcohol Consumption” in February 2024. Those Guidelines identify alcohol as the cause of various
NCDs, including cancer and cardiovascular diseases (CVDs). Reduced alcohol consumption is also specifically
mentioned as a method of preventing NCD onset in major laws and regulations related to NCD control such as the
Fourth Basic Plan for the Promotion of Cancer Control and the Second Basic Plan to Promote Cardiovascular Disease
Control Programs.

While Japan has established some legal and institutional frameworks for reducing the harmful use of alcohol, there
are issues related to the effectiveness of these measures. In fact, the final evaluation of Health Japan 21 (Second Term)
in 2022 found that Japan not only failed to achieve its goal of reducing the “percentage of individuals who consume
alcohol over recommended limits,” but that the situation surrounding this level of consumption had worsened.*
Despite a downward trend in alcohol consumption overall, there is an upward trend in alcohol consumption among
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women, who are more likely to experience health problems due to alcohol consumption than men.> This finding
suggests that there is a need to intensify current measures for alcohol-related health problems.
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Alcohol consumption in Japan has not decreased for three structural reasons. The first is related to pricing policies for
alcoholic beverages. Tax rates on alcoholic beverages are not only lower than those on tobacco products, which are
another major NCD risk factor, they also vary by type of alcoholic beverages, with higher alcohol content products
being taxed at lower rates—in fact, they are available in the same price range as soft drinks. The WHO recommends
introducing or increasing taxes on alcohol, tobacco, and sugar sweetened beverages by 2030, but Japan’s current
pricing policies and tax rates lag behind global trends and fail to provide a price barrier that deters excessive drinking.

The second reason is physical availability. Alcoholic beverages continue to be readily available to anyone and can be
purchased at 24-hour convenience stores, mass retailers, and online. While voluntary measures adopted by the
alcoholic beverage industry in the year 2000 led to a decrease in the number of vending machines selling alcohol,
there are no legal restrictions on vending sales, and many such vending machines remain in place. In recent years,
there have also been efforts aiming to increase alcohol sales at self-checkout stores.®

The third reason is that marketing regulations have no legal binding and rely on the ability of industry associations
made up of alcoholic beverage manufacturers to consult with related organizations to self-regulate. Furthermore,
these self-regulation measures do not apply to companies that are not members of the aforementioned industry
associations. There has also been growing diversity in advertising media in recent years, which now includes the
internet, public transportation, and sporting events in addition to traditional media like TV commercials. These
circumstances have given rise to challenges in ensuring marketing regulations are effective at protecting young people,
women, and others who are at relatively greater risk of alcohol-related health harm.”

As these reasons demonstrate, there is a great need to address alcohol-related health harm in Japan and the impact of
CDoH, and Japan’s alcohol policy is now at a stage where it requires a foundational review. While reinforcing global
collaboration and learning from best practices and challenges encountered overseas, we must consider what
regulations on alcoholic beverage access will be best for Japan. Furthermore, there are also high expectations for
commitment from Japan in building a global policy framework for reducing alcohol-related health harm.

Opportunities to advance NCD control in the international community

The Fourth High-level Meeting of the UN General Assembly on the prevention and control of NCDs and the promotion
of mental health and well being (HLM4) will be held on September 25, 2025. At this extremely important event, UN
Member States will spearhead discussions with heads of states and other leaders at the UN Headquarters in New York,
USA. Taking into account progress achieved in initiatives undertaken under each Government’s commitments from the
2018 High-Level Meeting at this fourth round of discussions on NCDs, plans are in place to adopt a new Political
Declaration for the prevention and control of NCDs and the promotion of mental health and well being towards 2030
and beyond. In addition to being an important forum for setting a direction for future global initiatives and reinforcing
engagement among Member States, HLM4 will provide a vital opportunity for Japan to contribute to and serve as a
leader in addressing global health issues. The Political Declaration adopted at this meeting will also influence Japan’s
domestic policy.

One key item on the agenda at HLM4 will be addressing CDoH,® so Japan should make the most of this opportunity to
contribute to progress in policies for NCDs and mental health by advancing measures for alcohol control in Japan and
overseas. As we approach the HLM4, we call on the Government of Japan to commit to regulating alcoholic beverage
availability to counteract alcohol-related health harm as a measure against NCDs. To help achieve this, we offer the
following recommendations, which are based on the voices of civil society and those most affected by alcohol-related
health harm.

Recommendation 1: Provide global leadership in regulating the availability of alcoholic beverages.
Addressing alcohol-related health harm as part of NCD control is a shared challenge for the international community.
The adverse health impacts of the alcohol industry are enormous, particularly in low- and middle-income countries, so
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efforts to collaborate and cooperate among counties must be reinforced and a global framework for developing drastic
solutions must be built.
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At HLM4, expectations are high for Japan to serve as a global leader in calling on governments to strengthen
commitment to and accountability in regulating alcoholic beverages as a key preventive measure for NCD control and
mental health. In its capacity as a country with one of the most well-developed healthcare systems and public health
infrastructures in the Asia-Pacific region, Japan has already been fulfilling a prominent role in the region and around
the world by advocating the importance of primary healthcare based on strengthening healthcare systems and UHC.
Therefore, we hope that Japan will continue contributing to the promotion of global health at the upcoming HLM4,
and that the adopted Political Declaration will function as a foundation for Japan to strengthen domestic policy as a
Member State while encouraging Japan to implement policies starting with the establishment of domestic systems for
global health.

Recommendation 2: Advance policies that are centered on people living with health concerns caused by alcohol and
the people close to them.

A participatory process that involves affected parties in decision-making has been emphasized as a key element during
the implementation of WHO Best Buy policies to enhance their social acceptability and sustainability.” A group called
the “Network to establish and promote the Basic Act on Measures against Alcohol-related Health Harm”
(AL-HOU-NET) that mainly involved patient advocacy groups, civil society groups, and related academic societies was
formed during the process of enacting the Basic Act. AL-HOU-NET worked together with the Parliamentary Association
for Alcohol-Related Health Harm to see that law passed.'°

Since then, multi-stakeholder discussions have been held at the Council on Alcohol-Related Health Harm Prevention in
accordance with the Basic Act. However, reinforcing past initiatives in this area and advancing NCD control will require
further efforts. These efforts should include building systems that fully reflect the voices of patients and affected
parties in the policy-making process while holding discussions that, even in the presence of diverse interests, are
based on the shared goal of better health for patients, affected parties, and citizens.

Recommendation 3: Strengthen restrictions on the availability of alcoholic beverages and advance NCD control
through measures that cut across ministries and sectors.

Japan’s existing regulations on the availability of alcoholic beverages are insufficient due to a number of factors
including the influence of the alcohol industry, liquor tax revenue, and the presence of advertising, retail, and other
private sector interests. There is also the fact that alcoholic beverages are a part of food culture that is deeply rooted
in local traditions. Another factor for these circumstances is that measures to address alcohol-related health harm are
not always advanced with integrated efforts due to different positions and objectives among the various ministries
and agencies.

However, considering the scale of health harm caused by alcohol, we have now reached a point where we must
consider what regulations on access to alcoholic beverages will be best for Japan. This issue should be examined from
multiple perspectives and angles and in a manner that cuts across ministries and agencies as well as sectors, and that
is centered on the voices of people living with NCDs and those close to them. As a policy issue, alcohol-related health
harm is not only relevant to the MHLW, which has jurisdiction over policies related to health; it also holds significance
for the Cabinet Office; the Ministry of Justice (MOJ); the National Police Agency (NPA); the Ministry of Land,
Infrastructure, Transport and Tourism (MLIT); the Children and Families Agency (CFA); the Ministry of Finance (MOF);
the Ministry of Economy, Trade and Industry (METI); the Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and
Technology (MEXT); and the Consumer Affairs Agency (CAA). Given its broad relevance, it will be necessary to advance
with a firm basis in discussions that cut across ministries and agencies and that span multiple areas when taking the
necessary steps to strengthen regulations on the availability of alcoholic beverages for NCD control.
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Health and Global Policy Institute: Guidelines on Grants and Contributions
As an independent, non-profit, non-partisan private think tank, HGPI complies with the following guidelines relating to
the receipt of grants and contributions.
1. Approval of Mission
The mission of HGPI is to achieve citizen-centered health policy by bringing stakeholders together as an
independent think-tank. The activities of the Institute are supported by organizations and individuals who are in
agreement with this mission.
2. Political Neutrality
HGPI is a private, non-profit corporation independent of the government. Moreover, we receive no support from
any political party or other organization whose primary purpose is political activity of any nature.
3. Independence of Project Planning and Implementation
HGPI makes independent decisions on the course and content of its projects after gathering the opinions of a broad
diversity of interested parties. The opinions of benefactors are solicited, but the Institute exercises independent
judgment in determining whether any such opinions are reflected in its activities.
4. Diverse Sources of Funding
In order to secure its independence and neutrality, HGPI will seek to procure the funding necessary for its operation
from a broad diversity of foundations, corporations, individuals, and other such sources. Moreover, as a general
rule, funding for specific divisions and activities of the Institute will also be sought from multiple sources.
5. Exclusion of Promotional Activity
HGPI will not partake in any activity of which the primary objective is to promote or raise the image or awareness
of the products, services or other such like of its benefactors.
6. Written Agreement
Submission of this document will be taken to represent the benefactor’s written agreement with HGPI’s compliance
with the above guidelines.
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Regarding the independent nature of these recommendations

While these recommendations are based on expert interviews, they were compiled by HGPI in its capacity as an
independent health policy think-tank. They do not in any degree represent the opinions or endorsement of the
organizations to which related parties are affiliated. These recommendations are endorsed by the civil society groups
listed below.

Organizations that endorse these recommendations (alphabetical order)

Aichi Study Group on Cooperative Healthcare for Alcohol

AL-HOU-NET (the Network to establish and promote the Basic Act on Measures against Alcohol-related Health Harm)
Approved Specified Nonprofit Corporation to Prevent Alcohol and Other Addiction Related Problems (ASK)
Association of Consumer Organizations (SHUFUREN)

About Health and Global Policy Institute

Health and Global Policy Institute (HGPI) is a non-profit, independent, non-partisan health policy think tank
established in 2004. In its capacity as a neutral think-tank, HGPI involves stakeholders from wide-ranging fields of
expertise to provide policy options to the public to successfully create citizen-focused healthcare policies. Looking to
the future, HGPI produces novel ideas and values from a standpoint that offers a wide perspective. It aims to realize a
healthy and fair society while holding fast to its independence to avoid being bound to the specific interests of political
parties and other organizations. HGPI intends for its policy options to be effective not only in Japan, but also in the
wider world, and in this vein the institute will continue to be very active in creating policies for resolving global health
challenges. HGPI’s activities have received global recognition. It was ranked second in the “Domestic Health Policy
Think Tanks” category and third in the “Global Health Policy Think Tanks” category in the Global Go To Think Tank
Index Report presented by the University of Pennsylvania (as of January 2021, the most recent report).

About NCD Alliance Japan

NCD Alliance Japan is a collaborative platform for civil society organizations in the NCD community, steered by the
Health and Global Policy Institute, aiming to further promote comprehensive, cross-cutting NCD policies.

NCD Alliance Japan has served since 2013 as Japan’s point-of-contact for the NCD Alliance, a collaborative platform
bringing together over 2000 civil society organizations/academic institutions in more than 170 countries and we have
been officially recognized as a full member of the NCD Alliance since January 17, 2019

By bringing together multi-stakeholders from both inside and outside Japan, including leaders of lived experience,
members of industry, government officials, academia, and civil society, NCD Alliance Japan is working to support the
development of lived experience leadership as well as policy-making which reflects and elevates its voice. NCD
Alliance Japan also aims to contribute to problem-solving in the NCD space by monitoring trends both at home and
abroad and actively sharing Japan’s insights with the world.
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Copyright Policy / Source Citations
Permission from HGPI is not required for the use of these policy recommendations issued under the Creative
Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-ShareAlike 4.0 International license.

- Attribution: Credit(Author/Year/Title of Report/URL) must be appropriately @

assigned to HGPI.

- Non-commercial: Content may not be used for commercial purposes.

- Share-alike: If Content is altered, transformed, or expanded, these new contributions must be
distributed under the same license as the original.

For more information: https://hgpi.org/en/copyright.html
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