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Abstract
Counterfeit alcohol belongs to the category of unrecorded alcohol not reflected
in official statistics. The internet trade of alcoholic beverages has been
prohibited by the Russian Federation since 2007, but various sellers still offer
counterfeit spirits (i.e., forged brand spirits) over the internet to Russian
consumers, mostly in a non-deceptive fashion at prices up to 15 times lower
than in regular sale. The public health issues arising from this unregulated trade
include potential harm to underage drinkers, hazards due to toxic ingredients
such as methanol, but most importantly alcohol harms due to potentially
increased drinking volumes due to low prices and high availability on the
internet. The internet sale also undermines existing alcohol policies such as
restrictions of sale locations, sale times and minimum pricing. The need to
enforce measures against counterfeiting of spirits, but specifically their internet
trade should be implemented as key elements of alcohol policies to reduce
unrecorded alcohol consumption, which is currently about 33 % of total
consumption in Russia.
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Unrecorded consumption in Russia
Unrecorded alcohol is alcohol, not reflected in official statistics, but 
consumed as a beverage1. Since it is untaxed, it is usually much 
cheaper than regular alcohol2. For Russia, unrecorded consumption 
is estimated at about 33.4% (5.3 litres of pure alcohol per capita  
per year) of the consumed alcohol (3; for an overview see 4).

Previous studies in Russia have focused on the consumption of  
alcohol surrogates5–9 or homemade alcohol6,10,11, but comparatively 
little research has been done on other forms of unrecorded prod-
ucts, such as counterfeit alcohol12,13. In the course of an ongoing 
longitudinal study on unrecorded alcohol consumption in Western 
Siberia14, we have observed various internet sellers of counter-
feit spirits, ranging from individual offers on social networks and 
micro-blogs to specialized online shops offering forged expensive 
spirits brands.

The structure and role of internet shops: legal issues
Despite the fact that internet trade of alcoholic beverages was 
prohibited in 2007 as part of measures to reduce counterfeit  
sales15, we recorded more than 25 online sellers of counterfeit  
alcohol, all of which appeared to be maintained and operational 
(unpublished report). All of the observed platforms were structured 
similarly, typically featuring a product catalogue, a section about 
the delivery process and payment, a FAQ section and a contact 
page; they offered a delivery service against payment, typically 
for bulk orders only. The prices of the offered products were con-
siderably lower than the regular market prices for retail sale, for  
example the prices of international vodka brands were 6 times 
lower than in regular sale, and prices of international spirits such 
as rum and whiskey were 10–15 times lower. Qualitative inter-
views revealed that consumers were well aware of the fact, that the  
beverages offered were not originals16.

Experiences from the research project
Our first attempt to order online failed. The seller kept the  
100% advance payment and never answered our e-mails. The  
failure to deliver however, may have been the result of a com-
mon internet scam rather than a legal issue connected with the 
official ban on the online trade of alcohol. For the second order 
a seller with a 50% advance payment scheme was chosen; over  
100 bottles of counterfeit spirits were delivered within the fol-
lowing four weeks. One of the ordered international vodkas was 
not delivered, but instead we received a cheaper Russian brand. 
Although all of the delivered bottles had Russian excise stamps 
attached to them, we suspected these were counterfeits because 
of the low price of the product, and this was later confirmed by  
chemical analyses. However, the appearance of the bottles was 
in good accordance with the original products. The accompa-
nying documents of the delivery package indicated payment of  

freight costs, but not the payment for alcohol itself. Processing  
payments for the delivery of alcohol is legal according to  
Russian law and seems to be an important loophole in the  
existing legislation frequently used by various online sellers,  
regardless of whether their products are counterfeits or not17.

Potential health issues of counterfeit alcohol
There are several health issues arising from this unregulated online 
trade of counterfeit spirits. One problem is the potential harm to 
health of underage drinkers, a vulnerable group, specifically as the 
developing brain may be affected18. Undermining of youth pro-
tection laws by internet trade because of lack of regulation or its 
enforcement has been observed in European Union countries as 
well19.

Since the manufacturing of counterfeits does not follow unified 
guidelines of product composition and safety, they might contain 
harmful and toxic ingredients besides ethanol itself. For exam-
ple methanol poisonings with counterfeit branded spirits have 
occurred regularly in Russia over the last two years, resulting in 
several deaths14,20. These cases corroborate the observed lack of  
enforcement of food safety standards in internet trade21.  
However, methanol intoxications are only isolated cases in  
relation to the general problem of ethanol’s adverse effects. Hence, 
the main problem with counterfeit spirits lies with their cheap  
price, high availability and their high demand by certain popu-
lation groups leading to heavy consumption. Studies suggest  
that consumption of non-deceptive counterfeits (products of which 
the consumers are fully aware that they are counterfeits usually 
because of their cheap price) is associated with consumers of lower 
socio-economic strata, heavy drinking and consumption of fur-
ther types of unrecorded alcohol, including alcohol surrogates13,16. 
Cheaper alcohol products have been linked to most risky patterns of 
consumption associated with premature mortality22–24.

The illegal internet sale of counterfeit alcohol does not only  
evade tax payments and undermines youth protection policies, it 
also undermines various other alcohol policy measures introduced 
in Russia over the last years to reduce the harmful use of alcohol25, 
such as restrictions of sale locations and sale times and the fixed 
minimum price on alcoholic beverages25,26.

Conclusions
Research in Russia suggests that the Internet has become an  
important trade channel of counterfeits12–14 with the observed 
online sellers apparently operating as an intermediate link in the  
distribution chain of counterfeit alcohol in Russia, meeting the 
consumer’s stable demand for cheap alcohol. Therefore, meas-
ures against counterfeiting of alcohol should be part of specific 
policies to reduce unrecorded alcohol consumption and alcohol- 
related harms in Russia. These measures should include not only 
legislation, where increasingly higher penalties for the illegal use of 
trademarks over the past six years were implemented27, but also law 
enforcement, where the laws seemingly are not really enforced, as 
the many internet sources for alcohol reveal. In addition, consistent 
monitoring of the entire production and supply chain of alcoholic 
beverages as well as effective denaturing of alcohol not intended for 
human consumption should be considered as the two key elements 
to achieve this goal28.

      Amendments from Version 1

The Conclusion section was improved according the reviewers’ 
request pointing out some further aspect of measures against 
counterfeiting.

See referee reports

REVISED

Page 3 of 8

F1000Research 2017, 6:520 Last updated: 27 JUN 2017



Author contributions
DWL and JR conceptualized the article. MN drafted a first ver-
sion of the text, DWL, SGW and JR revised the text and all authors 
approved of the final manuscript.

References

1. Lachenmeier DW, Gmel G, Rehm J: Unrecorded alcohol consumption. In: 
Boyle P, Boffetta P, Lowenfels AB, Burns H, Brawley O, Zatonski W, et al., editors. 
Alcohol: Science, Policy, and Public Health. Oxford, U.K.: Oxford University Press; 
2013; 132–42.  
Publisher Full Text 

2. Rehm J, Kailasapillai S, Larsen E, et al.: A systematic review of the epidemiology 
of unrecorded alcohol consumption and the chemical composition of 
unrecorded alcohol. Addiction. 2014; 109(6): 880–93.  
PubMed Abstract | Publisher Full Text 

3. Probst C, Merey A, Rylett M, et al.: Unrecorded alcohol use: A global modelling 
study based on Delphi assessments and survey data. Toronto, ON: Centre for 
Addiction and Mental Health, 2017. 

4. Rehm J, Poznyak V: On monitoring unrecorded alcohol consumption. 
Alcoholism and Drug Addiction. 2015; 28(2): 79–89.  
Publisher Full Text 

5. McKee M, Suzcs S, Sárváry A, et al.: The composition of surrogate alcohols 
consumed in Russia. Alcohol Clin Exp Res. 2005; 29(10): 1884–8.  
PubMed Abstract | Publisher Full Text 

6. Solodun YV, Monakhova YB, Kuballa T, et al.: Unrecorded alcohol consumption 
in Russia: toxic denaturants and disinfectants pose additional risks. Interdiscip 
Toxicol. 2011; 4(4): 198–205.  
PubMed Abstract | Publisher Full Text | Free Full Text 

7. Tomkins S, Saburova L, Kiryanov N, et al.: Prevalence and socio-economic distribution 
of hazardous patterns of alcohol drinking: study of alcohol consumption in men 
aged 25–54 years in Izhevsk, Russia. Addiction. 2007; 102(4): 544–53.  
PubMed Abstract | Publisher Full Text | Free Full Text 

8. Bobrova N, Kurilevitch S, Malyutina D, et al.: Drinking non-beverage (surrogate) 
alcohol: a qualitative study in Novosibirsk, Russia. Eur J Public Health. 2007; 
17(2): 137–138.  
Reference Source

9. Gil A, Polikina O, Koroleva N, et al.: Availability and characteristics of 
nonbeverage alcohols sold in 17 Russian cities in 2007. Alcohol Clin Exp Res. 
2009; 33(1): 79–85.  
PubMed Abstract | Publisher Full Text 

10. Zaigraev G: The Russian Model of Noncommercial Alcohol Consumption. In: 
Haworth A, Simpson R, editors. Moonshine Markets: Issues in Unrecorded Alcohol 
Beverage Production and Consumption. New York and Hove: Brunner-Routledge; 
2004; 31–40.

11. Radaev V: Impact of a new alcohol policy on homemade alcohol consumption 
and sales in Russia. Alcohol Alcohol. 2015; 50(3): 365–72.  
PubMed Abstract | Publisher Full Text 

12. Kotelnikova Z: Explaining counterfeit alcohol purchases in Russia. Alcohol Clin 
Exp Res. 2017; 41(4): 810–9.  
PubMed Abstract | Publisher Full Text 

13. Kotelnikova Z: Consumption of counterfeit alcohol in contemporary Russia: 
The role of cultural and structural factors. 2014; [cited 02/07/2017].  
Reference Source

14. Neufeld M, Lachenmeier D, Hausler T, et al.: Surrogate alcohol containing 
methanol, social deprivation and public health in Novosibirsk, Russia.  
Int J Drug Policy. 2016; 37: 107–10.  
PubMed Abstract | Publisher Full Text 

15. Rg.ru. Postanovlenie Pravitel’stva Rossijskoj Federacii ot 27 sentjabrja 2007 
g. N 612 g. Moskva “Ob utverzhdenii Pravil prodazhi tovarov distancionnym 

sposobom”. [Resolution of the Government of the Russian Federation 
Government September 27th 2007 N 612, Moscow “On approving the rules of 
distance sales”]. 2007; [cited 04/05/2017].  
Reference Source

16. Neufeld M, Wittchen HU, Rehm J: Drinking patterns and harm of unrecorded 
alcohol in Russia: a qualitative interview study. Addict Res Theory. 2017; 25(4): 
310–7.  
Publisher Full Text 

17. Pravoved. ru. Juridicheskaja konsul’tacija onlajn. [Online legal advice]. 2017; 
[cited 04/05/2017].  
Reference Source

18. Ewing SW, Sakhardande A, Blakemore SJ: The effect of alcohol consumption on 
the adolescent brain: A systematic review of MRI and fMRI studies of alcohol-
using youth. Neuroimage Clin. 2014; 5: 420–37.  
PubMed Abstract | Publisher Full Text | Free Full Text 

19. Böse W, Löbell-Behrends S, Marx G, et al.: Internet mail-order sale of alcohol: 
Do youth protection laws contain double standards? Sucht. 2010; 56(6): 397–8. 
Publisher Full Text 

20. Vinogradova P: Poslednjaja rjumka [The last glass]. 2015; [cited 04/05/2017]. 
Reference Source

21. Lachenmeier DW, Löbell-Behrends S, Böse W, et al.: Does European Union food 
policy privilege the internet market? Suggestions for a specialized regulatory 
framework. Food Control. 2013; 30(2): 705–13.  
Publisher Full Text 

22. Leon DA, Saburova L, Tomkins S, et al.: Hazardous alcohol drinking and 
premature mortality in Russia: a population based case-control study. Lancet. 
2007; 369(9578): 2001–9.  
PubMed Abstract | Publisher Full Text 

23. Zaridze D, Lewington S, Boroda A, et al.: Alcohol and mortality in Russia: 
prospective observational study of 151,000 adults. Lancet. 2014; 383(9927): 
1465–73.  
PubMed Abstract | Publisher Full Text | Free Full Text 

24. Shield KD, Rylett M, Rehm J: Public health successes and missed 
opportunities. Trends in alcohol consumption and attributable mortality in the 
WHO European Region, 1990–2014. Copenhagen, Denmark: WHO European 
Region; 2016.  
Reference Source

25. Neufeld M, Rehm J: Alcohol consumption and mortality in Russia since 2000: 
are there any changes following the alcohol policy changes starting in 2006? 
Alcohol Alcohol. 2013; 48(2): 222–30.  
PubMed Abstract | Publisher Full Text 

26. Khaltourina D, Korotayev A: Effects of Specific Alcohol Control Policy Measures 
on Alcohol-Related Mortality in Russia from 1998 to 2013. Alcohol Alcohol. 
2015; 50(5): 588–601.  
PubMed Abstract | Publisher Full Text 

27. Consultant.ru: UK RF, Stat’ja 180. Nezakonnoe ispol’zovanie sredstv individualizacii 
tovarov (rabot, uslug) [Criminal Code, Article 180. Illegal use of means of 
individualization of goods (works, services)]. 2017.  
Reference Source

28. World Health Organization: Global strategy to reduce the harmful use of alcohol. 
Geneva, Switzerland: World Health Organization; 2010.  
Reference Source

Competing interests
No competing interests were disclosed.

Grant information
The author(s) declared that no grants were involved in supporting 
this work.

Page 4 of 8

F1000Research 2017, 6:520 Last updated: 27 JUN 2017

http://dx.doi.org/10.1093/acprof:oso/9780199655786.003.0015
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/24467748
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/add.12498
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.alkona.2015.06.003
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/16269919
http://dx.doi.org/10.1097/01.alc.0000183012.93303.90
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/22319254
http://dx.doi.org/10.2478/v10102-011-0030-x
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/3274728
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/17362291
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1360-0443.2006.01693.x
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/1890567
http://discovery.ucl.ac.uk/id/eprint/105270
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/19018753
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1530-0277.2008.00813.x
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/25716114
http://dx.doi.org/10.1093/alcalc/agv008
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/28222488
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/acer.13340
https://www.hse.ru/data/2014/08/06/1314159630/47SOC2014.pdf
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/27661755
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.drugpo.2016.08.001
https://rg.ru/2007/10/03/distancia-prodaja-dok.html
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/16066359.2016.1274736
https://pravoved.ru/question/304434/
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/26958467
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.nicl.2014.06.011
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/4749850
http://dx.doi.org/10.1024/0939-5911/a000056
http://rusplt.ru/society/poslednyaya-ryumka-19915.html
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.foodcont.2012.07.034
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/17574092
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/S0140-6736(07)60941-6
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/24486187
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/S0140-6736(13)62247-3
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/4007591
http://www.drugsandalcohol.ie/26179/1/Public-health-successes-and-missed-opportunities-alcohol-mortality-19902014.pdf
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/23299570
http://dx.doi.org/10.1093/alcalc/ags134
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/25964243
http://dx.doi.org/10.1093/alcalc/agv042
http://www.consultant.ru/document/cons_doc_LAW_10699/ba7f1b597c6e57acc18cd6cb69af326dd0db93a5/
http://www.who.int/substance_abuse/msbalcstragegy.pdf


 

Open Peer Review

  Current Referee Status:

Version 1

 12 June 2017Referee Report

doi:10.5256/f1000research.12328.r23405

 Yury Evgeny Razvodovsky
Grodno State Medical University, Grodno, Belarus

The illegal trade of the counterfeit alcohol is the growing problem in many European countries . Especially
cause worries about recent growth of the infiltration the counterfeit alcoholic beverages into online
markets and social media platforms .

The paper written by Neufeld and coauthors addresses the relatively new phenomenon, which did not
have much space in the scientific literature: the illegal internet trade of the counterfeit alcohol in Russia .
The topic itself is extremely important from a public health perspective, because consumption of alcohol
surrogates and counterfeit spirits was identified as one of the major contributor to alcohol-related deaths
toll in Russia . Therefore, this paper is the helpful contribution to fill up this gap. The authors reasonably
argue that the internet market of the counterfeit spirits has become an important trade channel of the
unrecorded alcohol in Russia, which poses risk to human health due to toxic chemicals, such as
methanol; and, also undermines the measures of the alcohol control policy, introduced in this country over
the last decade.

The scale of this problem is well illustrated by the case of the mass poisoning in Krasnoyarsk city (Siberia)
in 2015, due to consumption of the falsification whisky bought on the Internet, which killed almost 30
people. According to  , over 6.000 bottles of Jack Daniels were seized in this city, whichnewspaper reports
contained a mixture of methanol, ethanol and the water.

In relation to this, the Russian government should consider a number of potentially effective approaches
addressing to the problem of the counterfeit spirits, including raising public awareness of the life treating
danger, posed by these products, and also taking the legal actions against the people, offering counterfeit
alcoholic beverages for sale on websites and social media platforms.
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Notwithstanding the impressive successes achieved by the Russian government and civil society since
2005 in the reduction of the excessive alcohol consumption and the associated harm, the alcohol
consumption in Russia still remains very high and constitute the single most important cause of the
excessive mortality in this country . That is why it is so important to identify new measures that could
contribute to the further reduction of the alcohol consumption in Russia, and that is why the reviewed
article appears so timely and significant. Indeed, the authors demonstrate quite convincingly that the
illegal internet sale of counterfeit alcohol undermines various alcohol policy measures introduced in
Russia over the last years to reduce the harmful use of alcohol, such as restrictions of sale locations and

sale times and the fixed minimum price on alcoholic beverages. 
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sale times and the fixed minimum price on alcoholic beverages. 

The only problem with the article is that its authors do not offer any effective recommendations whose
implementation could result in the elimination of the illegal internet sale of alcohol. In fact, they
recommend two measures: "consistent monitoring of the entire production and supply chain of alcoholic
beverages as well as effective denaturing of alcohol not intended for human consumption". However, I do
not think that the authors themselves believe that the implementation of these two measures will result in
the elimination of the illegal internet sale of alcohol. Thus, I would suggest that they should think about
some additional policy measures. In this respect, it would be very useful if they could study how other
countries have managed to solve this problem. In addition, the recommendation to establish "consistent
monitoring of the entire production and supply chain of alcoholic beverages" does not appear to be
sufficiently specific - the authors should specify what measures should be taken in order to establish such
a monitoring.
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Thank you for providing some further background into the issue of alcohol-related harm in Russia.
As requested, we have added some further aspects on potential measures into the conclusion
section. The problem appears to be rather on the enforcement side than on the policy side. For
example, higher penalties were recently introduced into the general laws against counterfeiting.
Otherwise, we agree with the reviewer that control of internet trade beyond borders is an extremely
challenging task and that adequate responses by authorities need to be developed with priority
(but such research would be beyond the scope of this 1000-word opinion piece). 
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