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22  Politics

Smoking among the young: Switzerland lags behind

Switzerland is currently at the bottom of the European ranking in the fight against smoking.
An initiative banning advertising aimed at minors was approved in 2022. Prevention is now facing off
against the might of Big Tobacco.

STEPHANE HERZOG

“This is a significant improvement.”
Camille Robert, co-director of the
“Groupement romand d’études des ad-
dictions” (GREA) network, recalls her
sense of satisfaction when the popu-
lar initiative “Yes to protecting chil-
dren and young adults from tobacco
advertising” was accepted in Febru-
ary 2022. This constitutional article
should come into force in 2024. The
Federal Council has announced that
“it will result in an almost total ban on
advertising, since there are few places
or media which minors cannot access”.
These provisions will be incorporated
into the tobacco products act.

Launched in 2015, it aims to regulate
a wide variety of products, all of
which serve to deliver nicotine to
consumers, e.g. cigarettes, heated to-
bacco, e-cigarettes, tobacco placed
between the gums (snuff/snus), nico-
tine substitutes.

Despite this progress, prevention
groups remain wary. “Whereas the
World Health Organization (WHO)
recommends a total ban on advertis-
ing, Swiss law stipulates a list of cer-
tain bans on advertising and sponsor-
ship, which will leave space for the
tobacco companies,” comments Va-
nessa Prince, project manager at Un-
isanté (VD). Pascal Diethelm, presi-

Around 27 per cent
of all Swiss smoke.
The habit is particu-
larly prevalent
among young people.
Switzerland ranks
second to last in
Europe in terms of
tobacco prevention.
Photo: Keystone

dent of the OxySuisse association,
also sees a major flaw. “By focusing
attention on the under-18 group, this
law risks reinforcing tobacco’s appeal
among young people as forbidden
fruit”. As an example, he refers to a
booth set up at the last Montreux Fes-
tival by British American Tobacco, re-
served solely for adults. “It’s exclu-
sive, and that attracts young people,”
he adds. Such messages normalising
tobacco use can be found on social
networks. “Smoking is a juvenile dis-
ease that is being transmitted through
social networks on a wide scale,”
states Swiss physician Reto Auer, who
works with Unisanté. According to
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prevention associations, the best way
to protect young people from tobacco
would be to ban advertising com-
pletely, as recommended by the WHO
Framework Convention on Tobacco
Control. Although Switzerland signed
the convention in 2004, its ratification
is not on the agenda at the moment.

An empire of multinational
tobacco companies

The might of the tobacco industry in
Switzerland is contributing to this
reticence. The country is home to
Philip Morris (PMI), Japan Tobacco
International and British American
Tobacco Switzerland. PMI alone man-
ufactures over 20 billion cigarettes a
year in Neuchatel, including small cig-
arettes for its IQOS heated tobacco
device. “The tobacco industry has
managed to form alliances with the
economy and the most conservative
parties,” Diethelm explains. An SVP
national councillor — Raymond Clottu
(NE) - declared in 2016, for example,
that “cigarette advertising is not in-
tended to encourage smoking, it’s
simply an instrument of legitimate
competition between markets”.
Ultimately, Switzerland was ranked
35th in the Tobacco Control Scale
2021 in Europe, second-to-last before
Bosnia-Herzegovina. Its score was 35
points, compared with 82 for Ireland,
which received good marks in eight
areas, including increased prices for
a packet of cigarettes and measures
to ban smoking in public spaces. With
regard to advertising, countries such
as Finland and Norway, which have a
complete ban on advertising, were
awarded the maximum number of
points (13), while Switzerland re-
ceived two points. “In some countries,
cigarette packs are very plain and not
even visible at the point of sale, which
lessens marketing appeal,” says the
president of OxySuisse. What effects
will the impending law on tobacco
products have on this aspect of pre-
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vention? “Switzerland could achieve
around ten points, but not the maxi-
mum because there will still be forms
of advertising permitted for those
over 18,” acknowledges Jean-Paul Hu-
mair, medical director of the Centre
for Information and Prevention of To-
bacco Use in Geneva.

Limited prevention

Prevention organisations are looking
for alaw that goes further. In particu-
lar, they deplore the fact that Switzer-
land has only one global health sur-
vey, carried out just once every five
years. The prevalence of smoking —
and vaping — among young people
should, however, be monitored much
more closely. In a survey of upper sec-
ondary school students in 2020 and
2021, 12 percent of 15-18-year-olds
said they smoked every day and 2
percent vaped daily. Although age
comparisons with other countries are
complicated, overall the fact remains
that 27 percent of the Swiss popula-
tion smokes, compared with about 15
percent in Australia, where the battle
against tobacco use is very aggres-
sive.

...and cheap packet prices

Another prevention tool is to in-
crease the price per cigarette pack,
which leads to an equivalent reduc-
tion in consumption by young people,
states Humair. According to the latest

report by the Federal Commission for
Issues relating to Addiction and the
Prevention of Non-communicable
Diseases, the price of cigarettes is ab-
normally low in Switzerland com-
pared with other countries. A packet
costs CHF 9 in Switzerland as against
CHF 15 in Ireland. Each pack sold gen-
erates CHF 4.60 for the OASI pension
fund, 2.6 centimes for the Tobacco
Control Fund and the same amount
for the fund promoting tobacco culti-
vation. “The tax charged for OASI
poses a problem of social justice, be-
cause it forces people to contribute
even though not all will benefit from
it due to diseases caused by tobacco,”
explains Camille Robert. This issue
is not covered by the bill.

New forms of con-
sumption beg the
question: what needs
preventing — nicotine
consumption in gen-
eral, or just smoking?
This lack of clarity
undermines preven-
tion efforts.

Nicotine debate undermining
Photo: Keystone

prevention

GREA also believes that anti-smoking
campaigns are under-resourced.

“They have little impact on young peo-
ple in general. Actions aimed at sup-
ply and demand or helping young peo-
ple understand the mechanisms used
in advertising are more effective,”
comments Jean-Paul Humair. Un-
isanté accomplishes this with a tablet
app that encourages teenagers to dis-
cover advertising messages hidden in
images presented in the form of an In-
stagram feed.

The debate on cigarettes is inter-
twined with a second debate concern-
ing access to nicotine. And this issue
divides prevention professionals into
two camps. The Swiss Association for
Tobacco Control advocates a “tobac-
co-free and nicotine-free” Switzerland.
Other health professionals view
e-cigarettes — containing nicotine —
as a risk reduction tool. They point
to the fact that it is tobacco, not nic-
otine, that kills more than 9,000 peo-
ple every year. The problem, how-

is that these conflicting
messages end up muddying the pre-
vention waters.

ever,
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