
Aug 22, 2022 
 
Hon. Carolyn Bennett 
Minister of Mental Health and Addictions, House of Commons 
Ottawa, Ontario, Canada  K1A 0A6 
mhaminister.ministresmd@hc-sc.gc.ca 

Dear Minister Bennett, 
 
I am grateful to know that we have a current Federal Government that has shown a willingness to follow-
the-science, even when it can be unpopular.  I’m a Radiation Oncologist based in Oshawa, ON.  I applaud 
your ongoing efforts to move the needle on addictions, most recently with the addition of further labeling 
on individual cigarettes about their risks.  Unfortunately, myself and many other front-line physicians from 
multiple areas of clinical practice think your efforts are missing the elephant in the room. Alcohol is a far 
more costly substance to Canadians than tobacco products (CSUCH, 2018) - yet alcoholic beverages are 
specifically excluded from any labeling, let alone health warnings. 
 
I have already previously communicated with the LCBO as the supplier in Ontario.  They directed me on to 
the Canadian Food Inspection Agency.  In turn, they directed me on to Health Canada.  In my discussions with 
the Director of Controlled Substances division at Health Canada, the group there is well aware of the risks of 
alcohol but seem unable to act without government direction. 
 
Ever since you were in practice, the Canadian Medical Association passed policy on this matter.  General 
Council voted in 1991, “That the Canadian Medical Association actively promote the institution of health 
hazard warning labels on all beverage alcohol sold in Canada.”  Yet, here we are decades later and industry 
lobbying still promotes and normalizes consumption, while keeping the substantial risks of alcohol 
suppressed (Stockwell, 2020).  The evidence of the risks of harm continue to mount and with that, related 
healthcare outcomes, including mental health, are all going the wrong direction (Shield, 2020). 
 
As you know, like all Canadians, health care providers are under immense stress.  Within my practice group 
of 11 Radiation Oncologists, all but one of us is looking to cutback our clinical load in the near future. 
Personally, I teeter into burnout a few times a year now.  In Oncology we’re anticipating an onslaught of 
worse-than-usual cancer patients coming through for the next several years. It’s all multifactorial of course, 
but let’s look to some solutions to try and reverse the trends.  When looking at modifiable cancer risks I’ve 
never run across a person who didn’t already know smoking can cause cancer.  Despite the best efforts of 
the Tobacco lobby a generation ago, the carcinogenic risk of tobacco is general knowledge and Canada is a 
world leader in tobacco labeling.  Unfortunately, I frequently have to discuss alcohol as a leading cause of 
cancer as most people are not aware of that risk, particularly my breast cancer patients. 
 
It is incontrovertible that alcohol causes several types of cancer. We know that alcohol intake can increase 
the risk of breast cancer with as little as 1 drink per week, and the risk increases with consumption. It was 
recognized as a level 1 carcinogen by the WHO decades ago and more recently the US Surgeon General 
recognized it as a carcinogen (2016). One of the largest analyses in Lancet 2018 concluded, “Alcohol use is a 
leading risk factor for global disease burden and causes substantial health loss. We found that the risk of all-
cause mortality, and of cancers specifically, rises with increasing levels of consumption, and the level of 
consumption that minimises health loss is zero. These results suggest that alcohol control policies might need 
to be revised worldwide, refocusing on efforts to lower overall population-level consumption.”  Evidence 
shows that only ~25% of Canadian consumers know that alcohol can increase their risk of cancer – and if they 
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did know, they would decrease their consumption.  Further evidence shows that stronger alcohol policies 
result in decreased cancers downstream (Naimi, 2019).   
 
Canadians are substantially higher than global average consumers of alcohol and consumption has increased 
during the pandemic. Many people continue to think alcohol is good for their heart-health due to industry 
misdirection.  To the contrary, alcohol increases risk of atrial fibrillation, hypertension and cardiomyopathy.  
A large Harvard 2022 article concluded, “The findings of this study suggest that the observed cardioprotective 
effects of light to moderate alcohol intake may be largely mediated by confounding lifestyle factors.”  The 
American Heart Association does not recommend consuming alcohol for cardiovascular benefit.  
 
The Opioid crisis deserves special attention. Alcohol is a gateway drug for more addictive substances. 
Adolescent drinking is its own problem with neurologic damage to the developing brain, but further 
downstream, a slight majority of narcotic abusers used alcohol before opioids.  Any action on the opioid crisis 
needs to include action on alcohol.  There are nearly 20,000 death per year in Canada attributed to alcohol. 
More than the opioid epidemic by far. 
 
I can barely even bring myself to write about the costs of drunk driving as the gut-wrenching devastation of 
the Neville-Lake family demands action in any possible rational manner.  Domestic violence and Fetal Alcohol 
Spectrum are two other scenarios where the consumer does not pay the price for alcohols effects.  I would 
argue that these costs are immeasurable.  The normalization of alcohol consumption creates an underlying 
‘drinking culture’ and it’s not much of a stretch to draw a parallel to ‘gun culture’ and the tactics of the NRA 
which continues to tout that more guns will stop school shootings in the USA - contrary to all evidence and 
common sense! 
 
Turning it back to hard numbers – they also show the substantial negative effect of alcohol.  The economic 
cost of alcohol ($16.6 Billion) exceeds all other substances combined. It also far exceeds the tax revenue 
gained through alcohol taxation. ($10.9 Billion) (Sherk, 2019).   
 
I honestly do not care if people choose to drink responsibly.  I do not endorse prohibition, simply honest 
education for the consumer about risk.  Frankly, someone has to take action as industry/lobby groups 
continue to push their agenda undeterred.  On behalf of many of my colleagues who joined me in having the 
CMA resurrect that 1991 policy about labeling for Health Canada, we’re looking for the government to accept 
that Canadians have been either actively uninformed or misinformed by industry lobbying into falsely 
believing alcohol can solve their problems.  That the Instagram famous “Mom-juice” with wine in the sippy-
cup is not a joke.  It’s a very harmful normalization that the extra glass of wine/beer is a solution to the 
stresses of modern society.   
 
On behalf of many across the country I would strongly advocate for more stringent alcohol policies (WHO, 
2019; CAPE, 2019), and education.  Global efforts include the recent Oslo Declaration, and closer to home 
the Canadian Public Health Agency is set to release their alcohol position statement.  The Canadian Cancer 
Society is also set to update their stance on alcohol.  The WHO Global Strategy includes numerous avenues 
of possible policy advancement. Similar to Tobacco labels, I ask you to introduce specific, clear, graphic, 
product warning labels of the risks of alcohol consumption (WHO, 2022; PAHO, 2022).  The evidence supports 
it, it would save in the overall net budget, and most importantly it would save lives.  Just like how we’re 
starting to see decreases in tobacco-related illnesses.  We need to turn the trends around on alcohol. They’re 
all pointing the wrong direction.   
 
Thank you for your attention to this very important matter, 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cbi.2019.108885
http://jamanetwork.com/article.aspx?doi=10.1001/jamanetworkopen.2022.3849
https://www.canada.ca/en/public-health/services/reports-publications/health-promotion-chronic-disease-prevention-canada-research-policy-practice/vol-40-no-5-6-2020/alcohol-deficit-canadian-government-revenue-societal-costs.html
https://www.who.int/initiatives/SAFER
https://www.who.int/initiatives/SAFER
https://www.uvic.ca/research/centres/cisur/projects/cape/index.php
https://europeanalcoholpolicyconference.org/the-oslo-declaration/
https://www.cpha.ca/position-statements
https://www.who.int/teams/mental-health-and-substance-use/alcohol-drugs-and-addictive-behaviours/alcohol/governance/global-alcohol-strategy
https://www.who.int/publications/i/item/9789240044449
https://www.paho.org/en/documents/alcohol-series-alcohol-warning-labels


 
 
 
 
Fawaad Iqbal   MD FRCPC 
Durham Regional Cancer Centre 
 
Cc:  Hon. Jean-Yves Duclos, Minister of Health 

Jennifer Saxe - Director General, Controlled Substances Directorate, Health Canada 

Dr. Alika Lafontaine – President, Canadian Medical Association via Stephen Vail, Director, Policy 

 

Cosigners: 

Name Province Area of Practice 

Leta Forbes MD FRCPC 
Medical Oncologist and Provincial Head Systemic Treatment 
Ontario Health – Cancer Care Ontario 

ON Medical Oncology 

Jonathan C Irish MD MSc FRCSC FACS 
Vice President, Clinical, Cancer Programs, Ontario Health-
Cancer Care Ontario 
Head, Division of Head and Neck Oncology and 
Reconstructive Surgery, University of Toronto 
Professor, Department of Otolaryngology-Head and Neck 
Surgery, University of Toronto 

ON Surgical Oncology 

Eric Yoshida OBC, MD, MHSc, FRCP(C), FACP, FACG, 
FCAHS, FAASLD 

BC Gastroenterology / Liver 
Transplant 

Peter TW Kim MD, MSc, FRCSC, FACS.  
Liver transplant/hepatopancreatobilary Surgeon.   
Head, Liver Transplantation 
Head, Hepatopancreatobiliary surgery 
Vancouver General Hospital.  

BC Liver transplant 
Hepatopancreatobilary 

Surgeon 

JJ Sidhu  
Department Head of Psychiatry, Vancouver Acute & 
Community 
Mental Health & Substance Use Medical Director, 
Vancouver Acute, Tertiary, & Urgent Services 
Medical Director for the BC Occupational Stress Injury Clinic 
Consult Liaison Psychiatrist, Vancouver General Hospital  

BC Psychiatry, Substance Use 

Anita Palepu, MD, MPH, FRCPC, MACP 
Professor and Eric W. Hamber Chair 
Head, Department of Medicine 
University of British Columbia 
Head, Department of Medicine 
Providence Health Care 
Associate Editor, Annals of Internal Medicine 

BC Internal Medicine 



Vladimir Marquez 
M.D.C.M, M.Sc (Epidemiology), FRCPC 
Division of Gastroenterology, Vancouver General Hospital 
Medical Lead Liver Transplantation, Vancouver General 
Hospital 

BC Gastroenterology / Liver 
Transplant 

Stephen W. Chung, MD, PhD, FRCSC 
Hepatopancreatobiliary & Liver Transplant Surgery 
Vancouver General Hospital 

BC Liver Transplant 

Julie Zhu MD FRCPC 
Digestive Care and Endoscopy 
Dalhousie University/Nova Scotia Health Authority 

NS Gastroenterology / Hepatology 

Timothy S. Naimi, MD, MPH Director, Canadian Institute for 
Substance Use Research Professor, School of Public Health 
and Social Policy WHO/PAHO Collaborating Centre on 
Alcohol and Public Health Policy 

BC Public Health 

Launette Marie Rieb, MD, MSc, CCFP(AM), FCFP, CCSAM, 
DABAM, FASAM 
Pain and Addiction Medicine Consultant, Actum Health, 
Surrey 
Addiction Medicine Consultant, Orchard Recovery Centre, 
Bowen Island 
Pain and Addiction Medicine Consultant, Rapid Access 
Addictions Clinic, St. Paul's Hospital, Vancouver 

BC Family/Addiction Medicine 

Peter Dixon   MD  FRCPC 
Chief & Medical Director – Oncology 
Durham Regional Cancer Centre 

ON Radiation Oncology 

Orit Freedman MD FRCPC 
Head Medical Oncology 
Durham Regional Cancer Centre 

ON Medical Oncology 

Michael Levesque  MD, PhD, FRCPC 
Chief of Oncology 
Walker Family Cancer Centre 

ON Medical Oncology 

Aref Yeung   MD CCFP(EM) AB Emergency Medicine 

Alison Harris BSc(Hons), MBChB, MRCP, FRCR(UK), 
FRCPC, FSAR 
President, VMDAS and VPSA 
Clinical Professor, University of British Columbia,  
Medical Head, Division of Abdominal Radiology, 
Department of Radiology, Vancouver Acute, 
Vancouver General Hospital, 

BC Radiology 

Leo Chiu  MD FRCPC 
Division Head, Internal Medicine 
Lakeridge Health 

ON Internal Medicine 

Hasan Zaidi  MD FRCPC 
Head Internal Medicine 
Lakeridge Health 

ON Gastroenterology 

Najma Ahmed  MD FRCSC ON Trauma Surgery 



Philip Wright MD FRCPC SK Radiation Oncology 

John A Staples, MD FRCPC MPH 
General Internal Medicine, Vancouver General Hospital 

BC Internal Medicine 

Andrea Crespo BSc, BScPhm, RPh, BCOP 
Senior Pharmacist 
Systemic Treatment Program 

Ontario Health (Cancer Care Ontario) 

ON Pharmacy 

Rama Koneru MD FRCPC ON Medical Oncology 

Amin Kay   MD FRCPC ON Medical Oncology 

Shannon Bourke BHSc, MHS 
Regional Manager, Central East Regional Cancer Program 
Cancer Screening & Prevention, Indigenous Cancer 
Program 

ON Cancer Screening & 
Prevention 

Cathy Slevin OT Reg. (Ont.), MHA  
Director, Regional Program,Lakeridge Health 

ON Director, Central East Regional 
Cancer Program 

Inara Chacon Fonseca  MD FRCPC ON Clinical Genetics 

Neera Jeyabalan   MD FRCPC ON Medical Oncology 

Benjamin Cadesky  MD FRCPC  ON Internal Medicine 

Julia Jones   MD FRCSC ON Surgical Oncology 

Jimmy Mui  MD FRCPC ON Radiation Oncology 

Jenna Adleman   MD FRCPC ON Radiation Oncology 

Kristine Chan  MD CCFP ON Hospitalist 

Eva Cheng   MD CCFP ON Hospitalist 

Mustafa Khan  MD FRCPC ON Radiology 

Joel Broomfield  MD FRCPC ON Radiation Oncology 

Ilana Kopolovic  MD FRCPC ON Hematology/Oncology 

Zishan Allibhai   MD FRCPC ON Radiation Oncology 

Christiaan Stevens   MD FRCPC ON Radiation Oncology 

Samuel Lee MD FRCPC FAASLD AB Hepatology 

Robert Mitchell BSc MD FRCPC BC Hepatology 

Uqba Rashid M.B.A., B.Sc. (Hons.)  
Clinical and Business Manager 

ON Radiation Oncology  

Mark Unwin, BA MHE Manager – Prevention, Screening, 
Patient & Family Support  

ON Cancer Prevention 

Koop Alkema Manager, Cancer Screening, Lung DAP & 
Genetics  

ON Cancer Screening 

Julie Bowen MD FRCPC ON Radiation Oncology 

Scott Shulman MD FRCPC ON Gastroenterology 

Trana Hussaini, BScPharm, PharmD, ACPR BC Pharmacy, Transplant 

Linda LeBlanc MD FRCPC Moncton NB  NB 

Julie Henderson MD FRCPC 
 

Aliza Nadigal MD FRCPC Toronto Ontario ON 

Fyeza Hassan MBCHB MSc 
 

Stephanie Krackovich MD FRCSC Quebec QC 



Joanna Faye MD CCFP COE 
 

Anna Wolak MBBS MCFP, Vancouver BC BC 

Rose Michael MD CCFP 
 

Rochelle MacLellan MD Frcpc Halifax NS NS 

Siobhan Muldowney MD CCFP FCFP 
 

Rachel Beratta MD CCFP Ontario ON 

Karen Bailey MD MHM frcpc Ontario  ON 

Lynn Shaw MD CCFP BC BC 

Tehseen Ladha MD FRCPC Alberta AB 

Laura Knebel MD CCFP BC BC 

Cindy Lee MD CCFP Edmonton AB 

Lilac Bobbi MD CCFP FCFP Edmonton AB 

Faruqa Ladha MD FRCPC Alberta AB 

Heidi Dutton MD FRCPC 
 

Brianna McKelvie MD FRCPC Ottawa ON 

Angela Laughton MD CCFP FCFP Ontario ON 

Eugenia Waters MD CCFP Ottawa ON 

Rebecca Lys MD CCFP Ontario ON 

Heather Warren MD FRCPC Waterloo ON 

Lisa Fischer MD FRCPC Ottawa ON 

Lisa Harvey MD CCFP BC BC 

Myrthi Kappagantula MD CCFP Ontario ON 

Cheyenne Lawton MD FRCPC Saskatchewan  SK 

Renee Gauthier MD FRCPC Ontario  ON 

 

 


