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Don't be fooled by tobacco 
Paul Wangai 

''Doctor, it happened in the 
middle of a dance 
floor!" Ken told me. "I 

have had no major illness in the past. 
But the chest pain ... so sudden! So 
painful! It really scared the daylights 
out of me. Am I going to die? You 
know, I am engaged to be married on 
the 20th of next month. Nothing 
should spoil this great day!" 

Ken is 32 years old and smokes 
two packs of cigarettes a day. He was 
introduced to smoking by a friend at 
the age of 11 and has been a regular 
smoker ever since. A number of times, 
I have urged him to give up the habit. 
He tells me he will do so one day but 
that day has not yet come. 

When he walked into my clinic he 
was visibly shaken and very scared. 
He thinks something is very wrong. 
And he is right: it is serious. Last night 
when he had this very sharp chest pain 
he stopped dancing and sat down. His 
fiancee was shocked, and the dance 
literally stopped. Ken was so embar
rassed. He had just experienced a mild 
heart attack. He went to a dispensary 
and got some medicines, then went 
home to rest. 

A thorough examination and an 
electrocardiogram test showed clearly 
that my friend Ken has poor heart 
health. I explained the facts to him. 
The heart is a wonderful pump of 
blood. It pumps and pumps and 
pumps - non-stop until we die. When 
young people say: "I love you with 
all my hearf', this is not really true. 
You can't love with a heart. It is not 
a seat of emotion. It is simply a pump 
of blood. 

In severe attacks, it is unable to 
pump enough blood to the rest of the 
body and death occurs. Or, if the 
person survives, he or she is often left 
with permanent damage to the heart 
muscle. This restricts activity, as even 

"/ wanted to have power, sa I puffed. What a mistake/" 

slight physical exertion will bring 
about severe chest pain. 

In a mild attack, like Ken's, the 
damage is not so severe. The blood 
and oxygen supply was sufficiently 
reduced to cause problems, but did not 
stop completely as in a severe attack. 
Ken is lucky, he has a second chance. 
Not everyone is so fortunate. 

Smoking causes heart attacks 
It is quite clearly established that 
cigarette smokers have a 70% greater 
chance of developing coronary heart 
disease than persons who don't 
smoke. Smoking is one of the impor
tant risk factors for such a heart attack. 
It reduces the amount of available 
oxygen in the blood, causing the heart 
to work harder. Carbon monoxide in 
cigarette smoke damages the vessel 
wall from the inside, making it rough 
and therefore ready for fatty deposits 
to lodge there. The cigarette's poisons 

also increase the heart beat. The 
degree of risk to the heart and circula
tory system is related to the number of 
cigarettes smoked daily and for how 
many years -and whether one inhales 
or not. 

Furthermore, the smoke's poisons 
cause the red blood cells to stick 
together, forming clumps that are 
unable to pass through the smallest 
blood vessels, again reducing the 
blood and oxygen supply. 

Smoking does not give power 
Like most young people in developing 
countries, Ken started smoking at an 
early age, and it became a habit that is 
hard to quit. I remember when I took 
my first and last cigarette. All the boys 
in my class smoked in the toilets 
during break time. "When you smoke 
you become a real man", they told me. 
"Where there is smoke, there is fire; 
where there is fire , there is power." 
I wanted to have power, so I puffed. 
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What a lie! Tobacco actually destroys 
the body's engine, the heart pump. 

In fact, 40% of heavy smokers 
now aged 35 years will die before 
reaching the age of 65, compared with 
only 15% of nonsmokers. Three or 
four out of every ten smokers will die 
prematurely as a result of their habit. 
It has been estimated that each 
cigarette takes 91 minutes from the 
life of the average smoker. 

In the developed countries, the 
numbers of male smokers are decreas
ing rapidly, while in the developing 
countries they are increasing. Women, 
on the other hand, are smoking more, 
everywhere. The smoking rates in the 
developed countries are decreasing by 
1.5% a year, whereas they are 
increasing by 2% a year in the 
developing countries. Per capita 
cigarette consumption in Latin 
America increased by 24% between 
1970 and 1980. In North America the 
increase was only 4% and in Africa 
about 30%. 

Young people need to be protected 
About 30% of young people aged 10 
to 29 years smoke in developing 
countries. Many of these will end up 
as hardened tobacco addicts. This is a 
worrying feature, considering that the 
future of our developing nations lies 
with our young people. Youth is our 
most valuable asset. 

In my home country, Kenya, we 
know that our accomplishments in 
national and international athletic 
events are performed by nonsmoking 
young people. Smoking just doesn't 
mix well with sports. Top athletes like 
Kipchoge Keino, Moses Rono and 
Paul Ereng do not use tobacco. 

The false lure of the tobacco 
industry 

The tobacco industry would like us 
to believe that they assist the economy 
of Third World countries. This is 
supposed to be in the form of income 
and revenue to the state coffers, and 
payments to farmers and workers in 
the tobacco industry. The facts hardly 
bear this out. 

For one thing, the amount of 

Young people ore willing to learn. Make sure they get the message that smoking is bad for the 
heart and causes cancer. 

money used to compensate for the 
effects of tobacco use (as a result of 
illness and death) is some three times 
more than the amount of revenue and 
income to tobacco workers . Secondly, 
deforestation is a big problem. Curing 
the tobacco over wood fires calls for 
the widespread felling of trees, which 
is a prelude to soil erosion and 
desertification. Finally, much of the 
profits from tobacco sales is sent to 
wealthy developed countries and does 
not benefit the tobacco-growing 
countries. 

In reality, we are being fooled by 
the tobacco industry. Unable to 
promote tobacco use in the developed 
world, the manufacturers have a free 
hand in doing so in the developing 
countries. Their advertising claims 
that smoking helps performance in 
sports and gives the impression that to 
be successful means to smoke; after 
all, successful "westemers" smoke, 
they claim. These messages are 
inaccurate, false and unethical. 

The situation echoes the words of 
U.S. Senator Robert Kennedy when 
he opened the first world conference 
on smoking and health in 1967. He 
said: "The cigarette industry is 
peddling a deadly weapon; it is 
dealing in people's lives for financial 
gain." 

How true those words are! Is it not 
time we ceased to encourage this 
deadly habit, for our heart's sake? If 
you smoke, quit. If you don't smoke, 
don't start! Your heart will be better 
off without tobacco. • 

Tobacco control 
Kenya has embarked on various 
ways to help young people get the 
message: If you want to have a good 
strong heart- don't smoke. Some of 

these are: 

1. Banning tobacco advertising 
and promotion- including 

sports sponsorship; 

2. Rotating a variety of health 

warnings on cigarette packs; 

3. Increasing tobacco taxation; 

4. Banning the sale of cigarettes to 

children; 

5. Banning smoking in public 

places and transport; 

6: Replacing tobacco by crops 
which contribute to the eco-
nomic and social health of the 

community; 

7. Including tobacco messages in 
health education and school 
educational curricula; 

8. Arranging smoking cessation 

programmes; 

9. Enacting legislation to curb 

smoking. 
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