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LONDON:  A quarter of all Russian men die before they reach
their mid-fifties and their passion for alcohol - particularly vod-
ka - is largely to blame, according to research published yes-
terday. A study of more than 150,000 people found extraordi-
narily high premature death rates among male Russians,
some of whom reported drinking three or more bottles a
week of the potent clear spirit.

Perhaps unsurprisingly, deaths among heavy drinkers were
mainly due to alcohol poisoning, accidents, violence and sui-
cide, as well as diseases such as throat and liver cancer, tuber-
culosis, pneumonia, pancreatitis and liver disease.

“Russian death rates have fluctuated wildly over the past
30 years as alcohol restrictions and social stability varied
under presidents Gorbachev, Yeltsin and Putin, and the main
thing driving these wild fluctuations..was vodka,” said Richard
Peto of Britain’s Oxford University, who worked on the study.

The researchers, including David Zaridze from the Russian
Cancer Research Centre in Moscow, noted that whereas
British death rates between age 15 and 54 have been falling
steadily since 1980, mainly because so many people there
have stopped smoking, Russian death rates in this age range
have fluctuated sharply - often approximately in line with
alcohol consumption.

Under Mikhail Gorbachev’s 1985 alcohol restrictions, alco-
hol consumption fell by around 25 percent - and so did the

death rates, they said. And when communism in Russia col-
lapsed, alcohol consumption went up steeply, as did death
rates. 

Health crisis 
More recently, since Russian alcohol policy reforms were

introduced in 2006, consumption of spirits has fallen by about
a third and so has the risk of death before age 55, the
researchers said - although that risk is “still substantial”.

For this study, published in the Lancet medical journal,
researchers asked 151,000 people how much vodka they
drank, and whether they smoked, then monitored them for
up to a decade.Around 8,000 of them died during that time,
and the results showed much higher risks of death in men
who smoked and who also drank three or more half-litre bot-
tles of vodka a week than in men who smoked and drank less
than one bottle a week.

Zaridze described the relationship between vodka and
deaths as a “health crisis” for Russia, but stressed it could also
be turned around if people were to drink more moderately.

“The significant decline in Russian mortality rates following
the introduction of moderate alcohol controls in 2006 demon-
strates the reversibility,” he said. “People who drink spirits in
hazardous ways greatly reduce their risk of premature death
as soon as they stop.” —- Reuters

Passion for vodka kills 

Russians in thousands

MOSCOW: Men sleep after drinking on a bench in downtown Moscow. Russian men who down large amounts of
vodka — and too many do — have an “extraordinarily” high risk of an early death, a new study says. — AP

Some men drink three bottles a week

UNITED NATIONS: The UN children’s agency
applauded the tremendous progress since the
Convention on the Rights of the Child was adopted
nearly 25 years ago on Thursday but said more than
300 million children are still made to work and over 6
million die from preventable causes.

On the plus side, UNICEF said some 90 million chil-
dren who would have died before their fifth birthday
if child mortality rates stayed at their 1990 level are
alive today. It credited progress in delivering immu-
nizations, health care, water and sanitation.

UNICEF also reported a 37 percent drop in young-
sters with stunted growth since 1990 due to improved
nutrition, and an increase in primary school enroll-
ment, even in the world’s poorest countries where
only 53 percent of children gained school admission
in 1990 compared to 81 percent in 2011.

On the minus side, UNICEF’s report on The State of
the World’s Children 2014 said some 6.6 million chil-
dren under the age of five died in 2012, mostly from
preventable causes in violation of their fundamental
right to survive. It said “a disproportionate number”
were from areas in cities or the countryside that are
cut off from services because of poverty and geogra-
phy.

UNICEF also said 15 percent of the world’s 2.2 bil-
lion children are at work, which “compromises their
right to protection from economic exploitation and
infringes on their right to learn and play,” and 11 per-
cent of girls are married before the age of 15, “jeopar-
dizing their rights to health, education and protec-
tion.”

The report, entitled “Every Child Counts,” stressed
the importance of credible data so governments can
intervene to reach the most vulnerable children and
improve their lives.

UNICEF said the latest data shows that improve-
ments in economic development are uneven.

In Niger, for example, all urban households but
only 39 percent of rural households have access to
safe drinking water while in Chad, for every 100 boys
who enter secondary school only 44 girls do.

The Convention on the Rights of the Child, signed
in 1989, states that all children have a right to life and
to survive and develop to their full potential, that their
best interests must be a primary consideration in all
decisions affecting them, and that they have a right to
express their views and be taken seriously on matters
affecting them. —- AP
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WASHINGTON: Maybe the health care law was about wealth
transfer, after all. New research shows that the Affordable
Care Act will significantly boost the economic fortunes of
those in the bottom one-fifth of the income ladder while
slightly reducing average incomes on the rungs above.

Economists at the nonpartisan Brookings Institution, a
Washington public policy center, found an average increase
of about 6 percent in the incomes of the poorest 20 percent
of the United States, meaning those making below approxi-
mately $20,600 a year.

The study used a broad definition of income that counts
the value of health insurance, which is not normally meas-
ured by Census Bureau income statistics.

Changing the distribution of incomes was not a stated
objective of the health care law, co-authors Henry Aaron and
Gary Burtless wrote. “Nonetheless, the ACA may do more to
change the income distribution than any other recently
enacted law.” “This is certainly a very big deal for the income
distribution of the United States,” Burtless said. “If you are
raising the incomes of the people in the bottom fifth by 6

percent, then we are talking about a big change.”
A leading economic adviser to Republicans said he agrees

with the broad findings. “This was always portrayed as a
health reform, not a big redistribution policy, but it turns out
they are the same thing,” said Douglas Holtz-Eakin, president
of the American Action Forum, a center-right public policy
institute. BThat could mean the health care law may one day
be seen as President Barack Obama’s biggest legacy to the
poor, not just the uninsured. The two groups often overlap,
but not always.

Major programs such as Social Security, Medicare and
Medicaid redistribute income in various ways: from workers
to retirees and disabled people; from wealthier people to
those of more modest means; and from younger people to
older ones. Americans describe such programs as “social
insurance,” or the “safety net.”

Burtless said the Brookings researchers used a large gov-
ernment survey of more than 60,000 people. They developed
a measure of income that included not only categories such
as wages, rents and investments, but also the value of health

insurance benefits, whether provided by an employer or
obtained through a government program.

The health care law expands Medicaid to serve more low-
income people, and provides taxpayer-subsidized private
insurance to middle-class people who can’t get coverage on
the job. It pays for those new benefits partly by raising several
taxes on upper-income earners, raising Medicare premiums
for upper-middle-class to wealthy retirees, and reducing sub-
sidies for Medicare private insurance plans.

The combined effect of such financing measures is to
push economic resources down the income ladder. People
on the higher rungs get dinged an average of less than 1 per-
cent, the study found.

Burtless emphasized that the results represent averages
for large chunks of the US  population.

A low-income Medicaid recipient in good health may not
feel much better off because of new coverage. On the other
end, a wealthy person with generous wage income, invest-
ment earnings and Medicare coverage may feel like being hit
by a triple whammy. — AP

Big impact on income gap is health law’s new angle


