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Honorable Members of the ZA Parliament,

We write as a group of 86 academics and experts with varied background and extensive experience
in harm reduction, in response to the public consultation on the draft of the Tobacco and
Electronic Nicotine Delivery Systems Control Bill.

We read with interest the proposed draft bill and we are appreciative of the key contributions this
Bill will make in relation to the contrast of tobacco smoking. However, we are concerned that the
current draft will restrict less risky options for people who would benefit from using these products
to quit smoking. Bringing regulatory parity between cigarettes and non-combustible alternatives
(like e-cigarettes, heated tobacco products, oral nicotine/tobacco pouches) will further discourage
smokers from trying alternatives — something that should be actively encouraged given that South
Africa has high smoking prevalence and low successful quitting rate.

Despite extensive efforts, achieving eradication of tobacco smoking remains an elusive goal. The
persistent consumption of tobacco cigarettes, whether by choice or due to the inability to quit,
strongly underscores the feasibility of an alternative approach: providing smokers with
combustion-free products capable of replacing combustible cigarettes thus mitigating the
associated harm. This approach was notably endorsed by the Institute of Medicine, which defined
tobacco harm reduction products as those capable of substantially reducing overall tobacco-related
mortality and morbidity, despite entailing some residual exposure to tobacco-related toxins, albeit
at significantly diminished levels (1). This terminology is also entrenched in the World Health
Organization's (WHO) consensual framework for tobacco control, which delineates it as “a range of
supply, demand and harm reduction strategies that aim to improve the health of a population by
eliminating or reducing their consumption of tobacco products and exposure to tobacco smoke”(2).

Non-combustible tobacco and nicotine products emerge as a promising conduit to fulfill these
requisites. For instance, the extensive utilization of snus (oral moist tobacco pouches) in Sweden
has led to an outstanding decline in cigarette smoking with a substantial reduction in lung cancer
and cardiovascular mortality rates (3). There are several other examples of public health agencies
that have applied risk proportionate regulation or public health messaging with a view towards
reducing smoking rates and promoting a transition away from smoking. While smoking prevalence
generally declines about half a percent each year with existing traditional tobacco control measures
it has been observed that following adoption of harm reduction strategies to address smoking, the
UK, Japan and New Zealand have all seen accelerated declines in smoking prevalence — above that
seen with simple application of traditional prevention and cessation measures (4).
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The research program at the Center of Excellence for the Acceleration of Harm Reduction
(CoEHAR) has investigated the toxicological effects of non-combustible products (5,6), their
effectiveness and tolerability among smokers (7,8), but also their impact on health outcomes
among people with COPD who have used these products to switch (9,10). What we’ve found is that
1) combustion-free products offer substantial reduction in exposure/harm to toxic chemicals
compared to tobacco cigarettes; 2) they help smokers to stop smoking; and 3) they have been
shown to improve smoking-associated medical conditions like chronic obstructive pulmonary
disease.

Therefore, the most important consideration when proposing regulation is that non-combustible
alternatives are not cigarettes and should not be treated as such. Cigarette smoke resulting from
the processes of combustion contain thousands of chemicals, many that are known to be linked to
development of cardiopulmonary disease, and lung cancer. These harmful chemicals are the direct
result of thermochemical processes of combustion which are absent or greatly reduced in products
that do not combust.

Applying risk proportionate regulation that allows for non-combustible products to be promoted,
either through factual communication from doctors to their patients, or by South Africa’s public
health agencies regarding the risks and benefits of these products could greatly benefit the 26
percent of the population that currently smoke. Furthermore, considering that over 60 percent of
smokers have expressed interest in quitting smoking there is real opportunity to take advantage of
fact-based communications to provide clarity around new products for those who are not
successful in quitting, but may be willing to try another approach.

The primary goal of the South Africa tobacco policy should be to prevent and control tobacco-
related excess mortality and morbidity. In practice, this means reducing smoking as deeply and
rapidly as possible. Tobacco harm reduction provides a fast-acting, market-based strategy for
reducing smoking and eliminating most smoking-related risks. The regulation of combustion-
smoke-tar-free products should always be considered as part of a regulatory system that covers all
the nicotine delivery products. The aim should be to encourage the migration from high-risk to
low-risk products and support positive behavior change. Regulators should take great care to avoid
the perverse consequences of prohibitions and use risk-proportionate regulation instead. By doing
so, the Tobacco and Electronic Nicotine Delivery Systems Control Bill will provide a
robust basis for controlling the consumer nicotine market, contrasting illicit trade and creates
strong incentives that support public health.

We are available for a government hearing if you need more information.
Respectfully,

Prof. Riccardo Polosa and Prof. Giovanni Li Volti on behalf of Center of Excellence for the
Acceleration of Harm Reduction (CoEHAR)

CoEHAR members (listed alphabetically):

1. Angela Maria AMORINI, Department of Biomedical and Biotechnological Sciences,
University of Catania, Italy

2. Carmelina Daniela ANFUSO, Department of Biomedical and Biotechnological Sciences,
University of Catania, Italy
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