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Introduction

A 2007 Marin Institute report demonstrated that many alcohol advertisements in the San
Francisco public transportation system were in clear violation of national standards.' The release
of the Marin Institute’s report led to the removal of all alcohol ads in the MUNI system in San
Francisco.

In June of 2007, the Hunter College Corporations and Health Watch Project decided to assess the
prevalence of alcohol advertising in the New York City subway system. We selected a
convenience sample of subway stations and subway stops in Manhattan, choosing subway stops
and trains with high ridership and customer flow. In June and again in July, we observed four
Manhattan subway lines (the 4, D, A, and L lines) between 14th Street and 125" Street and
recorded each instance and brand of alcohol advertisement. Researchers examined all
advertisements posted within the subway stations and also inspected advertisements on selected
trains.

Results

Twelve out of seventeen subway stations surveyed had at least one alcohol advertisement in both
June and July. In four of these subway stations, during both June and July, every single
advertisement was for alcohol. The observed alcohol advertisements were most commonly for
Stolichnaya Vodka, Budweiser and Mike’s Hard Lemonade. As shown below, in June, 25% of
all subway station advertisements were for alcohol products and in July, 34% were for alcohol.
In both months, four or more of the busiest subway stations displayed only alcohol
advertisements. Of the total of 1711 advertisements observed within seventeen subway stations
in June and July, nearly 30% were for alcohol.

Subway Cars

Researchers inspected a small, nonrandom sample of approximately 35 subway cars in June and
July and observed 385 alcohol advertisements posted on these trains. Many subway cars contain
repeating Bud Light advertisements with the slogan, “It’s Always Worth It” while other regular
Budweiser advertisements encourage riders to “Open Up a World of Taste.” If a car contained
any alcohol advertisements, these ads were usually repeated down an entire half of the car with
the other half being occupied by advertisements for some other product.
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Conclusion

The Metro Transit Authority (MTA) system serves an average of 7,262,760 passengers daily on
26 lines. Each year more than a billion passengers enter the New York City subway system. New
York City schools provide free transit passes to 700,000 children every semester. Thus, it is
estimated that each year millions of New York City youngsters are repeatedly exposed to alcohol
advertisements. Several research studies demonstrate that young people exposed to more alcohol
advertising are more likely to drink.> For example, based on the study of a national sample of
young people, a recent article in the Archives of Pediatric and Adolescent Medicine (Snyder et
al, 2006) concluded that “alcohol advertising contributes to increased drinking among youth.”
Another study showed that the largest segments of the U.S. market for alcohol products are
under-age drinkers and adult problem drinkers, who together account for almost 40% of the
market for alcohol products.’ Thus, by allowing alcohol advertisements in the NYC transit
system, the Metropolitan Transit Authority contributes to illegal and problem drinking in New
York City.

According to the New York City Department of Health and Mental Hygiene, in 2005, 1,450 New
York City deaths were directly or indirectly attributable to alcohol.* Many more individuals and
families had their well-being hurt by excess or improper alcohol use. The Health Department
reports that 15% of NYC residents drink excessively—defined as consuming more than 60
drinks a month for men and more than 30 a month for women, or binge drinking, that is
consuming 5 or more drinks on anyone occasion.’

By banning alcohol advertisements in the New York City bus and subway system, the
Metropolitan Transit Authority can take an important step in reducing the burden alcohol
imposes on New Yorkers.



About Corporations and Health Watch

The Corporations and Health Watch Project is based at Hunter College, City University of New
York. The Project monitors the health impact of the corporate practices of the alcohol,
automobile, firearms, food, pharmaceutical and tobacco industries and studies public health
strategies designed to encourage these industries to modify activities that harm health. Its website
www.corporationsandhealth.org serves as a forum for researchers, advocates and public health
professionals who seek to reduce unhealthy corporate practices. Its director is Nicholas
Freudenberg, DrPH, Distinguished Professor of Public Health at Hunter College. He can be
reached at nfreuden@hunter.cuny.edu.
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