There are a lot of myths and legends out there about drinking and alcohol, some of which are pretty close, some are way off base. Get your facts straight here and you'll never be misinformed again. 

How about a little bit of Question and Answer? 

What exactly is alcohol anyway?

Alcohol, technically speaking, is a chemical compound, formula = C2H5OH. Most of the family of alcohols are totally poisonous to the human body, but the kind we drink, called ethyl alcohol, is tolerable in small amounts. 

Where does it come from?

Alcohol comes from fruit and vegetables that are fermented (left to rot) with sugar, water and yeast. Over time, this unattractive mixture produces carbon dioxide (the bubbles) and alcohol. 

When it reaches critical mass (the strongest it can get) at 15% alcohol, the alcohol starts to kill off the yeast. This means that any drink with a higher percent has had extra alcohol added, usually through distillation. 

What are we drinking?

Most kiwis drink beer, which has an alcohol content of around 5% (light beers have less). We also drink wine (12% alcohol), fortified wines like port or sherry (18%) and spirits like vodka, bourbon and gin (40%). 

Did you know alcohol is fattening?

A standard drink has 70 calories in the alcohol alone. Now pour in a mixer... hmmm. Some people describe alcohol as a food, but it isn't. It has so little in the way of proteins and vitamins that it could never replace food in the human diet. Good thing too or we'd all be sick and have beer bellies! 

Who's drinking how much?

A survey of youth aged 14-18 found that:

20% said that they didn't drink at all.

46% said that the last time they drank, they had between 1 and 4 drinks.

36% claimed to have drunk more than 5 drinks the last time they had a drink. 

Interesting, huh?

So, you've had a great night out with the gang. Everybody has had a good time and has stumbled home to bed. Ahhh... it feels so good to crash out, but why do you feel so bad in the morning? 

Hangovers

We've all heard of it, but what causes all that suffering? 

The exact cause of hangovers is not totally understood, although the pounding headache is caused by dehydration. The other symptoms - like throwing up, feeling sick or depressed and general grouchiness - are most likely caused by all the other stuff that goes into drinks. 

Small amounts of additives (called congeners by those in the know) give drinks their colour, flavour and smell. Congeners affect everyone differently and may contribute to you feeling crook. 

Dehydration

Basically, unless you drink heaps of water, alcohol is gonna make you dehydrated. 

It goes a little something like this:

1. You drink lots of alcohol, you don't drink any water.

2. Your body freaks out and alerts your kidneys.

3. Your kidneys work harder and faster.

4. Your kidneys produce more urine.

5. You just gotta go pee.

The more you do 1-5, the more you'll get dehydrated. That hangover isn't going to be pretty. 

When you drink, you have to accept that:

· Alcohol might make you lose your inhibitions. 

· That might put you in a bad position, where your safety is at risk. 

· Drinking might make you feel more confident. 

· You might feel braver than normal, making you vulnerable to other bad things like being beaten, raped or robbed, especially if you are alone at night. 

· Alcohol makes you feel good and happy.
· The good feeling you get from alcohol will pass if you get sick. Alcohol is a poison and alcohol poisoning is no joke. Big drinking sessions are potentially fatal if your blood alcohol level shuts down parts of your brain. 

· When you gamble with alcohol, it's not only yourself that you are putting at risk.

Alcohol is often involved in accidents such as drowning, falls and house fires. Other people such as your friends, family, the police and hospitals may be affected. Lost inhibitions may make you do things you wouldn't normally do, like pick fights with your mates, go with someone who you didn't want to, get talked into committing crimes or driving drunk, or saying things you didn't mean to say. 

Pregnancy

When you drink, so does your baby.

Alcohol is carried through the placenta by your blood stream.

Drinking alcohol during pregnancy can cause brain damage to your baby and that damage is permanent.

This damage is called Foetal Alcohol Syndrome or FAS for short.

If you are planning a pregnancy or are already pregnant, it's best for your baby to drink very little or not at all. No one knows all the facts, but alcohol seems to cause heaps of problems for unborn children. Drinking heavily during your pregnancy is a serious risk to the ongoing health of your child - and therefore yours. Alcohol can cause permanent damage to unborn children and drinking too much at one time seems to be the most harmful. 

Can I drink at all?

Even 1 or 2 drinks can affect your baby’s learning. Drinking more than that increases the risks of greater damage.

It does not matter whether it is beer, wine, spirits or RTDs - all contain alcohol.

Although this damage does not always happen when a mother drinks (which explains why some pregnant women have had the odd drink without apparent harm to their baby) it is impossible to know when harm will occur.

Therefore, if you don’t drink you can be certain your baby will not have FAS.

What about breastfeeding?

Plunket advises that it is best not to drink at all when breastfeeding. Alcohol passes to your baby in your breast milk and their brain cells are still forming. When you drink, less milk is produced and the alcohol can also make your baby irritable and unsettled. 

What can I do?

If you think or know you are pregnant, do not drink alcohol until after your baby is born. If you have been drinking during your pregnancy, then stop drinking now. It is never too late and stopping now will help your baby be healthy. It is worth it to go without alcohol for a few months to have a healthy baby.

Long-term risks 

Over time, alcohol can do pretty bad things to your body.

Dependence on alcohol can be both physical and psychological - that is both your body and your brain.

Physical dependence happens when your body becomes so used to coping with alcohol in its system that it suffers withdrawal when you are not drinking. Psychological dependence is when alcohol gets into your head and becomes the most important thing in your life. It's pretty sad. 

New Zealand Legal facts

The government and the police have a lot to say about 'young people' and alcohol. In fact, it's a constant source of debate and the rules always seem to be changing. For all the facts straight up and up to date, check it out here! 

The Sale of Liquor Act 1989 

The Sale of Liquor Act 1989 controls the sale and supply of alcohol on or from licensed premises like pubs, bars, restaurants, supermarkets and bottlestores. It contains some new rules you need to know about. 

18 or over

If you are 18 or over you can buy alcohol and enter licensed premises in New Zealand as long as you can show photo ID as proof of your age. Acceptable forms of ID are a NZ or overseas passport, a NZ photo driver's licence or a HANZ 18+ card. 

Under 18

If you are under 18 you cannot legally buy or be supplied with alcohol, with two exceptions:
If it is bought for you by your parent or legal guardian. (Parent or legal guardian doesn't include any other family members like aunts, uncles, older brothers or sisters, older boyfriends or girlfriends, older husbands or wives, coaches or anyone else acting temporarily in the place of a parent.)

If it is supplied to you at a private function like a wedding. 

If you break the law 

The rules are strict and there are stiff penalties for breaking the law for both you and the person who supplies you with the alcohol.

If you are under 18 and buy alcohol or are illegally in a licensed premise, you could have to pay a $200 infringement fee, which is like a traffic ticket. If the police charge you and you go to court, you could be fined up to $2,000.
If you are found in possession of, or drinking alcohol in a public place (without a parent or legal guardian) - you could be charged a $200 infringement fee or fined up to $300.
If someone buys alcohol for you - they could be fined up to $2,000.

If a bar manager or licensee sells or supplies alcohol to you - they could be fined up to $10,000 or have their licence suspended or both.
Playing it safe

A few tips to make sure you have a good night out. 

Sticking together 

You love your mates (most of the time!) and we love them too. So when you're drinking, stick together and look out for each other. It's best if someone in the team isn't going to get too wrecked and they can keep an eye out for the rest.

Share a taxi 

If you don't want to disturb anyone else put some cash aside for a taxi home. If you share, you can save some money as well. 

Going it alone 

This is probably not such a crash hot idea. If you have to walk home, try to walk with a friend. Don't let your friends wander off by themselves either, especially if they are less than on to it. 

And remember 

Drinking alcohol is your choice and you can choose to make it rad or bad. Sometimes, less is more. Have a few, feel good, but not out of control. Listen to your body and think about your own limit - and tomorrow morning!

Assistance

If it is hard to stop drinking, it might help to talk to someone you trust. Or you could ring the Alcohol Helpline on 0800 787 797. They are good listeners and will have some helpful ideas. 

Family and friends could also support you in your decision not to drink alcohol while you are pregnant.

If you and your community have concerns regarding the sale of Alcohol to under-aged teens or any other issues regarding the sale of Alcohol, call your local Liquor Licensing officer. Waitakere City Council (09) 836 8000 or Auckland City Council (09) 379 2020 Ext 9090, Manukau City Council (09) 262 5401, North Shore City Council (09) 846 8400

Or email us (The Auckland Regional Public Health Alcohol Team): sjimmyf@adhb.govt.nz we will direct you to the right service.

