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Introduction
The tobacco industry has long been scrutinized for its so-called corporate social responsibility (CSR)           
activities to influence public perception and policy. Major tobacco companies have engaged in numerous 
such activities across the globe, including in the ASEAN region, where there is lack of strict regulatory 
frameworks.1 This report unveils the intricate ways in which the tobacco industry leverages donations and 
sponsorships to gain access to policymakers and shape public health policies in its favor. By examining 
recent developments such as increased acceptance of industry-sponsored donations and weakening of        
regulations to accommodate these contributions, this report sheds light on the broader implications of 
these practices for tobacco control and public health.

In recent years, Philip Morris International (PMI), in collaboration with various foundations, has sponsored 
numerous health and community initiatives. These events, often supported by national and local        
government agencies, provide essential services to communities but also serve as conduits for PMI to 
foster relationships with influential policymakers. This dual role of CSR activities raises critical questions 
about the ethical boundaries of corporate influence in public health. While these activities may appear 
beneficial, they often serve as a tool for the tobacco industry to enhance its public image and gain 
influence.

A pivotal moment in this context was a recent acceptance of donations from tobacco companies by         
government agencies in the Philippines, despite existing regulations that forbid such donations. This 
has far-reaching consequences for the implementation of international tobacco control commitments, 
potentially allowing greater tobacco industry interference in public health policy. The decision 
underscores the ongoing tension between public health objectives and the influence of vested interests 
within the regulatory framework. It highlights the need for a reassessment of current policies to ensure 
they effectively prevent any form of tobacco industry interference.

This report delves into the detrimental implications of these CSR activities, the manipulative tactics of 
the tobacco industry, and the broader regulatory landscape in ASEAN. By providing a comprehensive 
analysis, the report aims to inform policymakers, public health advocates, and the general public about 
the critical need for stringent regulations to safeguard public health policies from undue corporate 
influence. The ultimate goal is to highlight the importance of transparency, integrity, and accountability in 
governance to ensure that public health interests are prioritized by governments and not compromised by 
the vested interests of the tobacco industry.
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Why does the tobacco industry engage in CSR activities?
Corporate social responsibility (CSR) refers to a business model where a company undertakes initiatives 
to do business in an ethical way, taking responsibility for its social, economic, and environmental impact. 
Given the inherent harmfulness of the tobacco industry, however, its only socially responsible action would 
be to close its business. Its so-called CSR activities are not genuinely altruistic gestures but only an illusion 
of  generosity, calculated maneuvers to advance corporate objectives. 

Historically, tobacco companies have engaged in CSR activities to cultivate a favorable public image,        
enhance their reputation, promote brand loyalty, and attract investors. This intentional effort to foster 
positive perception serves as a means to garner public trust while deflecting attention from the huge and 
inherently negative health, social, economic, and environmental impacts of their products.

Furthermore, tobacco companies use CSR to gain political advantage and impede tobacco control efforts. 
By conducting charitable community and health-related activities, they paint their brands with a veneer of 
societal acceptability, so as to counteract the impact of tobacco control campaigns on their reputation. 

This practice allows the tobacco industry to establish relationships with politicians and enter and 
maintain a  presence in policy discussions and regulatory environments, so as to ensure their interests are 
considered and regulatory policies are aligned with their business interests. This creates potential conflicts 
of interest for the government officials involved and even results in regulatory capture, where government 
agencies meant to serve the public interest instead align with industry interests through deliberate efforts 
by the tobacco industry to co-opt regulatory agencies.

The World Health Organization Framework Convention on Tobacco Control (WHO FCTC) recognizes 
tobacco-related CSR activities as a form of sponsorship and requires their denormalization and outright 
ban.2 WHO FCTC Article 13 requires Parties to ban contributions from tobacco companies to any entity for 
socially responsible causes, as these are forms of sponsorship, and publicity of such constitutes tobacco 
advertising and promotion, which are similarly to be banned under Article 13. Additionally, the WHO 
FCTC Article 5.3 Guidelines call on Parties to “denormalize and, to the extent possible, regulate activities 
described as ‘socially responsible’ by the tobacco industry.”3  In the ASEAN region, Cambodia, Lao PDR, 
Malaysia, Myanmar, and Thailand have already banned tobacco industry-sponsored CSR activities, setting 
an example for other countries to follow.

                 

Tobacco Companies CSR Strategy and Activities
Most tobacco companies do not disclose or provide complete details of their spending on CSR activities. 
A quick analysis of the amounts PMI reported having distributed in the ASEAN region (Table1) reveals 
some interesting information.

   Table 1: Philip Morris International CSR Activities, 2019-20234

       
Country 2019 2020 2021 2022 2023

Orgs USD Orgs USD Orgs USD Orgs USD Orgs USD

Indonesia 16 5,972,145 17 8,007,835 10 5,627,654 8 4,385,310 6 3,331,003

Malaysia 1 83,870 - - 4 184,735 3 112,594 2 61,987

Philippines 8 2,927,906 2 13,405,967 1 17,319,573 2 7,404,496 9 5,369,995

Thailand 4 582,794 1 478,164 1 483,871 5 383,781 5 292,948

Vietnam - - 1 96,000 - - - - - -
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The figures show a declining trend of PMI’s CSR contributions across Indonesia, Malaysia, Philippines, 
and Thailand, with the Philippines receiving the largest portion. Majority of these contributions went 
to NGOs or foundations; however, in the Philippines, an in-kind donation amounting to USD 572,141 
was given to a government agency, Department of Social Welfare and Development (DSWD), despite 
regulations prohibiting such donation.5  Similarly, USD 1.8 million was given to the Philippine Red Cross 
despite the organization’s international policy of non-engagement with the tobacco industry. There were 
also donations to unnamed groups or communities in the Philippines amounting to USD 1,859,354. Across 
the years PMI’s so-called CSR has focused on access to education, economic opportunities, and women 
empowerment. These areas consistently received substantial funding. Emergency relief and preparedness 
also received attention but less consistently. 

Japan Tobacco (JT) reportedly spent about USD 50 million globally in 2023.6  Of this amount, 6.7% was 
allocated for charitable donations, 93% was allocated for community investment, and 0.3% was allocated 
for commercial initiatives, supporting 514 organizations. In Cambodia, Japan Tobacco International (JTI) 
made headlines by celebrating its corporate achievements; a Phnom Penh Post7 news article underscored 
JTI’s focus on its contributions to the economy and its commitment to employee welfare. 

British American Tobacco (BAT) continued to highlight its Environment, Social, and Governance (ESG)       
initiatives, focusing on environmental protection, improving farmers’ livelihoods, upholding human rights, 
and supporting community development.8  In 2022, a total of GBP 12.79 million was directed towards 
so-called community investment programmes, with GBP 12.60 million spent in cash and an additional GBP 
0.34 million for in-kind donations.9 In Vietnam, BAT leverages its CSR activities to enhance its reputation 
by contributing to environmental sustainability and poverty alleviation efforts. To mark World Environment 
Day, BAT Vietnam organized environmental initiatives involving its employees and partners. At the Dong 
Nai BAT-Vinataba JV factory, 50 employees collaborated with local groups to clean streets and public 
areas, collecting 1,000 kg of trash.10  

JTI installs 4 aqua towers in Kampong Cham, Preah Sihanouk, and Siem Reap
Source: https://www.phnompenhpost.com/supplements/jti-championing-japanese-values-in-cambodia

Khanh Viet Corporation, a tobacco company was honored by the Khanh Hoa Provincial People’s Committee.
Source: https://global.khatoco.com/khanh-viet-corporation-was-awarded-the-certificate-of-merit-by-khanh-hoa-peo-
ples-committee-at-the-ceremony-of-awarding-scholarships-to-pupils-and-students-of-khanh-hoa-province/

The Phy Santepheap Trey Koh Football Team received a donation of tobacco products from the Viniton Group, a 
tobacco industry company.
(Note: Facebook post where this photo was sourced is now unavailable)
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The Hidden Agenda: Tobacco Industry CSR and Its Impact on 
Philippine Health Policies
The “LAB for ALL” caravan,11  launched in Oriental Mindoro, Philippines on 1 August 2023,12  serves as 
a prime example of how the tobacco industry leverages its so-called CSR initiatives to gain access to          
policymakers and potentially influence public health policies. This initiative, led by the First Lady, in 
collaboration with the Department of Health (DOH) and other national agencies, provides essential health 
services to underserved communities. While the immediate benefits of such initiatives are evident—
offering free medical consultations, laboratory tests, and essential health services—these CSR activities 
also serve a strategic purpose for corporate sponsors, including those from the tobacco industry. Tobacco 
companies, such as Philip Morris Fortune Tobacco Corporation (PMFTC) and JTI, are sponsors of the 
program.13  The donation of a mobile clinic from PMI to DSWD in the amount of USD 572,14114  is a 
drop in the bucket of PMI’s USD 8.3 billion net profit in the same year15 and pales in comparison to the 
direct and indirect economic costs for tobacco-related diseases in the Philippines, which, in 2021, were 
estimated at USD 7.17 billion.16  

Jaime V. Ongpin Foundation Inc., a prominent NGO supporting the “LAB for ALL” program, has been 
receiving substantial donations from PMI over the last several years  and often partners with large 
corporations for social projects,17  facilitating the involvement of PMI to present itself as a socially 
responsible entity, despite the public health risks associated with its core business. 

The “LAB for ALL” caravan exemplifies how the tobacco industry exploits CSR as a tool not only for public 
relations, but also to influence public health policies. By aligning their CSR activities with government 
health initiatives, tobacco companies gain strategic access to top-level policymakers, potentially shaping 
tobacco control policies in a way that serves their business interests, even as they appear to promote 
public health on the surface. This underscores the need for vigilance in assessing the true impact of such 
partnerships on public health outcomes and policy integrity.

	
	

					   

DSWD’s internal policy  which prohibits receipt of donations from the tobacco industry. 

Donation of mobile clinic by Philip Morris International to DSWD. In the photo are the First Lady of the Philippines, 
Secretary of Department of Social Welfare and Development, Secretary of Health, officials from the Quezon City 
government and Chita Herce, government affairs head of Philip Morris Fortune Tobacco Corporation.
Source: Facebook post of Quezon City Government Available at https://www.facebook.com/photo?f-
bid=804874338493874&set=pcb.804874408493867
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This concern is further amplified by recent developments in the Philippines where the Department of 
Justice (DOJ) issued Opinion No. 28 Series of 2024, in response to an inquiry from the DSWD on the 
legality of accepting donations from tobacco companies. Specifically, the DSWD sought clarification on 
whether accepting three mobile clinics from a tobacco company would violate the Joint Memorandum 
Circular No. 2010-01 (JMC) on the Protection of the Bureaucracy Against Tobacco Industry Interference 
issued by the Civil Service Commission and DOH in line with WHO FCTC Article 5.3. The DOJ 
concluded—absurdly in SEATCA’s view—that the JMC’s prohibition of accepting such donations is 
applicable only to individual public officials and employees and not to the agencies they represent. 

This opinion significantly impacts public health policy by undermining the integrity and effectiveness of 
the JMC and the country’s commitments to the WHO FCTC. The DOJ’s interpretation that government 
agencies may accept donations from the tobacco industry could facilitate increased tobacco industry 
influence over public health policies and programs. It not only disregards WHO FCTC Article 13, which 
explicitly requires a comprehensive ban on tobacco advertising, promotion, and sponsorship, including 
so-called CSR activities of the tobacco industry, but it also contradicts Article 5.3, which is a general 
obligation to protect public health policies from the vested interests of the tobacco industry. By enabling 
such donations, the DOJ opinion legitimizes the industry’s efforts to gain goodwill, access senior 
government officials, and influence policy development, compromising public health objectives and 
tobacco control measures.

ASEAN’s Battle Against Tobacco Industry CSR: Progress and 
Persistent Challenges

The status of bans on CSR activities in the ASEAN remains varied. Countries like Brunei, Cambodia, Lao 
PDR, Malaysia, Myanmar, and Thailand continue to lead the way on complete bans on tobacco-related 
CSR activities. These nations recognize that such initiatives are strategic marketing efforts disguised as 
philanthropy, aiming to enhance the tobacco industry’s image and influence. As such, these bans align 
with Articles 5.3 and 13 of the WHO FCTC. 

Despite these advancements, the persistence of tobacco-related CSR activities in other ASEAN countries, 
especially Indonesia, the Philippines, and Vietnam, highlights ongoing challenges. These activities provide 
tobacco companies with platforms to portray themselves as responsible corporate entities, particularly 
in regions where regulations are more lenient or enforcement is inconsistent. For instance, Indonesia’s 
tobacco and e-cigarette sectors actively engage in CSR, organizing events and making donations to 
create a positive public image. In the Philippines, the industry’s substantial CSR contributions often 
exceed those in other ASEAN countries, reflecting the industry’s strategic focus on the country.

Article 13 Guidelines BRN KHM IDN LAO MYS MMR PHL SGP THA VNM

Provision of financial support to event, 
activities, individuals of groups

Contributions from tobacco compa-
nies to any other entity for “socially 
responsible causes.”

Legend: Ban No ban



Recommendations

The strategic involvement of the tobacco industry in CSR initiatives is part of a broader pattern to build 
relationships with government officials and policymakers. By sponsoring programs that align with public 
welfare goals, tobacco companies can position themselves as key partners in the government’s health 
agenda. This relationship-building can provide the tobacco industry with greater access to policymakers, 
which they can then leverage to influence policy decisions in its favor. This could include lobbying for less 
stringent regulations on tobacco products or opposing public health policies that could negatively impact 
their business

Moving forward, this report recommends the following, in line with WHO FCTC Articles 5.3 and 13: 
•	 Prohibit tobacco-related CSR activities. Government must ban so-called CSR activities by the 

tobacco industry as these activities are a form of tobacco sponsorship and a means of policy 
interference.

•	 Ensure transparency. Public officials must be transparent and accountable in their interactions with 
the tobacco industry.

•	 Reject tobacco industry grants. Government agencies should refuse grants and partnerships with the 
tobacco industry and clearly communicate their policy of non-collaboration with the industry. 

•	 Denormalize tobacco-related CSR. Governments should denormalize tobacco-related CSR 
activities.

•	 Advocate for policy change. NGOs and the academe should advocate for policies that ban tobacco 
industry CSR activities and support the government in monitoring, reporting, and exposing violations.
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The most significant tobacco regulatory policy development in ASEAN in 2024 is Malaysia’s new Control 
of Smoking Products for Public Health Act, enacted in December 2023. This law prohibits any form of CSR 
by the tobacco industry, marking a significant shift in the country’s approach to tobacco control. 
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