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More countries need to introduce large graphic health warnings on packages of tobacco and launch hard hitting media campaigns, both of which have proved highly effective at reducing tobacco use, says a report by the World Health Organization.
“We urge all countries to follow best practices for reducing tobacco consumption,” said Ala Alwan, WHO’s assistant director general for non-communicable diseases and mental health. “We are pleased that more and more people are being adequately warned . . . At the same time we can’t be satisfied that the majority of countries are doing nothing or not enough.” 
WHO says that tobacco will kill nearly six million people this year, of whom more than five million will be users and former users and more than 600 000 non-smokers who were exposed to tobacco smoke.
The report says that more than one billion people in 19 countries are now covered by laws that require large graphic health warnings to cover 50% or more of cigarette packages.
Douglas Bettcher, director of WHO’s tobacco free initiative, told reporters that Mexico, Peru, and the United States were the latest countries to require large graphic warnings.
The graphic warnings are among six measures recommended by WHO as “best” and “good buys” in tobacco control (BMJ 2011;342:d2648, doi:10.1136/bmj.d2648). Others include monitoring tobacco use; protecting people from tobacco smoke; helping users quit; enforcing bans on tobacco advertising, promotion, and sponsorship; and raising taxes on tobacco.
WHO’s report says that the three countries with the largest pictorial health warning requirements for cigarettes are Uruguay (80% of the principal display areas), Mauritius (65%), and Mexico (65%). In the United Kingdom and Northern Ireland it is 35%.
WHO’s Framework Convention on Tobacco Control, ratified by 173 countries, says that health warnings should cover 50% of the principal display areas but be no less than 30%.
A total of 87 countries require only small warnings covering less than 30% of a pack or have no warning labels, it says.
The report says that effective warning labels shift the value of packaging away from brand marketing and towards public health messaging and increase smokers’ awareness of the health risks.
A Canadian study cited in the report found that about three in 10 former smokers said that graphic labels (introduced in Canada in 2001) had motivated them to quit, and more than a quarter said that the labels helped them remain abstinent. Graphic warnings also persuade smokers to protect the health of non-smokers by smoking less inside their homes and avoiding smoking near children, it says.
WHO considers Australia’s proposed legislation to require that tobacco be sold in plain packaging a best practice (BMJ 2011;342:d2801, doi:10.1136/bmj.d2801), and it hopes that other countries will follow, Dr Bettcher said.
He described attempts by the tobacco industry to challenge the tough measures in Uruguay and Australia “as desperate and underhanded intimidation tactics.”
The report also found that 23 countries, with more than 1.9 billion people, conducted strong national media campaigns in 2009 and 2010. Campaigns using graphic images of illness and showing people suffering or dying are especially effective in convincing tobacco users to quit, it says. India’s campaign, for example, included footage of patients with tobacco related cancers.
Other key findings include:
	Only 19 countries, covering 980 million people, provided comprehensive tobacco cessation services, with coverage very low in the poorest countries.

	More than 100 countries still do not have data on tobacco use.

	Since 2008, 12 more countries increased tobacco taxes to more than 75% of the retail price, bringing the total to 27. 


Global Tobacco Epidemic, 2011: Warning about the Dangers of Tobacco is at www.who.int/tobacco.
Notes
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