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K 
n the fight against smoking 
undertaken during the last few 
decades in European coun
tries, not only the protection 
of people's health is at stake, 

but also the future credibility of health 
promotion measures. In this continent, 
smoking is responsible for 1 200 000 
deaths each year, a figure which makes 
it the biggest avoidable risk factor. Yet 
despite the vast scale of the problem, 
the protectors of public health are 
confronted by lobby groups rep
resenting those who profit from the 
epidemic. The success or failure of this 
fight will decide the future of preven
tive measures and health promotion, 
and perhaps even the future of health 
policies. Success would silence those 
who doubt the real effectiveness of 
well-planned and determined pro
grammes aimed at reducing the risk 
factors; failure, on the other hand, 
would mean that public health has 
very little influence by comparison with 
powerful lobbies. 

Over the last 20 'years, European 
countries have taken various measures 
to combat smoking. Many of them 
have launched information and edu
cation campaigns; others have passed 
legislation aimed at limiting or even 
eliminating tobacco advertising and 
protecting nonsmokers in public 
places; yet others have concentrated 
on making cigarettes very expensive, 
though usually for economic rather 
than health reasons. Serious and long
lasting measures have certainly had 
positive effects but, even in the best of 
circumstances, these positive effects 
have been slow to emerge. In any 
event, few countries apart from 
Finland and Iceland have pursued 
complete and consistent policies in this 
area. 

During the last four to five years, 
however, the fight against smoking in 
Europe seems to have changed in 
nature, and has acquired a force, 
energy and rationality that it did not 
have before. The WHO Regional Office 
for Europe has played an important 
role in this change by defining the 
fundamental criteria which should 
guide all anti-smoking policies and by 
securing their adoption. Stated briefly, 
success depends on attacking tobacco 
simultaneously on every front, making 
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full use of all sectors and all profes
sions capable of providing support in 
this fight. Accordingly, an action plan 
was adopted in 1987 by all the 
countries of the European Region, and 
at a conference held in Madrid in 
1988 a charter was drawn up which 
laid down certain principles and 
recommended strategies for putting 
this action plan into effect. 

Anti-smoking policies 
Despite vigorous opposition, the 

Commission of the European 
Communities has developed a very 
active policy since 1987 which seeks to 
amend legislation in the 12 Member 
States, particularly as regards lower tar 
content, health warnings on packaging, 
and restrictions on advertising. 

At the national level, the introduc
tion of anti-smoking policies has been 
given a boost by these international 
commitments. Today, Europe can be 
divided into three: 

- One third of countries have vigorous 
policies. The French Parliament, for 
example, recently passed an innovative 
law prohibiting all promotion of 
tobacco products and increasing 

cigarette prices. Passing such a law 
proved difficult because of opposing 
interests, but the determination of the 
protectors of health finally won the 
day, providing a positive example that 
other countries might like to follow. 
- In the second group of countries, 
the policies are more recent, but the 
pace of action has speeded up con
siderably over the last few years. Some 
eastern European countries such as 
Poland are in this group. 
- Finally, the third group is still not 
taking determined action. They include 
some countries where tobacco is 
grown and processed, and where the 
tobacco industry has close ties with the 
public sector. 

The countries of central and eastern 
Europe face a special challenge. Public 
places and public transport have long 
been the preserve of nonsmokers, and 
cigarette advertising used to be prohi
bited (though not for health reasons). 
Yet preventive measures were poorly 
funded and received little support from 
public opinion. The tobacco industry of 
western Europe now sees these coun-
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ANTI-SMOKING CHARTER 
The right to breathe clean air without 

tobacco smoke is an integral part of the 
right to live in a Clean and non-polluted 
environment. 

Every citizen has the right to be 
informed ·about the high risks that 
tobacco has on health. 

Every child and adolescent has the 
right to be protected from all forms of 
tobacco promotion. and to be given 
every assistance. whether by edu 
cational or other measures. to resist the 
temptation of starting to use tobacco in 
whatever form. 

Every citizen has the right to breathe 
air in enclosed public places and public 
transport. which is not polluted by 
tobacco smoke. 

Every worker has the right to breathe 
air at the workplace which has not been 
polluted by tobacco smoke. 

Every smoker has the right to be 
encouraged and helped in order to give 
up the habit. 

tries as a major market to conquer, 
and this could bring about an increase 
in smoking, particularly among young 
people and women. In order to pre
vent this, it is essential to make the 
ordinary people and opinion leaders 
really understand that in Western 
countries, which they often take as a 
model, the tendency today is towards 
nonsmoking and promoting a smoke
free environment 

It is still too early to assess what 
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beneficial effects on mortality and 
morbidity have been produced by the 
fight against smoking. Certainly there 
have been some behavioural changes 
in countries which have pursued a 
continuous and determined policy. In 
those countries there are fewer male 
smokers than there were in previous 
decades. 

Women smokers 
Women are the prime target for 

cigarette advertising. In countries 
where traditionally few women 
smoked, there are now more female 
smokers than in the past. However, the 
most recent statistics show a decline in 
countries such as Denmark and the 
United Kingdom where there have 
been many women smokers for a long 
time. 

Signs of a decline in the number of 
young people who smoke or who are 
starting to smoke in some countries 
are the most encouraging result. 

Clearly the fight will be long and 
arduous. Whatever the result, it will be 
a landmark in health promotion. The 
tobacco lobbies will use any means to 
defend their profits, as they recently 
proved in France by trying in vain to 
halt a poster campaign which 
humorously pointed out the lies used 

Anti-smoking education in North Kare
lia, Finland. 

in advertising to promote brands of 
cigarettes. The tobacco industry goes 
even further, and is making up for 
losses incurred in developed countries 
by investing in developing countries. It 
has no hesitation in adding to their 
existing problems by destabilizing the 
economy, agriculture, and slender 
family incomes. 

It follows that, as in many other 
areas, solidarity and collaboration at a 
global level are essential for the fight 
against smoking, and against risk 
factors in general which endanger 
public health. • 
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