
The big killer 
lt is encouraging that adults in England and Wales are giving up smok
ing; it is appalling that ever more children are becoming hooked, 
writes the Director-General of the U K Health Education Council 

Two hundred and 
thirty black balloons 
floating into a grey 
London sky made a 
sombre sight, and 
appropriately so, 
since they symbol
ised the numbers of 

people who die each day in England 
and Wales as a result of smoking. 

The balloons were launched to mark 
publication by the United Kingdom's 
Health Education Council of The Big 
Kill, the most extensive statistical 
analysis ever undertaken of death and 
disease related to smoking in the two 
countries . They also marked a further 
step in an aggressive campaign against 
the smoking habit and, by extension, 
the tobacco industry . 

Smoking, of course, is an inter
national problem, and the tobacco in
dustry has worldwide interests. So it is 
essential for those of us concerned 
with health education and promotion 
to cooperate as closely as possible , and 
to learn from one another's experi
ences. Techniques which work in one 
country may well work in another, and 
the free exchange of ideas can help to 
save millions of lives, a vital contribu
tion towards our common goal of 
health for all by the year 2000. 

The battle is, of course, a hard one. 
In the United Kingdom alone , tobacco 
taxes contribute £4,550 million to the 
national economy and, while govern
ments may claim to have the health of 
their nations at heart , the economic 
arguments play a major part. When an 
industry provides huge sums of money 
and scarce jobs, few politicians are 
going to be brave enough to confront 
the issue effectively . 

So we must campaign. We must 
campaign hard and effectively. And 
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publication of The Big Kill has been an 
important contribution to the cam
paign in the UK where, unlike some 
countries, the smoking trend among 
adults is already downwards. Today 36 
per cent of men smoke and 32 per cent 
of women, although men have been 
giving up the habit faster than women. 
Smokers are a minority in every social 
group, even though most smokers are 

The UK as a giant ash-tray; anti-smoking 
campaign by the Health Education Council. 

now to be found in the lower socio
economic classes. 

Among children, however, the 
trends are more worrying. The results 
of a survey published in 1984 showed 
that 22 per cent of children in secon
dary schools were smokers , many 
smoking more than 20 cigarettes a 

day. There was a sharp rise in the 
numbers of girls taking up the habit
from 15 per cent in 1982 to 24 per 
cent. It is encouraging that adults are 
giving up smoking. It is appalling that 
more and more children are becoming 
hooked . 

The tobacco industry argues that its 
promotional efforts are directed to
wards adult smokers, and aimed at 
persuading them to remain loyal to 
a particular brand or to switch to 
another brand of cigarette. It claims 
that it does not seek to recruit young 
smokers to its lethal product. This 
claim is nonsense. In the UK, tobacco 
promotion is limited by voluntary 
agreements with the government. 
Companies are free to advertise and 
promote their products, within certain 
restrictions, many of them specifically 
barring promotion to young people. 
Advertisements for cigarettes have 
been banned on television since 1965. 
Why , then , are young smokers on the 
increase? 

The answer is that the tobacco in
dustry has cynically ignored the 
agreements which it has made. In one 
month , advertisements in women's 
magazines were estimated to have 
reached over half of young women 
aged between 15 and 17. The industry 
has launched package holidays under 
cigarette brand names and sponsored 
racing cars and sporting events, all 
with an appeal to the young. In 1984, 
more than 330 hours of sport on 
television featured events sponsored 
by tobacco companies, with the events 
bearing cigarette brand names; adver
tisements for cigarettes were promi
nently featured , in breach of the 
agreed code. 

Sport is immensely attractive to 
young people , and research shows that 
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children are most aware of cigarette 
brands which are associated with 
sport. Although there has been no 
direct advertising of cigarettes on UK 
television for 20 years, 76 per cent of 
children in a 1983 survey claimed to 
have seen such advertisements. 

How, then, to combat this menace? 
The approach, we believe , should be 
twofold-using techniques both of 
health education and health promo
tion. Education is necessary to draw 
continuous attention to the health 
hazards of smoking, to persuade 
smokers to give up, and to reinforce 
those who have given up. Education in 
schools is particularly necessary, and 
must take place at an appropriate 
age which, experience suggests, is 
12 years. Introduce the topic later 
than that, and children may already 
have become hooked . 

But although education over the 
years has contributed to the decline in 
smoking in the UK, vigorous activity 
must take place in the political and 
economic sphere. There is a well
proven correlation between rises in 
the price of cigarettes and a decline in 
the numbers of smokers. So , while 
education can create a climate of opin
ion in which political action is possible, 
politicians must be reminded that ac
tion is necessary, the tobacco industry 
must be monitored and its activities, 
when in breach of laws or voluntary 
agreements, exposed. 

Airline bans cigarettes 
The Soviet airline Aeroflot is 
reported to have banned all 
smoking on domestic flights 
within the Soviet Union . The 
ban on smoking has also been 
strictly enforced for the airline's 
pilots. since research found that 
one cigarette smoked before 
a flight limited the angle of 
vision and compromised colour 
perception by as much as 
20 per cent . 

The Big Kill was a major exercise 
on the political front. There were 
15 volumes of analysis, one for every 
health region in England and Wales , 
setting out the numbers of deaths, 
numbers of smokers treated in hospi
tal for smoking-related diseases, and 
the cost to the health service. 
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Riding for a fall ; many youngsters get the 
cigarette habit at the age of 12. 
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On a regional and national basis 
those figures were shocking enough 
-and we estimated that, if current 
trends continued , 1.5 million smokers 
will have died by the year 2000. But 
we decided to extend the analysis into 
much smaller units, and produced 
figures for every parliamentary con
stituency and for local government 
districts. Copies of the data were sent 
to members of parliament and civic 
leaders. The black balloons formed 
part of a publicity campaign surround
ing the publication which created 
enormous interest in the mass media , 
bringing massive publicity and rein
forcing the need for politicians and 
community leaders to take action. 

Where data are available for deaths 
or hospital treatment from ischaemic 
heart disease, lung cancer, and bron
chitis and emphysema-the three most 
common diseases related to smoking 
-a similar exercise could have an 
equal impact in any country. By mar
shalling statistics, encouraging re
search in areas where it is not taking 
place and ensuring that legislators and 
the general public are aware of the 
situation, the puny resources available 
to health promoters can challenge the 
billions of pounds spent by the tobacco 
industry. 

Public pressure can yield results , 
and an industry which purports to be 
socially responsible can be easily em
barrassed when its activities are ex
posed. The UK has learned from the 

Australian experience, where a group 
of concerned doctors and health cam
paigners calling themselves BUGA 
UP pioneered guerrilla tactics to de
face cigarette advertisements on bill
boards, and to disrupt tobacco promo
tions at sporting events and in public 
places. 

There are now two similar groups in 
the UK and, while I obviously cannot 
condone illegal activities, I certainly 
applaud the spirit which drives people 
to take direct action in the face of 
official inability to act decisively 
against a murderous addiction. 

Our policy is straightforward. We 
wish to see a ban on all cigarette 
advertising, except where cigarettes 
are sold. We wish to see all televised 
sports sponsorship by tobacco com
panies phased out over three years. 
We wish to see voluntary codes being 
strictly adhered to. And we wish to see 
rigorous enforcement of the law which 
forbids the sale of cigarettes to chil
dren under 16, a law which is being 
widely flouted . 

Each country will, of course, have a 
programme and tactics relevant to its 
own conditions, but I believe that the 
UK experience has elements which 
can be applied elsewhere. Particularly 
worrying is the advertising of ciga
rettes in Third World countries, using 
techniques which have long been for
bidden in the UK. Smoking is associ
ated with glamour and worldly suc
cess, which must rank as the most 
cynical marketing ploy of all time. 

Those of us concerned with health 
must use every tactic possible to pro
voke governments into action, because 
it is only at the political level that this 
lethal trade can be curbed. • 
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