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Over recent years, an increase in alcohol-related problems has been noted in China. Taking
effective measures against the problem requires clear reviewing and understanding of the
evolution of the Chinese alcohol policy. This study is aimed to evaluate the alcohol policy
with special focus on reviewing the alcohol production and consumption situation in
China and assessing the changes in Chinese alcohol policy along with other related fields.
This article finishes with a set of recommended policy changes that could help solve the
recent alcohol-related problems and analyze the major impediments.
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1. Introduction

The urgent need for reducing alcohol-related harm through
instituting alcohol policies has received worldwide attention
and recognition. From 1975 to the 1980s, the World Health
Assembly paid much attention to issues concerning alcohol
reduction and made numerous resolutions. In 2005, the World
Health Assembly spearheaded by the Director-General
designed excellent policies and intervention measures for
reducing alcohol-related harm and unanimously seconded
the implementation and evaluation strategic proposals in all
the represented member states [1]. After several rounds of
consultations, and discussions, key amendments were made
and global strategy was seconded and adopted in the 63™

session of the World Health Assembly in 2010 [2]. The strategy
clearly highlights the proven operational and effective mea-
sures to forward the policy as a feasible means of control to all
and the relevant areas in context. Thereafter, the alcohol
policy has attracted global attention.

Several alcohol-related studies focusing on the alcohol
policies of the USA [3], UK [4], Australia [5], New Zealand [6],
Russia [7,8], Japan [9], and Africa [10,11] have been under-
taken. However, there is little information regarding the same
subject in relation to China's alcohol policy. China has a long
history of alcohol production and consumption, most notably
the excessive drinking of alcoholic beverages on special oc-
casions that has been a custom for thousands of years. In
recent decades, China has experienced a rapid increase in
alcohol production and consumption compared to other parts
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of the world, which is strongly associated with increased
trends of social and alcohol-related problems in China [12].
This clearly indicates that China still lacks a good alcohol
policy, which urgently calls for more study and amendment of
the alcohol policies in place. Here, we review alcohol pro-
duction and consumption, and the evolution of the alcohol
policy in China. Then we make recommendations regarding
the key areas within the current alcohol policy that require
amendments with an overall aim of contribution towards the
reducing alcohol-related consequences within China.

2. Review of alcohol production and
consumption in China

Archaeological discoveries and the literature show that the
Chinese alcohol history stretches back 8000 years [13]. As early
as 5000 BC, Chinese ancient people had acquired the relevant
knowledge of brewing along with drinking etiquette. Over the
years, grain has been the main raw material for alcohol pro-
duction, which presents a threat to the country's food secu-
rity. Alcohol still plays a very important role in the
development of agricultural in China and in other social oc-
casions such as worship, funerals, marriages, and festivals
and in the daily lives of Chinese people. The development of
the alcohol industry demands more grain; however, this pre-
sents a possible threat of food scarcity that may result in
famine since China has a large population. Bearing that in
mind along with the past experiences, the government con-
siders imposing restrictions on the development of the
alcohol industry to avoid a repeat of the past situation. During
the thousands of years of Chinese alcohol history, each dy-
nasty has attempted to impose measures on alcohol produc-
tion, always with the intention of avoiding a possible food
crisis. Those measures did not, however, solve the problem of
food insecurity in any dynasty. Therefore this presents an
ideological basis for government to design a policy to control
the alcohol industry. Currently, all the trends of social and
political problems have been linked to alcohol. However, the
government policy is still unclear on its stand on alcohol
production risking the possibility of facing a similar situation
and challenges as cited in the Qing Dynasty (1644—1911).
According to the statistical data compiled on the develop-
ment of alcohol industry after the establishment of the Re-
public of China (1912), the current total output of the Chinese
brewing industry is > 9.03 millions of tons [14]. While the
magnitude of beer and wine production is almost negligible,
Chinese white spirit, accounts for about 94% of the total
output, and rice wine, medicinal alcohol, and homemade
alcohol take up the remaining percentage [14]. For over 100
years, white spirit has remained the main consumed alcohol
in China compared to the current highly produced beer as well
as wine. In 1915, the Beijing National Government trans-
formed the alcohol management guidelines into a national
policy. A series of laws and regulations were instituted, the tax
system was redesigned and aligned with the national financial
revenue and the budget expenditure system. At the same
time, the government reformed the existing alcohol tax rate
and tax system, adopted a sale system similar to the mo-
nopoly sale imposed on tobacco and alcohol license tax,

which like other business taxes have strengthened the man-
agement alcohol production and distribution. For the first
time, an import tax was imposed on imported alcohol [14].
However, for unclear reasons, the production and consump-
tion of Chinese alcohol still remained low and alcohol-related
problems were less pronounced and thus did not attract
attention at the national level.

Since the establishment of the dominant Mainland China
Communist Party in 1949, there has been rapid growth of the
alcohol industry and the emergence of alcohol-related prob-
lems. Lately, there has been an overall sharp increase of
Chinese alcoholic beverage consumption (Fig. 1), irrespective
of the source and type, coinciding with the fact that by 2002
China was the world's leading beer producer. In 2001, the
percentage beer marketing level was 73.1% compared to the
26% white spirit production of total alcoholic beverage sales in
China [15]. By 2011, beer production had reached 48.99 billion
L, which accounted for 77%, while white spirit production was
10.26 billion L, which accounted for 16%. From the consump-
tion point of view, a decrease in white spirit consumption was
associated with the increase in beer consumption. World
Health Organization (WHO) statistics indicate that the per
capita alcohol consumption of pure alcohol in China was
1.03 Lin 1970, and had risen to 5.17 L by 1996 [16]. According to
the 2011 WHO report, China's pure alcohol consumption was
5.91 L per capita with an average drinking rate of 10.60 L/
drinker. The consumption rate of pure alcohol derived from
beer, wine, white spirit, and other alcoholic beverage was
1.50 L, 0.15 L, 2.51 L, and 0.23 L, respectively [17]; spirit still
remains the main source of Chinese pure alcohol intake.

In traditional Chinese culture, drinkingis socially embraced
and itis considered to be less of a social problem [18]. However,
excessive drinking can be regarded as defective to personal
moral cultivation and may cause a series of personal alcohol-
related problems. Until the late 1980s, there was a significant
change in the Chinese society, a rapid development of Chinese
alcohol industry, and a sharp rise in alcohol-related problems
such as alcoholism, alcohol intoxication, and increased road
accidents due to drink-driving, which aroused the concern of
researchers [19—22]. Until the late 1970s, alcohol-related
problems were neglected due to cultural, economic, and
ethnic reasons [23]. Since the early 1980s, patterns of alcohol
consumption in China have changed rapidly [24]. The amount
of alcoholic beverages produced and consumed in China have
steadily increased, with consumption increasing by almost 10-
fold from 1978 to 1996 [25]. The modern Chinese society pri-
marily comprises urban and rural subpopulations both with a
passion and cultural attitude towards the custom of alcohol
drinking. The variations in the rates of drinking may depend
on factors such as subpopulations, and geographic location
resulting in different behaviors and problems. The rural set-up
bears a relatively high proportion of heavy drinkers but the
urban population scores the highest overall drinking rates [26].
Although income is not the definitive causative factor of
increased alcohol consumption, other factors such as socio-
demography, education, employment, marital status, and,
most strikingly, differences in regional origin are also sug-
gested to significantly contribute to the subject [27]. Most
notably violence, crime, economics, and family are among
the numerous short-term alcohol consumption related
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Fig. 1 — National consumption of alcoholic beverage in China (million tons).

consequences, but physical, mental, public health, and social
are the most pronounced long-term consequences, yet the
China government does not have any outstanding programs
and plans in place to counteract alcohol consumption and its
associated problems [12].

3. Evolution of alcohol policy since 1949

In recent decades, the Chinese alcohol policy has transformed
from monopoly to a multiple management system. An elab-
orate review on the entire evolution process and the various
efforts made by the government is instrumental in under-
standing the existing alcohol-related problems and the cur-
rent alcohol policy in China.

3.1.  Alcohol monopoly of the People’s Republic of China

Prior to constituting the national regime, the Chinese
Communist Party implemented the alcohol monopoly in the
areas under their rule to limit alcohol consumption, save grain
for food and as a way of supplementing the military income.
In January 1951, the Ministry of Finance held the first national
monopoly conference, in which the monopoly management
system on alcoholic commodities was confirmed. In May 1951,
the Ministry of Finance issued the Provisional Regulations on
Monopoly and unified management of the national alcohol
monopoly. The high alcohol consumption rate among Chinese
people presented a great potential source of revenue; there-
fore, through monopoly the government would obtain huge
tax revenue that could be used for developing the nation.
Since grain was the main raw material of alcohol, the

government monopoly system would perfectly regulate the
alcohol production according to the grain harvest status to
ensure sustainable food availability.

After the Three Years of Natural Disaster (1959—1961) and a
series of unsuccessful exploration, China was faced with great
difficulties. Among them was the widespread famine and lack
of food in many provinces resulting in millions of people
starving to death [28]. Facing this grim situation, with the
support of the government, the alcohol industry launched a
series of research activities, focusing on saving food and
searching for alternative raw materials that could be used in
alcohol production, to supplement and improve the tradi-
tional brewing technology. With the very high market de-
mand, legitimate manufacturers were unable to meet the
calls, as a result rural village communities, organizations,
schools, farms, and other units reverted to crude methods of
brewing such as bootlegging flooding the market with poor
quality products. On August 22, 1963, the State Council issued
a notice, stressed the need to continue implementing the
alcohol monopoly policy, further strengthening the alcohol
monopoly system.

During the 1966—1976 Great Cultural Revolution, there was a
massive transfer of personnel from one area to another, which
greatly weakened the alcohol monopoly status in most areas. A
special report compiled and submitted to the State Council on
April 5, 1978 highlighted the need of strengthening the alcohol
monopoly system. On May 3, 1978, the Ministry of Commerce
urged all the respective local authorities to establish alcohol
monopoly implementing committees and to urgently recruit
personnel, to streamline all alcohol production, distribution,
retail activities, and to revise the Provisional Regulations on
Monopoly in reference to the original monopoly management
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framework. Basing on the set guidelines, Guizhou, Guangdong,
Hebei, Ningxia, and other provinces drafted their respective
relevant alcohol administrative provisions.

From 1949 to the early 1980s, the Chinese alcohol monop-
oly management was in place to the planned economic sys-
tem, low social productivity, and widespread poverty in
Chinese residents. Communist China used a highly central-
ized Soviet model of administration where the alcohol-related
issues were totally under monopoly management [7]. As an
important source of revenue under the planned economic
system, alcohol monopoly generated a lot of income that was
used in the national development, and the spontaneous in-
crease in the national treasury. Although the overall agricul-
tural productivity of China was extremely low, the use of gain
as the raw material for alcohol production was noted to be the
main cause of food crisis. The problem persisted even after
the establishment of the People's Republic of China; this was
marked by the tragic memories of the Three Years of Natural
Disasters when millions of Chinese starved to death [28]. The
government then strongly imposed the alcohol monopoly and
unified management system as a means to regulate alcohol
production and consumption to minimize the use of the food
grain as a raw material for alcohol production. However,
because alcohol production, technology, and the consumption
levels were low, it was easy to implement the alcohol mo-
nopoly system. No doubt the monopoly system of adminis-
tration was an effective management tool at the time, given
the historical background.

3.2 The conspired downfall of the alcohol monopoly
system

In the 1980s China embarked on practicing reforms and an
open policy nationally and this greatly impacted the alcohol
management, resulting in wild alcohol production. There was
no more respect for laws and regulations managing the retail
sale and distribution. All the established alcohol departmental
structures were disbanded, so the monopoly system was
gradually abolished and the government could not effectively
manage alcohol production, marketing, and distribution.
There was overall increased alcohol production, distribution,
adulteration, and use of grain as a raw material for alcohol
production; this sparked public demand for a draft law to
regulate alcohol production and related issues.

On December 18, 1990, State Council Premier Li Peng pre-
sided over the 129™ premier office conference that was dedi-
cated to addressing alcohol production and related concerns.
The meeting unanimously resolved that there was urgent
need to address the existing appalling alcohol management
status. This was to be spearheaded by the State Council Bu-
reau of Legislative Affairs in conjunction with the Ministry of
Light Industry and Commercial Department and other De-
partments. They were tasked to analyze the conspired
downfall of the alcohol monopoly management system by the
People's Republic of China and to determine if it was neces-
sary to revive the system or not. After the conference, each
department made a comprehensive search on the subject and
the findings were submitted to the State Council for imple-
mentation and used in 1991 to draft an alcohol management
ordinance [29].

The Alcohol Management Ordinance (Draft) highlighted
that, in order to improve alcohol production and sales man-
agement, ensure the quality of alcohol product, save grain for
food, protect the lawful operation, safeguard the legitimate
rights and interests of consumers, and ensure national fiscal
revenue, the government needed to control alcohol produc-
tion systematically. The State Council alcohol administration
department under the Ministry of Light Industry was
mandated to formulate alcohol regulations, industrial devel-
opment planning, issue production license, and jointly
monitor the alcohol-related legal issues with other relevant
departments as a way of encouraging the development of low-
degree alcohol products and limiting high-degree alcohol
production. All alcohol-producing enterprises were required
to obtain a production permit. Private brewery business
owners were prohibited from making any kinds of alcoholic
beverages for profit purposes. Alcohol distribution was to be
controlled by the Ministry of Commerce and its subordinate
agencies along with alcohol marketing issues and issuing
licenses. All the prominent national alcohol brands were to be
sold by authorized retail argents. Alcohol management organs
were established and regulations released before the draft
was approved by the government and was to be implemented
on the provincial level.

Originally, the State Council convened with the intentions
of formulating a nationwide ordinance on alcohol production
and distribution, standardizing the alcohol management,
making new laws, and where necessary upgrading the exist-
ing laws. However, the drafted ordinances were faced with a
number of limitations, such as the lack of legal impact in as-
sociation with the national regulations. According to China's
legislative practice, the alcohol management regulations is-
sued by the People's Congresses were more effective than
those imposed by the administrative departments. Coordi-
nating different departments proved to be hard under the
adopted decentralized management approach since each
department has its own interests. Transforming from a free
departmental alcohol management approach to a limited
legal system has proved to be tough in China. The current
revived economy plan strongly supports the protection to the
famous national alcohol brands and state-owned enterprise,
which is not in agreement with previous rapid development
market economy that prevailed in the early 1990s. As a result,
the Alcohol Management Ordinance (draft) have not been
implemented and the mandated authorities have since still
remained in their respective industrial, commercial, taxation
departments, and local governments.

3.3. Discussions on the restoration of monopoly

Although the central government did not fully abolish the
alcohol monopoly system, the alcohol production and distri-
bution management system is yet to be resolved on the na-
tional level. There exists independent management in
industrial, commercial, taxation, and other departments,
posing a great challenge to the provincial government. The
existing vibrant management chaos and alcohol monopoly
revival have sparked the interest of many officials and
scholars. During the National People's Congress (NPC)
convention held in 1991, 31 representatives including Zhu
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Ermei suggested the draft of a tobacco and alcohol monopoly
law. In 1995, some NPC representatives proposed that there
was urgent need to draft an alcohol monopoly law.

The Ministry of Domestic Trade argued that the alcohol
management system was far from perfect, and lacked effec-
tive uniform management measures coupled with the chaos
within the Chinese alcohol market. With the lack of produc-
tion standards and distribution, there are high chances of
circulating poor quality alcohol products resulting in loss of
tax revenue. In view of this, the restoration of the alcohol
monopoly was the only way forward. The government would
formulate the Alcohol Monopoly Regulations to strengthen
the management of alcohol production and overall marketing
and that the national agency would be responsible for the
Ministry of Domestic Trade. Later on, a delegation from the
Ministry of Domestic Trade went to the USA to study their
relevant management experience further. However, this
arrangement did not bear any fruit towards the restoration of
alcohol monopoly.

While inspecting the Ministry of Finance in 2003, Premier
Wen Jiabao suggested that there was need to conduct research
on the alcohol monopoly system. On August 15, 2003, the
National Development and Reform Commission organized
convened a forum attended by the Bureau of Legislative Af-
fairs of the State Council, the Ministry of Finance, the Ministry
of Commerce, the State Administration of Taxation, the State
Administration for Industry and Commerce, the State Quality
Inspection Administration, and the China Brewing Industry
Association to discuss China's alcohol production monopoly
fully. On September 2, 2003, the National Development and
Reform Commission held the alcohol monopoly enterprise
forum attended by the main liquor, beer, and wine enterprises
and the China Brewing Industry Association; thereafter they
went to Sichuan, Xinjiang, Shanghai and other places
launching studies geared towards alcohol monopoly and held
discussions with the local relevant departments, alcohol as-
sociations, and enterprises. In November, 2003, the National
Development and Reform Commission issued the research
plan that required all provinces to make a detailed investiga-
tion on ways of addressing the alcohol monopoly problem and
sent experts to Sichuan, Shanghai and other places, to
establish if there was need to revive the alcohol monopoly.
Through a series of research projects, all the relevant alcohol
management related departments deemed it necessary to
establish a complete set of feasible alcohol management ap-
proaches, and found that the monopoly system did not
address the situation in relation to national development.

The existing management chaos resulted in a series of
problems in alcohol production and consumption in China. In
response, the Ministry of Domestic Trade, or the Ministry of
Finance, expressed the need for the concerned departments to
exercise monopoly. However even after years of discussions,
the proposal to revive the monopoly system is yet to be
implemented. Interestingly, after years of intensive rounds of
the discussion, people have gradually realized that so many
departments and the alcohol industry had selfish interests
regarding the restoration of the alcohol monopoly manage-
ment to the extent that some deliberately opposed the re-
introduction of the alcohol monopoly. The numerous rounds
of discussions on alcohol monopoly policy recovery resulted

in two opposing thoughts. With one faction seconding that
alcohol monopoly is the only weapon for controlling the
alcohol production and marketing disorder and the other side
insisting that the monopoly approach could not stand the
heavy responsibility and challenges at stake that a pressing
matter that urgently required to be addressed by alcohol
legislation. “Under the situation, Xiao Derun vice chairman
China Brewing Industry Association by then declared that the
monopoly system was to adapt to the open market and WTO
[World Trade Organization], to improve the alcohol industry”
[30]. Despite all those efforts, China is yet to have a unified
national alcohol law and regulations that matches the devel-
opment of market economy system as well the situation.
Although it is not conducive to control alcohol production and
consumption, and strengthen the alcohol industry manage-
ment systems, the urgency and relevance make it an issue.

4. Alcohol policy in China

The current Chinese alcohol supervision and management
system mainly focuses on aspects such as issuing production
licenses, taxation, distribution, and advertising. With regard
to production, the Ministry of Industry and Information
Technology system is mandated with issuing production li-
cense with strict consideration of quality but it no longer is-
sues production licenses to new spirit manufacturers. There
are a few reports on alcohol policies encompassing taxation,
laws on drink and driving, selling alcohol to minors, control
over market supply, licensing, and regulation of availability of
alcohol in China [31]. In this article, we exhaustively describe
the alcohol industrial policy, taxation, distribution, adver-
tisement, minimum age of alcohol purchase, packaging and
the inclusion of public health warning labels. In general, the
current alcohol policy in China has contributed less to public
health concerns (Table 1).

4.1. Alcohol industrial policy

Through strategic planning, the Chinese government has
strongly encouraged and guided the development of the
alcohol industry, resulting in a steady increase in alcohol
production. In the provincial governments, such as Henan,
Shandong, Jiangsu, Hubei, Sichuan, and Guizhou, policies and
regulations have been instituted to improve on the alcohol
industry development. Although mainly focused on the white
spirits industry, the successful application of alcohol legisla-
tions in the above-mentioned provinces sets a good precedent
for all the other regions in China. For example, Guizhou
province is an important alcohol-producing area located in
the southwest of China that formulated a series of laws and
regulations as measures to support and encourage the
development of the alcohol-making industry but with special
focus on strong drinks. Similarly, the increased support for the
development of Kweichow Moutai spirits has played a leading
role marketing of Moutai spirit brand, creating Guizhou White
Spirit brand, enhancing the overall competitiveness of Guiz-
hou white spirit, strengthening the environmental protection,
comprehensive utilization of resources, and the accelerated
construction of high quality raw materials base.
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Table 1 — Comparison of alcohol policy in China and Japan.

Areas of policy

China

Japan

Restriction of availability
Monopoly on production and sale No
Retail sale and production licensing system Yes
Off-premise retail sales

No restrictions (include hours,
days, places, etc.)

No
Yes
No restriction

Minimal legal drinking age No 20
Density of alcoholic outlets 0.5%, no maximum limit 1% or more alcohol by volume
Price No provisions Beer—cola ratio: 1.53
Relative cost: decreasing
Tax Yes (by type of alcoholic beverages) Yes (by type of alcoholic beverages)

Drink-driving legislation
Advertising
Sponsorship

Warning labels

No restrictions

drinking”, etc.)

Alcohol-free environment No provisions

Yes (Road Traffic Law)
Yes (Regulation of Alcohol Advertising)

Recommended (“Excessive drinking is
harmful to your health”, “Pregnant women
and young children should not be

Yes (Road Traffic Law)

No restrictions

No restrictions
Administrative guidance

(by the National Tax Agency)
Voluntary code (by alcoholic
beverage industry)

No provisions

4.2, Alcohol taxation

The relationship between the increase in alcohol taxes and
the reduction in alcohol-related harm has well been estab-
lished since the 1980s in China. In 1984, the Chinese govern-
ment began to levy taxes on grain-produced alcohol, grain
alcohol tax rate 50%, and potato alcohol 40%. An increase in
alcohol tax levy is cited to impact reduction in alcohol-related
harm [32]. In 1994, the State Council passed the Provisional
Regulations of the People's Republic of China, extending the
alcohol tax levy from just production to the consumption tax,
the tax rate declined compared to that originally levied. On
January 1, 2009, the newly revised consumption tax regula-
tions were implemented, but the tax rates were just reaf-
firmed (Table 2). But in the real tax practice, alcohol-making
enterprises are also required to pay value added tax, business
tax, enterprise income tax, personal income tax, city main-
tenance and construction tax, urban education surtax, local
education surtax, price regulation fund, stamp duty, and other
various taxes and fees. Although the current alcohol taxation
rate is relatively low, it is clear that overall alcohol taxation in

China has been used to raise the government revenue without
any effort to improve public health [31]. In 1994, the sprit tax
rate dropped from 50% to 25%, followed by a sharp increase in
alcohol outlets (Fig. 2). In 2001, a specific tariff of 0.5 Yuan per
500 g or 500 mL on spirit was levied until 2004, and a dramatic
decrease in sprit production was reported. In 2006, the gov-
ernment discontinued differential taxation on potato and
grain spirit, fueling acute increase in alcohol production.

4.3. Regulate the distribution

In 2005 the Ministry of Commerce introduced two industry
standards specifying the minimum operation requirements
and management guidelines that were meant to be followed
by the different stake holders engaged in alcohol wholesale
and retail trading activities [33,34]. This was designed to
regulate alcohol market distribution management at whole-
sale and retail levels, ensuring the sale of high quality alcohol
products and documentation of all transactions to allow
traceability. The standard mainly focuses on the alcohol dis-
tribution and was recommended to be voluntarily adopted by

Table 2 — Alcohol tax rates (%) by types of alcoholic beverages.

1984° 1994° 2001¢ 2006 2009¢
Grain spirit 50 25 0.5 Yuan/500 mL 20 20
Potato spirit 40 15 0.5 Yuan/500 mL 20 20
Beer 40 220 Yuan/ton 220 or 250 Yuan/ton 220 or 250 Yuan/ton
Rice wine 50 240 Yuan/ton 240 Yuan/ton
Other alcoholic beverage 13-30 10 10
Edible alcohol 10 5 5

& Other alcoholic beverages include reproduction liquor (30%), fruit wine and sparkling wine (15%), medicinal liquor (13%), spirit distilled by
bran (28%), distilled by other raw materials (15%) and indigenous sweet alcohol (38%).

® Quota tax rates were 220 Yuan/ton for beer, 240 Yuan/ton for rice wine. Flat tax rates on other kinds of alcoholic beverages were set.

¢ Beer tariff was divided into two grades, a 250 Yuan/ton and 220 Yuan/ton.

4 Tax rates on grain spirits and potato spirits were unified.

¢ Tax rates have not been changed since 2006, and the tax rates were reaffirmed in 2009.
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Fig. 2 — Spirit outlets and tax policy changes from 1992 to 2012.

the involved enterprises. Surprisingly, the two standards have
since become the pioneers of alcohol distribution manage-
ment change and have been endorsed by Commerce Minister
Bo Xilai as the ideal alcohol circulation management
approach [35]. This approach ultimately streamlines the
alcohol distribution, promotes systematic development of the
alcohol market, protects alcohol producers, and operators,
and the legitimate rights and interests of consumers.
Furthermore the inclusion of the registration and tracking
system ensures traceability of the distributed alcohol from
the factory to the point of final consumption. However, the
approach does not cater for other stages such as the raw
material distribution and after purchase from the designated
outlets. The Ministry of Commerce is mandated to supervise
and administer nationwide alcohol circulation through the
establishment of commerce departments or other certified
agencies.

4.4. Restrictions on alcohol advertising

The State Administration for Industry and Commerce was
charged with overseeing all alcohol advertisements. On
November 17, 1995, the body released the first alcohol adver-
tising regulations [36,37], which specified that alcohol adver-
tising labels were required to state details such as product
name, trademark, packaging of alcohol, and name of alcohol
company and also highlighted the information not to be pre-
sented to the public (Table 3). With the development of the
mass media reforms, this regulation has been further revised,
but there are no contents on the network advertising. At the
same time, illegal alcohol advertising is a serious problem.
According to a report by the Chinese Academy of Social Sci-
ences, the most serious is the illegal alcohol advertising
becoming exceeding amount to the standard. There are
drinking actions in some advertising, and others directly or

Table 3 — Restrictions on alcohol advertising in China.

Content

Details

Forbidden information

Statements encouraging or tempting people to drink more alcohol.
Actions reflecting that drinking alcohol is good.

Restrictions on different
media

Videos or and images of young people drinking alcohol.

The visual presentation showing people drinking while driving cars, boats, and airplanes.
Revealing direct or indirect unscientific outcomes such as ‘eliminate strains and anxiety,’
‘enhance physical strength.’

Directly or indirect owing success at personal, business, society level to alcohol drinking.
Comparing the alcohol content or quality of different alcohol brands.

TV only allowed to issue at most 2 items of alcohol advertisement from 19:00 to 21:00/channel/d,
and at most 10 items/channel/d at rest time.

Radio only allowed to issue at most 2 items of alcohol advertisement on radio/channel/h.
Newspapers and magazines only allowed to issue at most 2 items of alcohol advertisement

per volume, and the alcohol advertisements are not allowed to appear on the front page or cover.
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indirectly owing success at personal, business, society level to
alcohol drinking. There is a conflict between the Regulation of
Alcohol Advertising and the Management Approach of
Advertisement Broadcasting by the State Administration of
Radio Film and Television. According to the former manage-
ment object is alcohol advertising, but to the latter includes
only spirits commercial advertising.[38].

4.5. Age limit for purchasing

There are a few legal provisions for underage drinking in
China. The Law on the Protection of Minors stipulates: that
parents have the duty to prevent the underage from being
drunk; prohibition the sale of alcohol to people aged <18 years;
and that the retailer must display a clear notice that prohibits
the sale of alcohol to minors, the retailers will pay a relevant
penalty if they violate the regulation. No one should drink in
middle and primary schools, kindergarten, and other places
where minors assemble. The alcohol circulation management
approach prohibits the retailer selling alcohol to minors and
stipulates that the retailer must display a clear notice.

4.6. Package and warning labels

The general standards for the labeling of prepackaged alco-
holic beverages, fermented alcoholic, distilled spirits, blended
alcoholic beverage and so on stipulates that all products will
have an alcoholic concentration (ethanol content) of > 0.5% by
volume, which will be indicated on all product labels. The
labels should convey a warning message about the product
such us “Excessive drinking is harmful to your health” or
“Pregnant women and young children should not be drink-
ing”. Unpackaged alcoholic beverages are also required to
conform to national food health standards.

5. A public health approach to policy
5.1. Towards a public health approach to alcohol policy

An alcohol policy is a set of approved regulations that covers
alcohol marketing, consumption in public places, distribution,
taxation, and underage access [39]. Babor defines an alcohol
policy as set laws, regulations, and practices designed to
reduce excessive alcohol use and related harm at the popu-
lation level [40]. Davison et al [41] suggested that a good
alcohol policy should include establishing the minimum age
of the consumers, amount to be served to consumers in bars
and restaurants, alcohol taxation, drink driving policies, and
regulations for licensing selling, marketing, and distributing
alcohol. Among theoretically linked policy groups, alcohol
price restrictions were the highest-rated policies, followed by
those that limited its physical availability. State alcohol excise
taxes and restrictions on wholesale and retail pricing were all
rated highly for both youth and the general population,
whereas policies targeting the physical availability of alcohol
were rated as slightly more effective for youths than for adults
[42]. The WHO global strategy elaborates 10 target areas as the
basic measures for reducing alcohol harm: leadership,
awareness, and commitment; health services response;

community action; drink-driving policies and counter mea-
sures; availability of alcohol; marketing of alcoholic bever-
ages; pricing policies; reducing the negative consequences of
drinking and alcohol intoxication; reducing the public health
impact of illicit alcohol and informally produced alcohol; and
monitoring and surveillance [2]. In view of the comparison
between tobacco and alcohol, plus the precedent established
by the WHO Framework Convention on Tobacco Control, calls
for a Framework Convention on Alcohol Control are not sur-
prising [43]. Many researches provide us with the theoretical
foundation to establish a basic framework of alcohol policy.

Alcohol is closely related to public health [44], and thus
deserves more consideration and recognition under current
government alcohol policy. In order to improve the interde-
partmental strategy and cooperation, the government should
establish a cross-department coordination organization. The
government should give priority to public health when mak-
ing the alcohol policy and consider its integrality and direction
[45]. The Chinese government should amend the current in-
dustrial policy, which encourages and supports the develop-
ment of alcohol industry to strengthen the alcohol production
license and quality control, reduce alcohol outlets, and
improve the quality of alcoholic products to prevent low-
quality alcoholic beverages. It should: strengthen taxation;
regulate the production of different kinds of alcoholic bever-
ages; raise the spirit tax; reduce alcohol density; strengthen
the management of retailing [46]; prevent illegal alcohol bev-
erages and reduce the informal alcohol; revise the Regulations
of Alcohol Advertising to regulate advertising, sponsorship,
and promotion, and place restrictions on the Internet and
other new media [47]; make alcohol laws and set a minimum
age for purchasing and drinking to reduce teenage drinking
harms; provide an alcohol-free environment for minors; fully
consider the impact on the environment when making policy
[48,49]; reduce minors' exposure to alcohol advertising [50];
regulate the hours [51], days [52], and places [53,54] of retail
sales, restricting the availability [55,56]; require all packaging
to adopt mandatory clearly displayed warning labels [57]; and
establish a research institution [58] to collect relevant data
[59], and carry out alcohol related research. Local government
should make a strategy and plan to reduce the alcohol-related
problems [60].

5.2.  The impediments of the Chinese alcohol policy

There may be impediments to making and implementing
alcohol policies in China. First of all, the decentralized man-
agement is implemented in alcohol production and circula-
tion. Itis hard to harmonize the interests of each management
department [61]. In the current alcohol management system,
the Department of Agriculture is in charge of planting, the
quality inspection department is responsible for production,
the State Administration for Industry and Commerce moni-
tors the market, the Department of Commerce manages dis-
tribution, the Customs Department controls import and
export, the Health Department controls health indicators, and
the Food Department and Drug Department care for con-
sumption. Some areas even have a specialized alcohol man-
agement department, in addition to all levels of industry
association. While defects in multiple management are
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reflected in two aspects, it is difficult to reach a consensus,
especially where there are self interests that are indicated by
the different parties betraying each other and no sector
committing to take full responsibility.

The country is still in a deadlock over what kinds of alcohol
management system should be adopted, which explains why
the legislative activities are still unsuccessful. After the
Communist regime took charge, the monopoly system was
implemented nationwide, but after the process of the reform
and opening up since 1978, the alcohol management system
gradually loosened and even became ineffective. Since then,
the alcohol monopoly or other management model has been
proposed. Although it is hard to embrace the monopoly sys-
tem nationwide, the debate to apply it still rages. In the
absence of a clear management mode, it is difficult to adopt a
national alcohol policy.

The pronounced conflict of interest at the provincial and
central level in regards to policy implementation remains the
main reason for failure to establish an alcohol management
system and an alcohol policy. In the policy established by the
National Development and Reform Commission and the State
Council, the white spirit industry is under strict state re-
strictions, but in provinces where there is large-scale white
spirit production, almost all forms of local legal legislation
favor the development of alcohol industry, making it hard to
achieve the original government intention of controlling spirit
production.

The Chinese alcohol industry is a huge business, which has
a strong impact on government policies. In recent years, the
alcohol industry led the proposal for relevant legislation. Forty
NPC representatives presented a proposal on the Establish-
ment of Alcohol Law (No. 410) in 2009 [62]. The proposal was
led by Jin, the chairman of Tsingtao Beer, along with Moutai
Group Chairman Ji Keliang, the vice chairman of Wuliangye
Group Tang Qiao, Yanjing Brewery chairman Li Fucheng, and
Changyu chairman Sun Ligiang. The proposed analysis
mainly catered for the interests of large alcohol business
leaving out the small and medium sized enterprises, distri-
bution field agencies and most importantly, the views of
consumers and the public. Many surveys indicate that the
alcohol industry plays an important role in alcohol policy [63],
however, it constantly argues against the implementation of
regulatory approaches that have a strong evidence base for
effectiveness (such as increasing the price, reducing the
availability, and restricting the marketing of alcohol) [64,65].
The alcohol industry association should be involved in the
making and implementation of the alcohol policy but it has
consistently shown little interest [66].

In the other legal context, some people think that China
does not need an alcohol policy. In fact, China has issued the
Food Safety Law, Product Quality Law, Consumer Protection
Law, Trademark law, Advertisement Law, Anti-Monopoly
Law, Anti-Unfair Competition Law, Circular Economy Pro-
motion Law, and other laws. The development departmental
regulations in areas such as alcohol advertising, alcohol dis-
tribution management approach, and management standards
for the wholesale and retail of alcohol commodities. The
implementation of the alcohol production licensing system
involves the attachment of an alcohol-distribution docu-
mentation system, the provisions for food security are linked

to criminal law where violation would amount to a death
penalty. In view of this, China Food Industry Association of-
ficials insist that the alcohol legislation is needless.

6. Conclusion

After 1949, China's alcohol monopoly system for controlling
alcohol production, consumption, and the inhibition of
alcohol-related problems played an important role. After the
1980s, the government abandoned the monopoly manage-
ment of alcohol, and adopted a laissez-faire policy; alcohol
production is increasing rapidly, and alcohol-related problems
have emerged. The government is aware that these problems
must be changed, but there is still no unified management
mechanism, management measures, or national alcohol law.
No matter how much intentional and nationwide efforts were
invested in the early 1990s by the State Council issuing the
Alcohol Management Ordinance (Draft), the discussion on the
restoration of the monopoly system remains a pressing matter
that can easily spark endless debate justifying why there are
still no remarkable achievements registered at any level in
recent years. If the government wants to make progress in the
management of alcohol and alcohol-related problems, com-
plete transformation of government functions and more un-
derstanding about alcohol is paramount. Furthermore, alcohol
should be regarded as a special drink instead of a kind of
commodity or food. There is an urgent need to establish a good
relationship among the revenue, industrial, commercial, and
other government departments, the central and local govern-
ments, industry interests and public health, and so on.
Embracing the local legislation and regulations is the founda-
tion for introducing a nationwide alcohol policy accounting for
alcohol production, circulation, marketing, consumption, and
other aspects, and establish related management mechanism
presents good prospects and a clear direction towards the
public health of an alcohol policy in China.
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