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Alcohol is a carcinogen, so the more 
alcohol a woman drinks over her lifetime, 
the higher her risk of breast cancer
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smart sip?
The news that wine may help women keep their weight down  
should be taken with a big grain of salt

By Dr. Art Hister

Dr. Art Hister is a medical writer and health 
analyst for Global TV and Corus Radio. 

ere’s a quick 
quiz. Unlike 
today’s students 
who won’t do a 
quiz unless they 

have access to a computer, 
calculator and attorney (to 
sue for them if they don’t 
get an A), you have nothing 
to rely on but your native 
smarts.

So, from the following 
headlines about important 
health news, all of which 
came out on the same day 

recently, which one was 
picked up by every major 
health wire service while 
the others were pretty much 
ignored?

1. World Without HIV 
Babies By 2015?

2. Drug-resistant Malaria 
Stirs Global Health Fears

3. Scientists Find Why 
Vitamin D is Important

4. Wine Helps Women 
Keep Weight Down

Pour yourself a glass 
of your favourite Chateau 

Rotgut if you answered 
No. 4, a story that was 
widely reported by every 
health news service, while 
the other, arguably more-
important stories were 
nearly totally overlooked.

Which pretty much sums 
up our priorities, I guess. 
But then, as a health reporter 
(and Syrah sipper), I must say 
that stories about the health 
benefits of wine capture my 
instant attention, too.

All of which is to 
introduce the news — 
although you probably 

already saw it — that a 
study claims that moderate 
alcohol intake may help 
women control their weight. 
Researchers enrolled 20,000 
normal-weight women 
under 50, and after 13 
years, as expected, all the 
women gained weight. But 
those women who claimed 
to drink only what the 
researchers called moderate 
amounts of alcohol — the 
equivalent of one to two 
glasses of wine a day 
(however, most of us would 
say that two glasses of 
wine daily is not really 
“moderate” intake for a 
woman) — gained the least 
weight, especially compared 
to teetotalers.

Ergo, there’s something 
in alcohol that helps a 
younger woman maintain 
her weight. But ladies, 
before you rush out to lose 
five pounds by getting  
drunk a few times, a note  
of caution.

First, it may not be 
alcohol that helped these 
women stay slimmer. Rather, 
compared to non-drinkers, 
women who drink may be 
healthier and slimmer for 
other reasons: they may eat 
better, exercise more, sleep 
better, be zippier, be happier 

(I’m certain they’re happier) 
and so on. So it may be, as I 
believe, that alcohol intake 
is merely a marker for other 
health practices that are 
actually the root of why they 
gain less weight.

And equally important, 
alcohol is a carcinogen, 
particularly on breast 
tissue, so the more alcohol 
a woman drinks over her 
lifetime, the higher her risk 
of breast cancer.

Bottom line (not bottoms 
up): Alcohol is a risky 
product with many potential 
hazards. Always use it 
wisely. n
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