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The city’s medical officer of health says there’s a public health menace that 
hits the rich and the poor, the young and the old and it’s not the H1N1 virus. 

Excessive drinking of alcohol has become trivialized to the point where the overuse of booze is becoming normal, said Dr. Isra 
Levy, the head of the city’s public health unit. 

Levy said the devastating effects of overdrinking has been ignored to the point excessive boozing is “normalized.”  

“We seem to tolerate that there’s a disconnect between just how much disease, injury and suffering alcohol brings to our society,” 
said Levy. 

Hazing 

Levy’s comments come just over a week after a high-profile rookie hazing incident involving the Carleton University Ravens 
women’s soccer team that resulted in a two-game suspension for the team. 

Levy said excessive drinking hasn’t received the same attention from public health experts as smoking or communicable diseases, 
despite what he sees as the catastrophic effects alcohol abuse has on people’s health and their families.  

“It still strikes me, seeing the disconnect between the effects of alcohol compared to other health risks, and how normal alcohol 
has become,” said Levy.  

Some drinkers see a designated driver as an excuse to binge drinking and don’t think of the harmful effects leading to brain 
development, liver disease and chronic illnesses, Levy said.  

“Binge drinking among youth is a huge problem,” he said, citing stats from a 2002 community health survey from the Public Health 
Agency of Canada that showed 60% of 15-year-old local teens said they had been “really drunk” at least once. 

Like Canada’s food guide, Levy said adults should follow low-risk drinking guidelines, developed by the Centre for Addiction and 
Mental Health. The guidelines recommend zero drinks for pregnant women, under-age teens, children and anyone who is driving. 
Two drinks a day is the recommended limit for adults, with a weekly total of nine for women and 14 for men.  

 
  

Binge drinking serious health risk, says city's top doc 
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H1N1 vaccine stirs debate over autism link 
It's important for parents to get facts, not conjecture, medical officer 
says 

 

BY MEAGAN FITZPATRICK, CANWEST NEWS SERVICE SEPTEMBER 22, 2009 4:04 AM  
 

 

The much-anticipated H1N1 vaccine has given new life to an ongoing debate about whether 
vaccinations in children can cause autism, a discussion that will likely heat up as Canada and other 
countries move closer to releasing the new vaccine. 

From one side of the debate come assurances that vaccines are safe and there is no conclusive link to 
autism; from the other, warnings that there is a relationship and parents should think twice about giving 
shots to their children. 

Canada's chief public health officer, Dr. David Butler-Jones, has repeatedly said that vaccines have a 
long history of being safe and effective. Weighing in on the autism debate, he noted in a recent 
interview with Canwest News Service that vaccines are given to children at around the same age as 
when neurological disorders can surface. 

"You can have a close time frame," he said. "Just because something's associated in time does not 
mean it's causal." 

Butler-Jones said he recognizes parents are searching for answers about autism's cause, but added 
claims that vaccines are the culprit have not been proven. 

"The studies have been pretty clear and consistent that vaccination is not the cause of many of the 
things that have been claimed around the vaccine," he said. 

The benefits of immunization far outweigh the risks, said Butler-Jones, but he understands people need 
to think carefully about it. 

"It's important that they get the facts -- not the theory, not the conjecture, not the claims -- but the actual 
facts about what we know about the vaccine and the disease and I think ... virtually everybody would 
choose the vaccine," he said. 

The theory that childhood vaccines are behind an upsurge of autism cases emerged in the 1990s and 
in recent years has gained high-profile advocates such as Hollywood star Jenny McCarthy, whose son 
was diagnosed with autism. McCarthy is among the people who believe children receive too many 
vaccines and that a mercury-based preservative called thimerosal used in some vaccines is harmful. 

McCarthy is passionate about her cause, but she has her critics who are equally fervent on the pro-
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vaccination side of the debate. 

Harold Doherty, a New Brunswick parent who writes a blog about his son's experience with autism, 
says his opinion on the controversy lies somewhere in the middle. 

"I've never said that my son's autism was caused by vaccines, or that vaccines have been proven to be 
a factor. I do believe that the research has not been sufficient to rule it out," said Doherty. 

There will be no end to the "vaccine-autism war" unless an observational study is done comparing 
autism rates between vaccinated and unvaccinated populations, according to Doherty, and the H1N1 
immunization program that will get under way this fall is an opportunity for such a study, he said. 

Thimerosal has been removed from most of the vaccines given to children, but it is contained in flu 
shots, including the H1N1 vaccine. 

- - - 

H1N1: Are We REady? read more stories at ottawacitizen.com/flu 
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