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Alcohol and injury and unnatural death 
in Covid-19 lockdown South Africa: 

Local and global lessons to be learned



The South African Medical Research Council
recognizes the catastrophic and persisting consequences of colonialism and apartheid, 
including land dispossession and the intentional imposition of educational and health 

inequities
  

Acknowledging the SAMRC’s historical role and silence during apartheid, 
we commit our capacities and resources to the continued promotion of justice and dignity 

in health research in South Africa 
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Heavy episodic drinking among 
drinkers (≥5 drinks: 60g) in 

single occasion past 30 days -
(%) of drinkers

World 43.0 32.8 50.2
AFR 32.2 40.0 39.5
South Africa
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19.4
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Drinking context in South Africa & associated harms 



COVID19 IN SOUTH AFRICA (EARLY DAYS)
• SA reported its first confirmed case of COVID-19 on March 5, 
• # of infections grew slowly & concerns were expressed about readiness of health 

facilities to cope with infected persons needing intensive care and ventilators
• Initial steps instituted (19-26 March 2020) included (i) travel bans for visitors from 

certain countries, (ii) requests for citizens to refrain from international travel, (iii) 
screening of returning travelers, (iv) discouraging domestic travel, (v) prohibiting 
gatherings of 100+,(vi) contact tracing, (vii) increasing hospital capacity, (viii) some 
restrictions on hours of alcohol sales:
– 50-person limit for on-site consumption premises selling liquor
– a ban on the granting of special events liquor licenses
– all on-site consumption premises selling liquor must be closed 18:00-09:00 the next morning on 

weekdays/Saturdays, and from 13:00 on Sundays/public holidays
– all off-site consumption premises selling liquor must be closed 18:00-09:00 the next morning on 

weekdays/Saturdays, and from 13:00 on Sundays/public holidays 



WHO statistics on Covid19 confirmed cases and 
deaths over time



WHAT FOLLOWED ….

• From 00:00 on 26 March 2020 to control spread of Covid-19 
more stringent controls on alcohol were imposed:
– Alcohol not included in list of essential goods and services that 

could be purchased
• “the sale of alcohol has proven links to an increase in violent 

crime, motor vehicle accidents, medical emergencies and results 
in full emergency rooms and hospitals. In the face of a pandemic 
such as Covid-19, the experience of the rest of the world has 
shown us that hospitals need to be prepared to receive and treat 
vast numbers of Covid-19 patients and to quarantine them from 
non-infected patients.”

– Among list of premises closed to the public during lockdown were 
on- & off-site alcohol consumption premises



PERIODS OF SOUTH AFRICAN LIQUOR SALES BANS
Level Date Alcohol - on Alcohol off Evening Curfew

0 1/1/20-18/3/20 normal normal none
0 19/3/20-26/3/20 Mo-Fr 09:00-18:00

Sa-Su 09:00-13:00
Mo-Fr 09:00-18:00
Sa-Su 09:00-13:00

none

4&5 27/3/20–31/5/20 (66) BAN BAN Hard lockdown
3 1/6/20-12/7/20 BAN Mo-Th 09:00-17:00 20:00/21:00*-04:00

3b 13/7/20–17/8 (36) BAN BAN 21/22:00-04:00
2/1 18/8/20–28/12/20 normal Mo-Th 09:00/10:00 –

17:00/18:00
22:00/00:00-04:00

3 29/12/20–1/2/21 (34) BAN BAN 21:00-05:00/06:00
3 2/2/21 – 28/2/21 normal M-Th 10:00-19:00 23:00-04:00
1 1/3/21-1/4/21 normal normal 24:00-04:00
1 2/4/21-5/4/21 Normal BAN 24:00-04:00
1 1/3/21-30/5/21 Normal normal 24:00-04:00
2 31/5/21-15/6/21 Restr/bars 22:00 Normal 23:00-04:00
3 16/6/21 Restr/bars 21:00 M-Th 10:00-18:00 22:-00-04:00
4a 28/6/21-25/7/21 (28) BAN BAN 21:00-04:00
3a 26/7/21 Mon-Sun till 20:00 Mon-Thur 10:00-18:00 22:00-04:00
2a 13/9/21 Mon-Sun till 22:00 Mon-Fri 10:00-18:00 23:00-04:00
1a 1/10/21 normal normal 24:00-04:00`
1 31/12/21 normal normal None
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WHAT HAPPENED: EFFECTS OF ALCOHOL SALES BANS & OTHER LOCKDOWN 
PROVISIONS ON TRAUMA PRESENTATION & UNNATURAL DEATHS IN SA 



Weekly unnatural deaths in South Africa
Week 1(2020)-Week 15(2021)

Moultrie et al (2021). Unnatural deaths, alcohol bans and curfews: Evidence from a 
quasi-natural experiment during COVID-19. SAMJ

Death 
data

The more intense the colour the greater the restrictions on alcohol sales



• Full restrictions 
on alcohol 
resulted in 
significant 
reductions in 
unnatural 
deaths, 
increasing with 
duration of 
curfew

• Partial 
restrictions had 
less significant 
effects on 
unnatural 
deaths, but still 
an effect

1 June -11 July 2020 – immediately 
post hard lock-down. Ban on on-

site consumption, throttled off



1. Exposed culture of heavy drinking in SA and dependence of many drinkers on 
alcohol and also the dependence of large parts of the alcohol industry/trade on 
heavy drinking 

2. Raised attention on the burden of heavy use of alcohol use in SA ito trauma and 
non-natural deaths

3. Got the President to acknowledge that alcohol is not an essential product and to 
highlight the close links between alcohol use and GBV

4. Showed that change is possible by revealing the effectiveness of a single 
regulatory measure in dramatically reducing trauma presentations and non-
natural deaths and raised questions about the impact of a basket of less 
restrictive regulatory interventions

5. Raised questions about the kind of society in which we wish to live -- free from 
weight of alcohol-related death and disability and on how we could create a new 
normal



6. It exposed the lengths the industry would go to in order to get their business back, 
including use of the media and raising the specter of disrupting international trade 
agreements

7. It is possible to disrupt the cozy relationship that the alcohol industry has had with 
government for so long

8. Exposed weaknesses in our alcohol regulatory environment and our dependence on 
industry self-regulation and focused attention on the need for the state to strengthen 
regulatory measures and their enforcement & to take a tougher stance on the commercial 
determinants of alcohol-related harm

9. We were in this together. While the impacts are not the same, we are all affected by 
government policies to lessen heavy use of alcohol and reduce the negative impacts. It is 
in most people’s interests to try to create a new normal

10. Highlighted gaps in way we collect and report on death and trauma data. Re latter, it 
raised the imperative of ongoing surveillance of alcohol-related trauma, at least at sentinel 
hospitals around the country, as a thermometer of the burden of alcohol in health services 
and how well our regulatory measures are doing in addressing the burden experienced 
from alcohol use heavy drinking more broadly*
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