Tobacco: Threat to our environment

Tobacco negatively impacts the enviroment and causes

significant damage throughout its cycle — from cultivation,
manufacture, distribution, consumption, and post-consumption.
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Impact on land and agriculture

Tobacco is grown as a monocrop, which ruins
the quality of the soil, making the soil and the
plant vulnerable to pests.! To counter this, most
farmers use a fair amount of pesticides.? Many of
these toxic chemicals leach into and pollute the
soil where tobacco is grown and the waterways
adjacent to the tobacco farming communities.
The tobacco plant also absorbs more nutrients
from the soil than other crops, leaving the

soil depleted and requiring more chemical
fertilizers that also pollute the environment:?

Deforestation is a problem in tobacco growing
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and tobacco curing. Tobacco is grown in most
ASEAN countries where scarce arable lands are
used for tobacco, instead of much needed food
crops. A total of 302,746 hectares of land in the
ASEAN region is devoted to tobacco growing,
with about 85% in Indonesia (206,337 ha),
Philippines (33,593 ha), and Thailand (17,858 ha).#
Tobacco growing and tobacco curing causes
up to 5% of global deforestation® through land
clearing and when trees are cut for firewood

to cure tobacco leaves.® Devastating forest

fires can also be started by haphazardly
discarded, smouldering cigarettes. These
environmental issues have often been overlooked
in discussing tobacco control strategies.
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Harms tobacco farmers

Tobacco farmers and growers are often
exposed to harmful pesticides, such as
dichlorodiphenyltrichloroethane (DDT),

which are already banned in high-income
countries. Unaware of the toxicity of these
substances, farmers use them without the
proper safety measures. Exposure to such
pesticides can cause health impacts including
birth defects, benign and malignant tumors,
genetic changes, blood disorders, neurological

disorders and endocrine disruption.’

Handling tobacco leaves may lead to nicotine
poisoning, known as Green Tobacco Sickness
(GTS), the risk of which increases when the
leaves are wet with rain, dew, or sweat,
allowing the skin to absorb the nicotine and
into the bloodstream more easily.2 Symptoms
of GTS include headache, nausea, vomiting,
chills, abdominal cramps, among others.

Pollution from tohacco smoke

Second-hand smoke is the smoke emitted
from the burning end of a cigarette or other
tobacco products usually in combination
with the smoke exhaled by the smoker.
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With about one billion smokers consuming

each year an estimated 6.25 trillion cigarettes
worldwide, including 531 billion sticks in the ASEAN
region, tobacco smoke releases significant
amounts of carcinogenic substances, toxicants,

and pollutants into the air we breathe in
the places we live, study, work, and play.?

Pollution from waste products

Tobacco product wastes also leave behind
irreversible harm to the enviroment. It is
estimated that 340 to 680 million kilograms

of cigarette butts litter the world each year.”
Cigarette butts, which are single use plastics, are
considered the top-littered item in international
coastal cleanups.” In addition, they contain

toxic chemical residues that leech into the
environment. The discarded paper, foil, and

cellophane that are used in tobacco product
packaging also contribute to solid waste pollution.
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Newer tobacco products, such as electronic
cigarettes (electronic nicotine delivery
systems - ENDS) and Heated Tobacco
Products (HTPs), contribute additional
wastes, such as plastic, metal, batteries, and
other non-biodegradable materials that
end up in landfills or seas, in addition to the
toxic chemical residues they contain.

The tobacco industry blames consumers
for littering, when this is due to the cigarette
filter, a design of the product itself.? In most
cases, the responsibility to clean up waste
products falls on local communities and
governments using taxpayers’ funds.

Greenwashing through so-called CSR activities

Tobacco companies do not take responsibility for
the harm tobacco production and use cause to
the environment, instead they conduct tokenistic
corporate social activities which promote their
names to build a positive image and maintain
legitimacy in the public and corporate spheres.®
The tobacco industry also ties its CSR activities
to “sustainability” and to the larger United Nation
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), but in
reality, the tobacco business, which undermines
public health and sustainable development,

is contradictory to almost all of the SDGs.#

Recommendations;

A comprehensive tobacco control strategy
should include the impact of tobacco on the
environment. Article 18 of the WHO Framework
Convention on Tobacco Control requires
Parties to address the serious concerns posed
by tobacco growing and manufacturing to
protect the environment and public health.

Governments should consider solutions that
make tobacco companies accountable for the
damage that they cause to the environment.
This can be in the form of an environmental
tax, in addition to excise tax, on tobacco
products to cover the enviromental costs of
tobacco production, consumption, and the
clean-up costs of tobacco waste products.

Governments also need to strengthen regulations
for tobacco agriculture to prevent land and
water degradation and help tobacco farmers
shift to safer and more economically viable
alternative livelihoods to protect their health.

Finally, so-called CSR activities by the tobacco
industry should be prohibited by law because
they are a form of tobacco sponsorship and
promotion that cover up industry wrongdoings
and buy goodwill and credibility.
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