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The tobacco epidemic in India

Tobacco causes a wide range of diseases and affects those consuming it as
well as those cultivating it. There is a need for up-to-date data to understand
trends in tobacco use to tackle the tobacco industry
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Tobacco's deleterious influence extends beyond human health. It is a highly erosive

crop that rapidly depletes soil nutrients. This requires more fertilizers to be used which


https://www.thehindu.com/elections/
https://www.thehindu.com/tag/911-903-684/
https://www.thehindu.com/profile/author/Varun-Raj-Passi-22898/
https://www.thehindu.com/profile/author/Parth-Sharma-18562/
Yuvrajsinh Gohel


Q<
=
=
]
=
g
—
wn
(1]
=
n
n
Q.
=)
c
Q'_Jl
[ —

Ig

The status of tobacco use in India

The Global Adult Tobacco Survey (GATS), the Global Youth Tobacco Survey (GYTS), and
India’s National Family Health Survey (NFHS) capture the status of tobacco use in
India. GYTS assesses tobacco use in students between the ages of 13 and 15 years and
GATS and NFHS in people above 15 years of age.

Overall, the results of these surveys have been promising: tobacco use has gone down in
the population groups studied by these surveys. An exception to this is tobacco use in
women, which went up by 2.1% between 2015-2016 and NFHS 2019-2021. This said, a
major caveat is that no survey has been conducted since the COVID-19 pandemic.
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Chart 1: Comparison of monthly consumption of bidi and cigarettes between
National Tobacco Control Program (NTCP) districts and non-NTCP districts
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However, existing measures are poorly implemented. Smokeless tobacco products

Smuggled tobacco products — both smoked and smokeless forms — have also been
badly regulated. To make matters worse, the fines for violating COTPA regulations have
not been updated since 2003. For instance, a tobacco company is fined a maximum of
only 5,000 for violating packaging restrictions for the first time.
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Becoming more affordable

Amendments to COTPA had been proposed in 2015 and 2020. The changes suggested in
2015 included regulations on surrogate advertisements, inclusion of films and video
games in the definition of ‘advertisement’, and increasing the fines for violation of
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advertisement norms by a factor of 10. The amendment proposed in 2020 would have
made licensing necessary for the production, supply, and distribution of tobacco
products. But neither Bill was passed.

Chart 2: Trends in tobacco usage in different population groups
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Tax measures and lobbying

Rijo M. John, an economist and tobacco policy analyst, estimated the tax burden to be
51% for cigarettes, 22% for bidis, and 64% for SLTs, much lower than the FCTC’s
fecommendationoiatleastiZzsyataR The tobacco lobby often argues that high taxes on
tobacco lead to tax evasion. However, non-tax factors are equally, if not more, important.
These factors include weak governance, high levels of corruption, poor government
commitment to tackling illicit tobacco, ineffective customs and tax administration, and
informal distribution channels for tobacco products.

Chart 3: Trends in Relative Income Price (RIP) for cigarettes and
smokeless tobacco
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In a progressive move, the Prohibition of Electronic Cigarette Act (PECA), 2019 banned
e-cigarettes in India — yet they continue to remain a major public health challenge in
the country. (The safe amount of tobacco is zero, and e-cigarettes’ usefulness in de-
addiction has been questioned.) In one online survey completed by 840 adults, 23%
reported having used e-cigarettes and 8% reported daily use.
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Finally, the role of lobbying by the tobacco industry can’t be understated. Effective
lobbying has led to the exemption of cess on bidis and smaller tobacco manufacturers
to be continuously extended. It is public knowledge that government officials, both in-
service and retired, engage with the tobacco industry. For example, a retired Indian
Administrative Services officer joined the board of Godfrey Phillips as an independent
director in 2022. Moreover, the Central government holds a 7.8% stake in ITC Ltd.,,
India’s largest tobacco company. India’s score on the tobacco interference index —
which calculates the degree of interference by the tobacco industry in governance —
has also worsened since 2021.

Catching up with industry

Varun Raj Passi and Parth Sharma are public health researchers at the Association for
Socially Applicable Research (ASAR).
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