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(New York, June 8, 2020) – As the COVID-19 pandemic spreads, STOP (Stopping Tobacco Organizations and Products), a global

tobacco industry watchdog, released the following statement urging governments and civil societies to hold tobacco companies

accountable for the burden they have placed on people and health systems:

“Tobacco companies almost certainly have made the COVID-19 pandemic worse. Decades of relentlessly marketing and selling

their toxic, addictive products have weakened the health of millions of people around the world. The ensuing cost of treating

tobacco-related diseases puts health care systems under enormous pressure.

Evidence shows that smokers, in general, are more at risk from lung infections like pneumonia, �u and tuberculosis. Smoking also

weakens the immune system and is a leading cause of non-communicable diseases such as cardiovascular disease, chronic

respiratory diseases and cancer. Early studies signal that smokers and people with non-comnmunicable diseases who contract

COVID-19 may experience more progression and worse outcomes. The World Health Organization has advised that even the

physical act of smoking can make smokers more vulnerable to COVID-19 because of the risk of increased hand to mouth contact,

and potentially contaminated products.

As millions of tobacco users contend with smoking-related illness and potentially worse COVID-19 outcomes, tobacco companies

continue to undermine government attempts to halt cigarette sales and promote quitting. In countries like Bangladesh and

Pakistan, for example, the tobacco industry has successfully achieved exemptions to keep making and selling their products. A

factory owned by Philip Morris Brazil has even increased production.

Even before the COVID-19 pandemic, tobacco placed an enormous burden on health systems around the world. A 2018 World

Health Organization study estimated that $422 billion in health costs were due to smoking in a single year. Now, as health care

systems scale up capacity for the rising number of COVID-19 patients and some governments prepare to re-open their economies,

inadequate public health investment and infrastructure will need even more funding. The prognosis is worse for poorer countries:

The Economist reported that per capita health spending in Pakistan, for example, is one two-hundredth the level of that in the

United States.

https://jamanetwork.com/journals/jamainternalmedicine/fullarticle/217624
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/30789425/
https://scholar.google.com/scholar_lookup?title=Effect%20of%20tobacco%20smoke%20on%20the%20immune%20system.&author=ML%20Sopori&author=NS%20Goud&author=AM%20Kaplan&author=Dean%20JH&author=Luster%20AE&author=Kimer%20M&publication_year=1994&journal=Immunotoxicology%20and%20Immunopharmacology&volume=&pages=413-432
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC7083240/
https://www.who.int/emergencies/diseases/novel-coronavirus-2019/question-and-answers-hub/q-a-detail/q-a-on-smoking-and-covid-19
http://unb.com.bd/category/Bangladesh/20-anti-tobacco-organizations-demand-ban-on-tobacco-goods-manufacturing-sale/48962
https://www.brecorder.com/2020/04/06/586804/companies-begin-resumption-of-operations-in-pakistan/
https://theintercept.com/2020/04/06/coronavirus-philip-morris-cigarros/
https://tobaccocontrol.bmj.com/content/27/1/58
https://www.economist.com/leaders/2020/03/26/the-coronavirus-could-devastate-poor-countries
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Yet tobacco companies are reaping extraordinary pro�ts. According to Corporate Accountability International, the top �ve

transnational tobacco companies made $35 billion in pro�ts in 2016. Philip Morris International alone reported net income of $7.1

billion in 2019.

It is our view that government should make tobacco companies pay for the damage smoking caused before the pandemic and

which it continues to cause as the world addresses COVID-19. Governments have a number of options:

Increase tobacco excise taxes: Tobacco taxes are among the most e�ective mechanisms to reduce tobacco use and raise

government revenues. In a majority of low and middle-income countries, tobacco taxes remain low and tobacco products

remain a�ordable. For example, the United Kingdom raises more than GBP 9 billion in tobacco excise taxes and the

Philippines is using tobacco taxes to fund universal health care.

Liability: Governments that have rati�ed the Framework Convention on Tobacco Control, a global treaty, have the power

to hold tobacco companies �nancially responsible for their abuses through administrative, civil and criminal liability

regimes mechanisms. Health care cost recovery e�orts can yield much needed funds to support health systems. For

example, tobacco companies have been made to pay at least $205 billion to the U.S. government. The government of

Brazil is one of the latest to pursue legal action; it is suing Philip Morris International and British American Tobacco over

compensation for tobacco-related diseases.

Increase the cost of selling tobacco: Governments can levy fees on tobacco companies to fund cessation services. The

World Health Organization suggests such fees may include:

Tobacco manufacturing fees

Import licensing fees

Product registration fees

Tobacco selling licenses for distributors and retailers

Noncompliance fees levied on the tobacco industry and retailers, such as administrative monetary penalties

Annual tobacco surveillance/control fees for the tobacco industry and retailers.

https://www.corporateaccountability.org/tobacco/about-our-tobacco-campaign/
https://www.marketwatch.com/investing/stock/pm/financials
https://cancercontrol.cancer.gov/brp/tcrb/monographs/21/index.html
https://www.tobaccofreekids.org/assets/global/pdfs/en/Philippines_Tax_Reform_Case_Study.pdf
https://www.cnbc.com/2020/02/06/reuters-america-brazil-gives-big-tobacco-companies-30-days-notice-in-smoking-lawsuit.html
https://www.who.int/fctc/Guidelines.pdf?ua=1
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Eliminating preferential treatment and loopholes: Tobacco companies receive tax breaks, exemptions and preferential

treatment in some countries. For example, Cambodia waived duties on tobacco leaves exported to Vietnam for registered

farmers producing more than 3,000 tons of tobacco.

Tobacco companies have been accused of engaging in “shameful publicity stunt[s]” during the COVID-19 pandemic. They o�ered

ventilators, masks and water to health ministries and made donations to charities. These token gestures pale in comparison to the

damage caused and the pro�ts extracted at the expense of individuals and governments.

The human costs of the COVID pandemic and the tobacco epidemic are immense and the �nancial costs of health care, economic

recovery and investments in better public health will soon come sharply into focus. Governments have the power to promote

quitting through e�ective policies, and they can de�nitely make tobacco companies pay for the harm they have caused before and

during the pandemic.”

About STOP (Stopping Tobacco Organizations and Products)

STOP is a global tobacco industry watchdog whose mission is to expose the tobacco industry strategies and tactics that

undermine public health. STOP is funded by Bloomberg Philanthropies and comprised of a partnership between The Tobacco

Control Research Group at the University of Bath, The Global Center for Good Governance in Tobacco Control (GGTC), the

International Union Against Tuberculosis and Lung Disease (The Union) and Vital Strategies. For more information, visit

exposetobacco.org.

Read STOP’s statement in French

Read STOP’s statement in Spanish

Read STOP’s statement in Urdu
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