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A way ahead for a smoking-free country

Pratik Gupta

[image: ]India is the second largest producer and third largest exporter of tobacco in the world, but it is also home to those one million people who die due to tobacco each year. Various measures of the government have shown marginal decline in the tobacco usage in over a period of seven years from 2010 to 2017, but still almost 27 crores users are dangling between tobacco and electronic nicotine delivery systems (ENDS). 

Despite the fact that tobacco is one of the largest contributors to the Indian economy, it is also mounting up the economic burden of over Rs 1 lakh crore in indirect and direct costs.

Ronald Reagan, 40th President of the United States once said: ‘Government’s first duty is to protect people, not run their lives’. But the ban imposed by various state governments in India on electronic nicotine delivery systems (ENDS) or e-cigarettes seems completely ironical to what Reagan said.

The staggering number of people losing their lives due to tobacco calls for some harm reduction alternatives to which Indian authorities are turning a deaf ear. Based on the ill-informed studies and researches on harm reduction, as many as 12 states have already imposed ban on e-cigarettes following the central advisory.

The government has closed their eyes to the researches done by the various international bodies like Cancer Research UK which says that e-cigarettes or ENDS are far less harmful as compared to smoking as they neither contain tobacco nor are they combustible. Apart from being less harmful for the primary smokers, the secondary smokers or passive smokers are also likely to be less effected from the smoke of e-cigarettes.

Notably, most of EU, the US, Canada, New Zealand and the UK along with 65 other nations have allowed and promoted the use of ENDS among smokers. This has resulted in historical reduction in smoking prevalence. The Indian authorities should pay attention to the fact that the UK is on its way to become smoking-free by 2030 and the physicians prescribe vaping to heavy smokers.

As a matter of fact, nicotine creates dependency but it doesn’t cause cancer and is approved for cessation. Authorities and several organizations have been reiterating that the nicotine in the e-cigarettes is addictive but they never talk about the tar produced by the combustible cigarettes which released thousands of chemicals out of which 80 are carcinogenic. 



[bookmark: _GoBack]As combustion is completely eliminated from the process, there e-cigarettes prove to be 95 percent safer than the conventional cigarettes.

The Central government as well as State government have always reiterated on banning e-cigarettes rather than coming up with a uniform approach on harm reduction so as to save millions of lives each year.

The authorities and medical organizations have repeatedly emphasizing on unproven fears of teen uptake but they ignore the fact that same is applicable to cigarettes to. Hence, going by the unproven facts the government must rather think of promoting harm reduction instead of imposing blanket ban.

In a country like India, where non-smokers are equally vulnerable to the tobacco-related illness the need of the hour is pro-active approach towards the harm reduction alternatives. Pushing these many people towards death despite having the means to prevent it is nothing short of state-led genocide. Preventing uptake and mitigating harm should not be mutually exclusive in a democracy where all groups have an equal right to life and health.

The need of the hour is not only to promote the campaign regarding quitting tobacco but also promote the harmful alternatives so as to prevail the socio-economic loss of the country. Various researches show that as the smokers make a shift from conventional smoking to e-cigarettes, they are able to control their craving for smoking. Also, the findings revealed that there were subtle but significant changes in psychometric parameters and considerable reduction in biomarkers in toxicity.

As harm reduction advocate, we are not of the opinion that the usage of e-cigarettes or ENDS should be let free rather the government must take everyone on board and discuss on regulating it as well as frame some pro-active policies so that we can also take a big leap towards being smoking-free in coming future.

(Author is a consumer advocate and the Director of Association of Vapers India (AVI), a registered non -profit organization working on tobacco harm reduction)
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