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SITUATIONAL BRIEFING 

COVID-19 Supply restrictions compound demand for Illicit alcohol, exacerbate 
health problems 

WARNING 
COVID-19 prohibitions on alcoholic beverages drive markets for illicit alcohol, present 

dangerous risks to consumers, encourage criminality and are economically 

counterproductive. 

In their efforts to contain COVID-19, several countries have enacted legislation banning the 

production, import, distribution and sale of alcoholic beverages. While the suspension of on-

premise consumption of alcohol in cafes, restaurants 

and bars may be necessary for containing the virus, 

the prohibition of sales though regular retail and e-

commerce channels drives a demand for illicit alcohol 

along with associated risks that are potentially 

dangerous and counterproductive. 

Government-imposed prohibitions notoriously prompt 

steep increases in the supply of illegal alcohol 

beverages, namely products that are manufactured 

and/or distributed in violation of applicable regulatory 

frameworks protecting consumer health and safety 

and governing taxation and intellectual property. This 

pattern has resurged in the wake of COVID-19 related prohibition laws, leading to spikes in 

illicit alcohol trade in various parts of the world, from Latin America to Africa and Asia. 

Signs of growth in illicit markets are already emerging. In India, for example, customs and 

police have reported that consumers are turning to illegal liquor, and there is a marked 

increase in seizures of country liquor, an illicit product that has claimed thousands of lives 

over the years.1 In South Africa, another country implementing a total ban, police 

apprehended a ring of illicit alcohol producers and confiscated counterfeit alcohol valued at 

$26,000.2 

Right now, prohibition laws in Panama, Mexico, Australia, India, Sri Lanka, Botswana, South 

Africa and Thailand expose consumers to the health and safety risks of toxic, illicit alcohol.  

 
1 “No relief for tipplers as sale of liquor banned”, The Pioneer, 16 April 2020, at: 
https://www.dailypioneer.com/2020/india/no-relief-for-tipplers-as-sale-of-liquor-banned.html 
2 Alcohol industry concerned after crooks nabbed for filling bottles with dodgy booze, 11 April 2020 
 

TRACIT acknowledges the severity of the 

Covid-19 crisis and understands the need 

for rigorous and sustained action from 

governments in these unprecedented 

times. We are wholly supportive of 

measures aimed at minimizing the 

spread of Covid-19 through social 

distancing. This includes measures that 

suspend the on-premise consumption of 

food and beverages (including alcohol) 

in cafes, restaurants, bars and other 

“on-trade” outlets. 
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I l l ic i t  a lcohol  presents  s ignif icant hea lth r isks  
According to the World Health Organization, “consumption of illicitly or informally produced 

alcohol could have […] negative health consequences due to higher ethanol content and 

potential contamination with toxic substances, such as methanol.”1 

The main health risks associated with illicit trade in alcohol are linked to the absence of 

controls in the manufacturing phase, which lead to end-products that do not comply with 

sanitary, quality and safety regulations. In addition, the unpredictable methanol content may 

have fatal health effects as seen in many countries like India, where in February 2019, more 

than 300 people died after consumption of illegally made country liquor tainted with 

methanol.  

Certain types of illicit alcohol increase the health risks associated with its consumption. For 

example, the WHO has stressed the potentially detrimental effects on health posed by 

surrogate and home-produced alcohol due to contamination with substances added either as 

a denaturant (methanol) or inadvertently introduced during home-production (ethyl 

carbamate). The biggest problem may be caused by methanol additives, which have led to 

several outbreaks of acute poisoning.  

These findings are corroborated by the World Customs Organization (WCO) seizure records, 

which show that “in many instances, these [illicit] products are produced using other, 

cheaper types of alcohol which can have serious adverse health effects. Commonly used 

substitutes for ethanol include chemicals used in cleaning fluids, nail polish remover and 

automobile screen wash, as well as methanol and isopropanol which are used in antifreeze 

and in some fuels.”2 

New restrictions on regulated alcohol will not discourage heavy drinkers from drinking. In 

India, some alcohol addicts are experiencing severe withdrawal symptoms, with a few 

reported cases of suicides and consumption of hand sanitizer leading to severe injury and 

death.3 In Thailand, experts announced that as many as 100,000 people who have become 

seriously dependent on alcohol will be at risk during the nationwide alcohol ban.4 Alcohol 

addiction calls for more sophisticated psychological and medical treatment solutions than 

simplistic prohibition. 

Surge in  i l l ic i t  adds st ra in to health systems 
Surges in demand for illicit alcohol has the potential to exacerbate pressure on health 

systems that are already struggling with scarce resources, including lack of medical 

equipment and personnel or insufficient hospital beds.  

These circumstances are particularly troubling because of the significant public health 

impacts associated with toxic, illicit alcohol. By exposing communities to unintended yet 

 
1 WHO Global Strategy to reduce the harmful uses of alcohol, 2010, Section 37, at:  
2 WCO, Illicit Trade Report 2015. 
3 “Three men die in Tamil Nadu after consuming hand sanitizer,”Pune Mirror, 6 April 
4 “Up to 100,000 Thais at risk from alcohol-related ‘withdrawals’ during national ban,” The Thaiger, 14 April 2020 



COVID-19: SITUATIONAL BRIEFING 

Supply restrictions compound demand for Illicit alcohol 

 

April 2020 

 
Page 3 

 
  

equally serious health problems associated with illicit alcohol, governments are potentially 

undermining public health objectives for which the emergency measures have been enacted.  

It is also notable that legitimate alcohol manufacturers are contributing to the fight against 

the epidemic, for example by producing hand sanitizers. Any restrictions placed on their 

business right now will have consequences on their overall availability. 

Upsurges in  i l l ic i t  a lcohol  reduce government revenue s,  
now v ita l  to address COVID-19 emergenc ies   
The collection of taxes from alcohol trade are traditionally an important source of revenue to 

many governments. As such, curbing illicit trade in alcohol is a fiscal priority. Across 21 

countries in Latin America, Eastern Europe and Africa, this represents an annual fiscal loss of 

US$ 3.6 billion.1 These are significant losses that strip governments of income intended for 

public investment, with relatively more severe impacts on developing countries. 

Countries that implement total bans miss potentially significant taxation revenue sources 

from legitimate alcohol supply chains in terms of lost corporate and personal income taxes, 

along with avoided excise duties. Moreover, prohibition drives the market for untaxed illicit 

substitutes.  

In both cases, reduced governmental revenue induced by prohibition of alcohol creates 

additional strain on already stretched law enforcement agencies in charge of policing crime, 

including cross-border smuggling activities.  

I l l ic i t  trade in alcohol  robs growth and jobs  
The beverage alcohol sector is a major contributor to national economies. This includes the 

alcohol industry, importers, local distributors, wholesalers, hospitality and licensed vendors.   

Restricting availability, including the prohibition of legal alcohol production, during the 

pandemic undermines this important sector, which many jurisdictions consider “essential.”2 

As economies grapple with unemployment and recession, prohibition can have significant 

consequences on jobs, lead to under-investment by legitimate manufacturers and give an 

unfair advantage to illegal factories. Keeping production facilities operational (under strict 

sanitary conditions) contributes to the economy and buoys employment across many sectors. 

In Panama, for example, the ban on production, distribution and consumption of alcoholic 

beverages jeopardizes the viability of a supply chain that supports direct employment of 

3,000 people and 45,000 indirectly.3 In French Polynesia, the alcohol ban was reversed to 

prevent suspension of operations by Brasserie de Tahiti, the local biggest beverage company, 

and to maintain about 400 employees.4 

 
1 Euromonitor, Illicit Alcohol Research Review, October 2018. 
2 New York (USA) Executive Order 202.6 (March 18, 2020)  
3 Executive Decree No.507 from 24 March 2020, art.7. 
4 “Tahiti cuts short alcohol sale ban,” RNZ, 17 April 2020,  
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Prohibit ion dr ives cr iminal  act iv ity   
As reported by the Global Initiative against Transnational Organized crime, “the disruption 

caused by coronavirus has been quickly exploited by some criminal groups as a ‘window’ to 

scale up their activities….the fact that the attention of police and policymakers is currently 

focused elsewhere has cast a shadow that has allowed some criminal groups new scope to 

operate in the realm of illegal markets…”1 

In particular, the involvement of organized criminal groups (OCGs) in the illicit alcohol trade 

has been well documented worldwide. As many OCGs are known for their operational 

flexibility and ability to exploit regulatory gaps and inconsistencies, it is likely that they will 

take advantage of total bans enacted under Covid-19 regulations to diversify their sources of 

income and further consolidate their resilience, locally and transnationally. 

FOR IMMEDIATE ACTION 

GOVERNMENTS 

The Covid-19 pandemic presents governments with closely intertwined challenges for 

maintaining health, safety and economic well-being. In these unprecedented circumstances, 

it is critical for governments to protect citizens’ health and contain the spread of the virus 

while avoiding the potentially catastrophic health and economic effects induced by total 

alcohol bans. To this end, governments are urged to take the following action: 

• Whenever they have been enacted, reverse total bans on the production, distribution 

and consumption of alcoholic beverages in their territories; 

• Ensure availability and access to legitimate products in conformity with social-

distancing rules, including the ability to purchase alcohol in supermarkets and off-

license outlets as well as through home delivery, carry-out, and e-commerce; 

• Follow the approach of countries that have deemed alcohol beverages to be essential 

goods, responding to consumer demand and supporting the legal economy during 

this time of crisis. 

INDUSTRY / PRIVATE SECTOR 

• Fully respect social distancing protocols across the entire supply chain 

(manufacturing, distribution and sale). 

• Ensure responsible service of alcohol and provide responsible drinking information to 

consumers and the broader public. 

INTERNET PLATFORMS  

• Review the current content posted to your websites and remove illegal postings for 

the sales and/or transfer of illicit alcohol products. 

 
1 “Crime and contagion – The impact of a pandemic on organised crime”, The Global Initiative against Transnational 
Organised Crime, March 2020, p.5, at:  https://globalinitiative.net/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/CovidPB1rev.04.04.v1.pdf 

https://globalinitiative.net/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/CovidPB1rev.04.04.v1.pdf
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• Develop and deploy programming to block and prevent posting content for the sale 

and distribution of illicit alcohol products. 

• Educate users that bad actors may exploit the digital platforms for the sale of 

counterfeit, mislabelled and fraudulent products that could pose health risks. 

  

 

TRACIT RESOURCE CENTER 
This document and other resources: https://www.tracit.org/covid-19.html 

 

 

 

POST CRISIS SOLUTIONS 

The COVID-19 Pandemic underscores the urgent need for a strong international policy 

framework to combat the illicit trade in alcohol. 

For more information on TRACIT policy recommendations to control illicit trade in alcohol, 

please visit: https://www.tracit.org/alcohol.html 

 

 

# # # # # 

https://www.tracit.org/alcohol.html

