Alcohol: Low Heart Risks, High Other Risks
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Alcohol is widely promoted and consumed in this country but is also blamed for road traffic accidents and other health hazards. It is now a popular knowledge that alcohol reduces heart risk. Alcohol is taken for waist pain, relaxation, good sleep, as appetizer and aphrodisiacs, for courage and to kill stage fright. Others argue that their doctors have prescribed for them and the body needs it. Are these facts or myths? What is the truth in all these?
Over 60 clinical studies have confirmed that light to moderate alcohol consumption, even as small as half a glass of wine, at least three to four days a week, reduces the risk of heart attack. This is based on an observation in the people in Burgundy area of France. Despite the fact that they eat a lot of cheese and other foods rich in saturated fat and cholesterol, which should normally have predisposed to heart diseases, they have a lower incidence of heart diseases compared to other westerners. This phenomenon was called the French Paradox. It came out that Burgundians take a lot of red wine and these are produced from red grape fruits which have powerful chemicals called antioxidants in the red skin. Antioxidants account for the reduction in risk in heart diseases. White wine does not offer that much heart protection as it is not made from the red skin. 
There are different types of alcohol but we are here referring to the drinkable ethanol. Alcohol (ethanol) is produced from sugars by natural fermentation processes. It is also intrinsically present naturally in the human body as a by-product of metabolism. There are some germs which live in our intestines as their natural home. Some of these use alcohol fermentation as a form of respiration and their breakdown process produces alcohol as a waste product. 
This means that the human body always contains some quantity of alcohol produced by these benign bacteria and also by the normal metabolic process of the human being. These processes are called endogenous ethanol production.This is what some drinkers mischievously describe as the body needing alcohol. In addition to this since alcohol is produced from fermentation of sugars, most foods contain some small amounts of alcohol anyway and as we eat we inevitably take in small amounts. But these quantities are insignificant in producing side effects.
Alcohol is both food and drug. It is food because it gives energy to the body. Different alcoholic beverages have different concentrations of pure alcohol and this is measured in percentages of ethanol per volume of the drink. Thus beer has 4-7% alcohol, wine and champagne have 9-14%, hard liquor and distilled spirits like rum, gin, vodka and whiskey have 40-95%. The local gin like akpeteshie may have as much as 95% alcohol. As a drug alcohol affects the brain and can produce dependence or abuse. 

The noted good effects of alcohol are from the antioxidants which work by preventing oxidation of good cholesterol (HDL) to bad cholesterol (LDL). Again it is a chemical called polyphenol flavonoid or phenol for short that gives the antioxidant properties. These flavonoids contain another chemical called resveratrol which stops the oxidation. So the noted effect of red wine in protecting the heart is from this wonder chemical resveratrol.

Resveratrol is an anti-fungal anti-bacterial chemical called phytoalexin which is produced naturally by grapes and other plants in response to fungal infection and is found abundantly in the skin of red grapes. It has great promises of combating diseases like cancer, heart and blood diseases and Alzheimer's disease. It has anti-viral, stamina-enhancing properties and helps to prevent platelet aggregation and inhibits thrombin and other stickiness-promoting factors. This way it prevents blood cells from sticking together which otherwise leads to blood clots, heart attacks and strokes.
What is in resveratrol giving the protective effect is called oligomeric procyanidins. Red wine has a lot of the polyphenols with procyanidins and that explains its heart protection properties. Resveratrol possesses several cardio-protective actions as well as cancer-protective effects. One such effect is the ability of procyanidins to suppress the production of a protein that constricts blood vessels, and this explains its antihypertensive and cardioprotective effect. By this effect it protects the brain from stroke damage. They also cause endothelial cells to produce nitric oxide, which helps maintain healthy blood pressure and blood vessel function. 

Red grape, and therefore red wine, contains a lot of flavonoids besides resveratrol but this is the most extensively studied. Other flavonoids are quercetin, delphinidin, catechins and epicatechins and these have shown to have beneficial effects on blood vessels and cancer protection. 

The interesting fallout of these findings is that de-alcoholized red wine similarly has these positive benefits of cancer protection and low heart risks, meaning it is not the alcohol per se that is significant. Again red wine antioxidant supplements in the form of pills similarly give beneficial effects. Furthermore, research shows that one does not need a lifetime of red wine consumption for these positive effects, and that two weeks is long enough to boost total antioxidant status.

Resveratrol has been found in at least 72 plant species, some of which form components of human diet, such as mulberries, grapes, red wine, and peanuts. 

Alcohol as a drug is probably the most thoroughly studied drug. Alcohol exerts unique effects on cell membranes to regulate the activity and stability of the cell. It increases the permeability of the cell membrane and thereby allows entry of many things into the cells, literally poisoning the cell. It also adversely affects various neurotransmitters and their receptors and impairs the rate at which messages are transmitted from one part of the brain to another. All this makes alcohol a universal cell poison and the effects may be immediate or after many years of use. 

Alcohol affects virtually every part of the body, wherever blood goes. It leads to clumsiness in movements, reduction in memory and learning, Among people who start drinking in their teens and continue into adult life, 70% would be dead by 45 years from direct effect of alcohol or one of its numerous complications including road traffic accidents. The others may have various diseases or their life pattern destroyed by alcohol. Its impairment in judgement and reaction time leads to road traffic accidents.
Alcohol destroys the liver and may ultimately lead to cancer of the liver. It destroys the pancreas, stomach and food canal leading to diabetes and peptic ulcer. Its abuse leads to hypertension and increased risks of stroke and brain damage. Alcohol destroys the nerves and causes movement disorders. It leads to enlargement of the heart and heart failure which leads to shortness of breath, cough and swelling of the feet and face.
Other complications are neurological and psychiatric including headaches, bleeding into the brain, epilepsy, personality changes, psychosis, madness and delirium tremens. Yes, small amounts can stimulate sexual appetite but increased doses lead to sexual weakness and undue suspicion of their partners, a condition called pathological jealousy. Alcohol leads to depression and cognitive deficits. A life time concurrence of alcohol and mental disorders is known in about 86% of cases. Other disorders include cancers of nose, mouth and throat, reduction in immunity, skin conditions and bone function suppression.

Pregnant women who drink alcohol endanger the life of the unborn child. Such a child develops foetal alcohol syndrome in which the child is born premature, small for date, unintelligent and with risks of numerous birth defects. Such a child easily dies before age one and if he survives into adulthood may be mentally retarded. 
By far the most serious effect of alcohol use is dependence in which one virtually and literally requires alcohol to exist and cannot function well without it. A person with alcohol dependence makes repeated but unsuccessful attempts at cutting down on consumption and he spends a lot of time trying to obtain alcohol to the detriment of other interests as he gives up other social interests. While many people can control their limits, a few people just cannot. A dependent person may develop tremors and sometimes even fits when he has not taken alcohol for a few days. Dependence makes one liable to a whole lot of illnesses like cancers and shortening of lifespan. 

It is now established that there is a genetic basis for dependence of alcohol and other drugs. In 10 percent of people once they start drinking they cannot stop and will continue till they are addicted. The danger is that you cannot know whether you belong to the 10% risky drinkers or the 90% risk-free drinkers. 

Alcohol has numerous industrial uses and these should be the reason why alcohol exits. It is both germicide and solvent. There are limited medical uses though, like combining with dextrose to increase energy intake, and for slowing down premature labor, and for treating methanol poisoning and as a pain reliever when injected into a nerve. However, in all these cases there are better and safer alternatives and therefore alcohol would not be recommended. 

In conclusion, though moderate amount of alcohol is heart protective, its adverse effects are too numerous. In our part of the world, heart conditions are not the number one cause of death so it would make very little sense to run away from a distant problem using an approach that is almost certainly going to give other problems. Alcohol intake increases rates of illness, death and injury.

If you drink alcohol, do so in moderation and some people call this ‘sensible drinking’. In practice it is not easy to define what is sensible. Drinking more alcohol increases such dangers as dependence, high blood pressure, obesity, stroke, breast cancer, suicide and accidents. If you do not drink, do not start. If you are dependent take steps to be treated though it is not easy and has a high relapse rate. Fortunately these days, groups like Alcoholic Anonymous have started being formed in Ghana and they can be of tremendous help in quitting drinking. The psychiatric hospitals and few other facilities can be of assistance. Efforts are also underway to assess efficacy of traditional and herbal medicines against addiction.
The benefits that may be obtained from alcohol, having known that these are more from the flavonoids, may then be obtained from such foods as grapes or red grape juice and other factors like increased physical activity, and a diet high in fruits and vegetables and lower in saturated fats.
It is our recommendation that we need to quickly establish alcohol policy to guide and control production, distribution and consumption of alcohol. Teenagers and unborn children must be protected from alcohol through legislation. Food and Drugs Board must champion this.
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