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(Press Release)
AVI slams government on vape ban ordinance
Can the Centre, which is itself involved in tobacco trader through its 28% stake in ITC, be allowed to ban alternatives to cigarettes, consumer body asks
September 03, 2019, New Delhi: Taking strong objection to the government bringing an ordinance to ban e-cigarettes in India, Association of Vapers India (AVI), an organisation that represents e-cigarette users across the country, said the Centre is trying to bypass the judicial system after both Delhi and Bombay high courts stayed vape bans.

The consumer body questioned the government’s intent in banning alternatives to smoking as it is a stakeholder in tobacco commerce, profiting directly from cigarette sales through its 28% stake in the country’s largest tobacco company, ITC, which accounts for nearly 85 per cent of the cigarette market in India.

The association also raised doubts on the seriousness of the government to make India a tobacco-free country as long as it continues to participate in tobacco trade in violation of international tobacco control treaties it has signed.

Samrat Chowdhery, AVI director and harm reduction advocate, said: “The decision of the government to bring an ordinance to ban e-cigarettes protects the cigarette business, in which it has a significant stake. Had the government been unbiased on the issue, it would have followed the judicial process as the matter is subjudice and not tried to circumvent it with a hurried ordinance when Parliament is not in session. People should come before profits, and in this debate the voice of consumers is being lost.” 

Chowdhery said not only there is scientific consensus that vaping is significantly less harmful than smoking which kills 8 million people every year, with 69 developed nations allowing and even promoting its use among adult smokers, e-cigarettes have also been found to be twice as effective as nicotine patches or gums in helping smokers quit as they address the behavioural aspect of smoking.

“A ban on e-cigarettes won’t be effective, but will create a black market with no safety nets which will imperil consumers and also lead to their harassment, while preventing current smokers from adopting harm reduction,” he said.

Chowdhery accused the government of making false claims of tobacco elimination as it is an active participant in both tobacco trade and cultivation while touting surface-level control measures which have led to consumption decline of just 6% from 2010 to 2017, a rate at which it will be several decades before the elimination goal can be achieved.

Senior Delhi high court lawyer Dr Farrukh Khan said rather than imposing a ban which curtails freedom of choice, the government should frame a sound policy on e-cigarettes. “An ordinance to ban vaping shows high-handedness of the government. 
On one hand they are not able to take any action against shops where cigarettes and bidis are sold to teenagers, on the other hand they are trying to deprive people from scientifically proven safer alternatives which can help them in quitting smoking. The government, in the larger pursuit of public health, should regulate vaping since a blanket ban on e-cigarettes will be ultra-vires to the constitutional framework. Regulation of ENDS will have multiple benefits like ensuring quality products, use by intended people at a proper age and also there will be no black market of such products.”

Stating that the government is not disseminating correct information on e-cigarettes, Dr Rohan Sequeira, cardio-metabolic physician at Mumbai’s Jaslok hospital, said the decision to ban them is being taken in haste. “Neither have there been any independent studies conducted in India nor any regulatory mechanisms have been put in place with regards to e-cigarettes. Is government really serious on making India tobacco-free?” he asked.

Dr Sequeira said e-cigarettes release nicotine which is habit-forming, but contrary to common myth, it does not cause cancer. Health regulators in developed countries like the US, the UK and other European nations have permitted the use of e-cigarettes given their potential in fighting the menace of smoking. “Thanks to their regulatory embrace of e-cigarettes, these countries have seen significant declines in smoking rates, unlike in India, which is struggling to control the epidemic as prevalence is increasing in some regions,” he added.

E-cigarette users have been vehemently opposing a ban, with around 3,000 of them recently sending postcards to Delhi and central health ministries sharing personal stories of health improvement after switching to vaping.

Opposing the government’s decision to bring an ordinance to ban e-cigarettes, Kanav Rishi Kumar, an ex-smoker who quit through vaping, said, “The government has failed to understand the technology and its potential, and they are banning without exploring it. A wiser move would have been to examine the scientific evidence, gain insight from countries that have allowed its use, and frame policies that are pro-people,” he said.

 About AVI : Association of Vapers India is a non-profit that advocates tobacco harm reduction through the use of vapor products and electronic cigarettes to help smokers quit. AVI is connected to a community of over a lakh consumers who have quit smoking through vaping. Its members include professionals from all walks of life, including medical and legal professionals. AVI is part of International Network of Consumer Organsations (INNCO), which represents 34 national consumer advocacy bodies. It is also part of the Asian network - Coalition of Asia Pacific Harm Reduction Advocates (CAPHRA). 

AVI along with the help of experts and researchers in this field has initiated dialogue with the Indian government to find a balanced way to regulate e-cigarettes to ensure it is available to smokers looking to quit while keeping them out of the hands of minors.
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