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Two years ago today the government announced its
ambition tomakeEngland smoke-free by 2030.1 2 This
includes making smoked tobacco obsolete, with
smokers quitting or moving to reduced risk products
like e-cigarettes. Despite acknowledging that itwould
be “extremely challenging,” there is still no sign to
date of the “bold action” the government promised
to deliver this crucial public health objective.

Although we are a world leader in tobacco control,
the current rate of decline in smoking is insufficient
to deliver the ambition.3 Indeed, since it was
announcedover 200000childrenunder 16 inEngland
have started smoking,4 two thirds of whom will go
on to become daily smokers.5

Half the difference in life expectancy between rich
and poor people is the result of smoking,6 and the
economic, as well as health, gains from a smoke-free
country will benefit most those in disadvantaged
groups and disadvantaged regions.7 Smoking is
estimated to have killed more people last year than
covid-19 and will do so for many years to come unless
the government takes action.8 Tobacco is the public
health epidemic hiding in plain sight.9

Delivering the smoke-free ambition would play a
major role in achieving government manifesto
commitments to increase healthy life expectancy by
five years by 2035, while reducing inequalities and
levelling up the nation. The blueprint to achieve this
is laid out in the All Party Parliamentary Group on
Smoking and Health’s recommendations for the
forthcoming Tobacco Control Plan, which we all
endorse.7

The comprehensive and sustained strategy
recommended in the report can deliver, if properly
funded. But given the many competing priorities for
the forthcoming comprehensive spending review,
public health is unlikely to be prioritised. The
alternative, which the government promised to
considerwhen it announced its smoke-free ambition,
is a US-style “polluter pays” levy on the tobacco
manufacturers.1

The All Party Parliamentary Group’s report sets out
how a levy on manufacturers could raise £700m
(€813m; $960m) in year one alone, without the costs
being passed on to smokers, now that we have left
the European Union. This could pay for delivery of
the Tobacco Control Plan and provide additional
funding that public health desperately needs.7 In

2019 Imperial Tobacco made £71 for every £100 in
sales10—these are extremeprofits,many timeshigher
than those made by other consumer product
manufacturers.11 The timehas come tomake tobacco
manufacturers pay to end the epidemic that they and
they alone have caused.
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