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Voice of truth reveals some of the tactics and strategies used by the tobacco industry in 
the Eastern Mediterranean Region generally, and in the countries of the Gulf Cooperation 
Council (GCC) specifically, to promote a product that kills more than 4 million people 
annually.

Direct targeting of the region is clearly evident throughout the report, which contains 
startling facts about how the tobacco industry has operated in the area since 1970. 

The major tobacco multinational companies operating in the Middle East formed the 
Middle East Working Group (MEWG), which later became the Middle East Tobacco 
Association (META), in order to “promote and defend” the interests of these companies 
in the region. 

According to its own documents, the group aimed to “identify threats; identify the 
decision-making process [and] decide on the next steps to meet a particular requirement.” 

In 1989, the group’s budget was a significant US$ 227 000, not including funds for 
projects which would be “agreed as such projects are proposed and approved”, and for 
which “no formal budget was deemed necessary.” Between 1991 and 1993, META’s core 
budget fluctuated between US$ 330 000 and US$ 350 000, not including special projects 
or payments to the media firm, Middle East Marketing and Communications (MEMAC), 
which ranged between US$ 20 000 and US$ 32 000 per year.

Each company paid an equal share of META’s budget. 

The companies carefully monitored and sought to undermine their opponents in the 
Middle East, which included the Arab Gulf Health Ministers’ Conference, the World 
Health Organization (WHO) and national tobacco control coalitions.

Industry documents show just how far tobacco companies went to shape the agenda and 
outcomes of meetings like the Arab Gulf Health Ministers’ Conference. The industry set 
out to “encourage” the Health Ministers to take action on two of the least effective WHO 
recommendations for comprehensive tobacco control programmes, conducting more 
research and banning the sale of tobacco to children, in the hope that tax increases, health 
warning labels and other measures would be postponed. A Philip Morris (PM) employee 
was charged with writing a “journalistic style” article encouraging such limited action. 
After being cleared by industry lawyers, the article was planted in the Kuwaiti press in 
both English and Arabic. An attempt was also made to plant it in the Bahrain press during 
the Ministers’ meeting.

Note: The references for all quotations in this summary publication can be found in Multinational tobacco 
industry activity in the Middle East: A review of internal industry documents (Voice of truth, Volume 1) 
and Voice of truth, Volume 2, Cairo, Regional Office for the Eastern Mediterranean, 2001, on which it is 
based.
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In PM’s 1990–1992 Long Range Plan, the company specifically says, “We shall carefully 
target our opponents. We shall precisely identify, monitor, isolate and contest key 
individuals and organizations.” 

The industry also made sure that its staff in the Middle East were kept up to date on the 
latest political and regulatory issues facing the industry worldwide, and were trained in 
how to lobby the media and policy makers. Some attended training sessions on topics 
such as “Understanding the strategy of the anti-smoker movement” which include 
subtopics such as the “developed vs. developing countries distinction. The opportunities 
presented to use to exploit conflicts of interest in the UN and governments.” 

By the mid-1980s, the companies had set up “a major network of information sources and 
resources through which to lobby the appropriate officials” in the GCC. 

The tobacco industry documents show that the companies enlisted prominent political 
figures in the Middle East to provide information and lobby for them, including a 
Member of Parliament in Egypt, a former Assistant Secretary General of the Arab League 
and even, at one point, the Secretary General of the GCC Health Ministers who was also 
an Undersecretary for Health in Kuwait. 

An example of how the industry used prominent political figures to fight for their cause 
can be found in the 1980 Rothman’s Middle East fact-finding tour, during which the 
company’s executive was accompanied by Hassan Sabry El-Kholy, a former Assistant 
Secretary General of the Arab League. “This gentleman gets official VIP treatment 
everywhere they go and has access to the highest quarters,” was how the executive 
described El-Kholy. When the entourage visited Kuwait and met a Prince there, the 
Prince “phoned the health minister in their presence, allegedly telling him to cool off 
after the latter’s return from the WHO meeting in Geneva which he was presiding.” 

The tobacco industry spent a great deal of time cultivating the media in the GCC, which 
the industry viewed as indispensable to its ability to communicate to both policy makers 
and the public.

Aside from overt and covert lobbying of media owners and senior editors, the tobacco 
companies also engaged in a sophisticated campaign to plant pro-tobacco articles in the 
region’s newspapers. This strategy was employed in numerous attempts to defeat or 
amend proposed restrictions on tobacco advertising. 

An early tobacco industry tactic was to send letters to the editor under assumed names.  

Translated versions of pro-industry articles were also placed in select publications, 
making sure that “no excess duplication appears” so as to “avoid the appearance of a 
concerted campaign.” 

Contacts with the media were also developed at the highest level (owners and publishers) 
in order to “encourage editors to think again before publishing anti-industry propaganda.” 
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By 1991, META decided to “drive for more placements, (using) less caution,” all the 
while making sure that neither the media nor the public were having “negative reactions” 
to the campaign. META contracted with MEMAC to plant at least four stories a month in 
the regional media, at least two of which had to be in the leading national and pan-Arab 
publications, such as Al-Sharq Al-Awsat, Al-Hayat, Al-Ittihad, Khaleej Times, Arab 
News, Saudi Gazette, Gulf News, Emirate News and Al-Hawadeth.

In 1991, the effort successfully planted 23 articles in both the national and pan-Arab 
press. PM felt that much more could be achieved “without even beginning to put the 
authorities’ (Ministry of Information censors) threshold of tolerance to the test.”  The 
companies thus agreed to more than double the number of placements in 1992. 

By the end of June 1992, the tobacco industry had tripled the number of articles planted 
(more than 70) in all of 1991, including over 25 on advertising issues, with over 80% of 
these articles appearing in the industry’s three priority markets. 

META members agreed that the pace of media placements was to be maintained, “if it 
could be done without provoking anti-industry sentiment from owners and information 
ministries.” 

By the end of September 1992, the industry had planted 83 articles and were projecting a 
total of over 100 by the end of the year. They hoped to plant at least 150 in 1993. 

In country after country, the companies engaged in concerted campaigns to defeat 
advertising ban proposals or water them down. This often involved the use of third 
parties to lobby policy makers, including the International Advertising Association 
(IAA), distributors and friendly media owners. 

Each country was provided with a very specific plan to combat potential advertising bans. 

In the GCC, the tobacco industry made efforts to defeat advertising bans by creating 
informal coalitions with natural allies (who benefit from tobacco advertising and 
sponsorship), and mobilizing them in defence of tobacco marketing freedoms.  

But that was only part of the plan. It also included using META’s existing network of 
contacts to improve the industry’s access to advance information on proposed or planned 
advertising restrictions or bans. Other tactics included promoting as much friendly 
research on the subject as possible, and working with the local chapters of the IAA. 

META companies vowed to get themselves elected to the IAA local chapters’ executive 
committees. 

In Egypt, when the tobacco industry found out from their Egyptian parliamentary source 
that the Minister of Health still had to issue an executive order to implement an 
advertising ban, the industry set out to delay that order. 
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PM identified the need to carry out a “quick, but accurate and telling analysis of tobacco 
advertising expenditures in the print media… in order to identify the major recipients of 
tobacco print advertising spend and to determine the importance of such advertising 
expenditure in relation to their total advertising revenue.” 

The company also tried to enlist the support of the management of the Eastern Tobacco 
Company (ETC), the government monopoly, pointing out to them “the expected impact 
of a tobacco advertising ban on future efforts by the Egyptian Government to privatize 
the state tobacco industry, particularly in terms of the expected valuation of the 
industry…”

In Bahrain, the tobacco industry took a harder line, threatening to withhold advertising 
from media outlets that refused to oppose a proposed advertising ban. “Threatening the 
press was the only way to them to do something,” wrote Abdullah Borek of MEWG. 

In Oman, although pressure was also brought to bear in the quest to avoid advertising 
bans, the industry was always careful not to go too far. “Contacts should be scrutinized,” 
said one internal document, “so that the industry would not be seen by government 
officials to be organizing its ranks to challenge state authority. This would be 
provocative, confrontational and counterproductive.” 

In Saudi Arabia, the tobacco companies managed to continue circumventing advertising 
bans by advertising in London-based Saudi publications like Al-Hayat and Al-Sharq Al-
Awsat.

When faced with the certainty of advertising bans, the tobacco industry would often 
propose its own minimum concessions. An example of this strategy in action took place 
when the plethora of tobacco billboards on the Dubai-Abu Dhabi road apparently inspired 
the Ministry of Health in the United Arab Emirates to consider an advertising ban. The 
industry suggested removing some of the billboards, thereby testing the Ministry of 
Health’s “reactions to minimum concessions.” 

The industry also consciously attempted to divert attention from the proposed bans by 
offering their own youth anti-smoking campaigns. This cynical ploy was often exposed 
by the industry’s acute awareness of the ineffectiveness of such campaigns. 

Throughout the 1980s and 1990s, the tobacco companies carried out promotions and 
research in the Middle East that in many cases would never have been tolerated in their 
home markets.  

One proposed Brown and Williamson print advertisement intended for Dubai, Kuwait 
and Egypt was to show a couple skiing, with the message that the light cigarette being 
promoted is “for beginners.” 
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PM promoted its Chesterfield brand in Lebanon in the 1990s using a mobile discotheque, 
and some of the targeted consumers were between 17 and 21 years old. 

In Egypt, the official “Marlboro Red (MLR) Objectives” were to:

“1) Attract the younger section of all potential MLR smokers; 
2) The look of promotion, be young, creative and aggressive; 
3) Rejuvenate the Brand promotional activities.” 

In Saudi Arabia, thousands of people aged 13–25 years were surveyed in order to gather 
information that would help the companies in their marketing campaigns. 

But the most brazen example by far was surely the 1995 Brown and Williamson creative 
brief for an advertising campaign during Ramadan to promote their light brands. They 
hoped that, instead of quitting during Ramadan, smokers in the Middle East would switch 
to light cigarettes.  

The company reasoned that having abstained from smoking during daylight hours, the 
lower dose of nicotine in a light cigarette would seem more palatable. The advertising 
campaign would focus on smokers’ desire during Ramadan to cleanse the body.  

It would also take advantage of the fact that other companies reduced their tobacco 
advertising during this period. 

The creative brief is representative of the tobacco industry’s cynicism and opportunism 
regarding everything sacred. At one point, the brief says, “Indeed one option might be to 
simply tweak the existing creative to allude to Ramadan as being the ideal time to switch 
to a Light/ULT brand.” 

The tobacco industry was particularly concerned about Islamic teachings that discouraged 
tobacco use. They sought to “identify Islamic religious leaders who oppose 
interpretations of the Quran which would ban the use of tobacco and encourage support 
for these leaders.”

PM was working “to develop a system by which PM can measure trends on the issue of 
smoking and Islam.” 

Keen to enhance its image with religious leaders, the company also publicized its 
charitable donations to Islamic institutions, as in 1989 when it obtained “extensive 
coverage in GCC media for Philip Morris’s corporate contribution to the House of Quran, 
an Islamic cultural institution in Bahrain.” 

Throughout the Middle East, the tobacco industry has fought government attempts to 
restrict smoking in public places, via covert lobbying, public relations campaigns, issuing 
pseudoscientific studies on the topic, planting stories in the media, organizing briefings 
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for journalists, infiltrating scientific meetings and using other measures to ensure the 
continued “social acceptability” of smoking. 

In an action plan, tobacco companies are urged to use “pseudo scientific arguments” and 
“damage limitation” as they work.  

In the Middle East, the tobacco companies took advantage of relative laxity in the 
enforcement of no smoking rules. Although smoking bans in governmental offices, 
hospitals and private companies had already been passed, they were not being strictly 
enforced.

Even more encouraging for the tobacco industry was its belief that “fundamental 
differences exist between the Western and the GCC’s approach to individual rights and 
liberties. Non smokers in the GCC are more tolerant, or less likely to fight for their 
individual rights as non-smokers, than their counterparts in the US and Europe…” 

Knowing full well the dangers of second-hand smoke, sometimes called environmental 
tobacco smoke (ETS), the tobacco industry nonetheless set out to systematically destroy 
ETS arguments.  

PM set out to utilize an “ETS-issue scientist” in presentations tailored to Arab health 
officials and markets.  

At times, the industry also resorted to blanket denials. One internal document claims that 
“contentions are frequently made that tobacco smoke or specific components as found in 
tobacco smoke are harmful to the smoker. However, there is inadequate scientific 
evidence to support such a proposition… Research examining the components of tobacco 
smoke has failed to produce the evidence necessary to support claims about harmful 
effects of tobacco smoke.” 

Scientific conferences were sometimes used as industry platforms, with much covert 
maneuvering taking place to distance the companies from the ploy. Advertising agencies 
were used surreptitiously, told their client was a scientific society rather than the industry 
itself.  

The tobacco industry often spent 20 times more than an anti-industry study might have 
cost, just to disprove it. 

The media was also worked to the limit. At one point, PM’s Middle East Corporate 
Affairs successfully stimulated the GCC media to “publicize Swissair’s policy of 
continuing to provide seats for smokers.” 

Usually opting for an “inter-industry multi level strategy, which includes scientific 
communication and government components,” the industry admits that “at times we will 
speak as Philip Morris, sometimes we will need to speak as independent scientists, 
scientific groups and businessmen, and finally, we will need to speak as the smoker.” 
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The tobacco industry vigorously fought the GCC efforts to regulate the manufacture of 
tobacco products, including attempts to mandate lower tar and nicotine levels, controls 
and restrictions on certain cigarette additives, and stronger health warning labels.  

The industry saw these standards as a serious threat to their ability to do business in the 
region, and as potentially dangerous precedents for their operations in the rest of the 
world.

In addition to determining the levels of tar and nicotine, the tobacco industry also wanted 
to make sure that it controlled how the tests were carried out, who carried them out, and 
what equipment they used. 

By the end of 1989, PM was able to state that, “Pursuant to the multi-year effort between 
PM scientists and Middle East Corporate affairs professionals, Standards and Testing 
officials in Bahrain, Kuwait, and Saudi Arabia now regularly consult with PM in advance 
of their decisions.” 

The tobacco industry also actively opposed requirements to place health warning labels 
on cigarette packs. 

In Kuwait, the industry met with the Ministry of Public Health in order to get a stay of 
implementation, in the hope that the wording of the health warning label could be 
“watered down”.  

In Yemen, MEWG reported that, “the delay in the implementation of the health warning 
is being pursued.” 

Playing hardball–by withholding advertising–the industry coerced the press in Bahrain to 
lobby on their behalf on the health warning issue.  

Fearful of legal liability, the industry also lobbied to have government attribution on the 
warning labels. In the United Arab Emirates, the industry succeeded in convincing the 
Ministry of Information to authorize the use of the phrase “government warning” 
preceding any health warnings.  

In 1988, META members also agreed to adopt a common position on health warning 
labels, since “no legislation should be preempted by over-compliance”. 

Lastly, the tobacco industry worked tirelessly to defeat proposals to increase tobacco 
taxes. Through the covert lobbying of policy makers and the manipulation of the media, 
the tobacco industry was able to delay these tax increases. When it looked like the 
industry would no longer be able to stave off action, tobacco companies cleverly 
exploited differences between GCC countries to ensure that the proposals that did pass 
benefited them to the maximum extent possible. 
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Often the industry also chose to lobby within quarrelling factions to ensure that the issue 
was debated for longer periods of time.

More active United States government support was even sought. Often such support was 
sought covertly, because “A campaign … carrying the industry’s signature would 
probably invite official resentment and would be provocative to decision makers, instead 
of creating the goodwill that is sought.” 

META also organized a “voice of reason” campaign using well known Arab writers “to 
develop pro-industry articles on issues such as marketing freedoms, economics of the 
industry, the quality-product theme, and public smoking on which there was an industry 
consensus.” The group knew the writers would “need to be carefully briefed and closely 
regulated before publication.” 

The findings in this report represent a real challenge for public health. If health 
professionals and decision makers are to protect this region from the threat caused by 
tobacco use, they must confront the tobacco industry with a new vision of the future. This 
vision must embrace an alternative to the 10 million deaths that are projected to occur 
from tobacco-related illness in the year 2030–of which 70% will take place in developing 
countries alone–and must include whatever steps necessary to save the region from such 
a fate. 

Now, more than ever, it is a matter of survival. Protecting the health of future generations 
cannot be the responsibility of any party other than the legitimate authorities of each 
nation. Parties such as the tobacco industry, whose interests do not include public health 
should not be allowed to influence it. 
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What are the tobacco industry documents? 

The 1998 settlement of tobacco litigation in the American State of Minnesota resulted in 
over 40 million pages of internal tobacco industry documents becoming available. 

The major cigarette companies included are Philip Morris (PM), RJ Reynolds (RJR) and 
British American Tobacco (BAT). 

While there are omissions from the collections, and access to the documents of some 
companies is problematic, these collections do form a unique opportunity to look at the 
internal workings of a tobacco company. 

For the most part the documents end in 1995, and the bulk of the collection dates from 
the mid-1970s through the mid-1990s. The materials presented in this report are drawn 
exclusively from these document collections.  

For more information, please consult The tobacco industry documents: What they are, 
what they tell us, and how to search them (available at 
http://www.emro.who.int/tfi/TobaccoIndustry-English.pdf).


