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The Australasian College for Emergency Medicine (‘ACEM’) is currently undertaking 
research, with Australian Government assistance, to quantify alcohol harm dealt with in 
Emergency Departments in Australia.  Equivalent research is also being undertaken in 
New Zealand.  This will be the largest study of alcohol-related presentations in Emergency 
Departments to be undertaken in Australasia.  
 
Whilst this research continues, the ACEM released in December last year a ‘snapshot’ as 
to what was happening in ninety two Emergency Departments across Australia at 2am on 
Saturday morning, 14 December 2013.4  
 
It revealed that 1 out of 7 patients attended as a result of the harmful use of alcohol.  It 
also indicated that in some ‘hot spots’, the figure was as high as I in 3 for alcohol related 
presentations.  
 

“If you work in an ED with 1 in 3 patients affected by alcohol, it’s more like a pub than a 
hospital.  This is intolerable for staff ... ”  
Dr Diana Egerton-Warburton, chair of the ACEM Public Health Committee and a principal 
investigator for the study.5 

 
The snapshot confirmed the anecdotal understanding that Emergency Department staff 
are regularly confronting alcohol related presentations, and consequently having to 
manage the acute and chronic complications of alcohol.  This also means dealing with 
patients who are often violent and aggressive because of their alcohol consumption.   
 

It also means that care and treatment to other patients are disrupted or delayed because 
of the number of alcohol related presentations - along with the often belligerent behaviour 
of alcohol affected patients and friends attending the Emergency Department with them.  
This is clearly “unfair on other patients.”6  
 
It is also unfair to all of the community and the burden it places on public monies.  The 
Auditor-General of NSW on 6 August 2013 released a report on the cost of alcohol abuse 
to the NSW Government.7  Whilst the report noted that many agencies - individually or 
collectively - did not collect information on the total cost incurred by them and therefore 
the NSW community, it identified that the total annual cost of alcohol-related abuse to 
NSW Government services to be at least $1.029 billion in 2010.  It further estimated that 
total societal costs in NSW to be $3.87 billion per year.8   
 
These are extraordinary amounts of public monies.  More worryingly, they most likely 
understate the amount actually expended.  
 
Even that shortest of literature reviews clearly identifies the magnitude of the problem, and 
the one that the NSW Government eventually confronted head on earlier this year with 
measures to curb alcohol related violence.  

                                                
4
  “If your drinking puts you in an Emergency Department you’re a ‘Bloody Idiot”, Australasian College 

for Emergency Medicine - Media Release, 18 December 2013. 
5  Ibid. 
6  “Hospital emergency units tell how alcohol-related cases disrupt treatment of others”, Lucy Carroll, 

Sydney Morning Herald, 19 December 2013, quoting Dr Diana Egerton-Warburton, chairwoman of 
the Australasian College of Emergency Medicine Public Health Committee.  

7
  “Cost of alcohol abuse to the NSW Government”, New South Wales Auditor-General’s Performance 

Audit, 6 August 2013. 
8
  Ibid, pp 3. 
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The following is the result of the ASMOF survey.  
 
Question 1 

 
 
 
Question 2 
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Question 3 

 
 
 
Question 4 
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Question 5 

 
 
 
 






