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The decrease in spirits’ excise taxation in 2002 [1] 
and aggressive marketing and product innovation by 
the alcohol industry [2] have led to a prolonged “health 
recession” in Poland. Only now are we starting to under-
stand the scale of the public health crisis this has precip-
itated. The development of the health situation in Poland 
since the Second World War has been characterised 
by rapid fluctuations in life expectancy [3]. The 1990s 
were a decade of health convergence with the West, as 
life expectancy increased by 4 years among Polish men 
and 3 years among Polish women. The decline in prema-
ture mortality in this period belonged to the quickest in 
Europe [4].

However, since 2003 Poland has experienced a return 
of increasing premature mortality among young and 
middle-aged adults. The main reason underpinning this 
trend is a sudden, dramatic rise in alcohol consumption 
[5] and the resulting increase in morbidity and mortality 
due to alcohol-related diseases and events [3, 4]. Poland 
has seen a freezing of life expectancy not dissimilar to 
the trend recently observed in the United States [6]. In 
both cases the reason was unifactorial and was the bio-
medical consequence of a sudden increase in the use of 
psychoactive substances (alcohol in Poland, opiates in 
the USA).

In the years 1991-2002 life expectancy in Poland 
grew by around 7% among men and by 5% among 
women annually. In the years 2003-2007 life expectancy 
growth stalled at 0.1% annually. In the years 2008-2013 
it picked up slightly to 0.6% in men and 0.3% in women 
annually. Finally, in the years 2013-2017 stagnation in 
life expectancy has been observed once again. In 2018, 
for the first time in the 21st century, life expectancy in 
Poland has slightly decreased (Fig. 1). 

In the last decade, apart from occasional research arti-
cles [3-5], there have not been any official publications or 
reports discussing the increase in alcohol consumption 
and its health effects in Poland. In a 2018 report by the 
Polish National Institute of Public Health – National Insti-
tute of Hygiene, the trends and structure of alcohol con-
sumption in the last 15 years have not been highlighted 
[7]. Meanwhile, an OECD report, published in 2019, indi-
cated that Poland is one of a handful of countries to have 
experienced an increase in alcohol consumption in the 
last decade [8]. The increase in the sale and consumption 
of alcohol in Poland in the years 2003-2018 from 6.5 to 
over 10 litres of pure spirit per year per capita has probably 
been the largest and fastest in the world [5, 8]. At the same 
time, the neighbouring Russia has seen a decline from 
18 to 11 litres between 2007 and 2017 [8-10].

Most recently, in November 2019, the Polish daily 
Rzeczpospolita published data by the General Statisti-
cal Office (GUS) indicating very significant increases in 

FIG. 1. Life expectancy, both sexes in Poland, 1950-2018
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alcohol production in Poland between January 2018 and 
September 2019, especially for vodka and beer [11]. In 
the case of vodka, the production has grown from 64,000 
hectolitres to 87,500 hectolitres per month. 

From the point of view of public health policy, the 
alcohol trends observed in Poland should be a cause 
for great concern. The most recent data for alcohol 
consumption, and especially the rapid increase in sale 
of small vodka bottles, suggests that we can expect an 
ongoing decline in health in Poland [3-5, 11]. However,  
the data on the sale and consumption of alcohol in 
Poland is far from complete.

A public health alarm needs to be sounded in Poland. 
Sound scientific investigation into the growing alcohol 
consumption and its health effects is sorely needed. The 
bleak, mass-scale, population-wide natural experiment 
occurring in Poland needs to be understood, described, 
and acted upon. Action is needed urgently and needs to 
be accompanied by the development of a  comprehen-
sive and well-funded national public health programme, 
with special attention to the health effects of alcohol con-
sumption. The government needs to create a position of 
a Public Health Ombudsman who would take responsi-
bility for coordinating action against what is fast becom-
ing a national public health crisis. 
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