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Introduction 
There is much to celebrate in tobacco control. Internationally 
we are seeing a tremendous positive momentum: country 
after country has banned tobacco advertising, promotion and 
sponsorship; made public places smoke-free; placed stronger 
– and in many cases graphic – health warnings on cigarette 
packs; and set tobacco taxes to increase over the rate of 
inflation. Many other countries are in the process of 
implementing these proven measures to reduce tobacco use. 
In the spring of 2010, Australia took the radical step of 
mandating plain packaging, which should go far in reducing 
the attractiveness of smoking. 

Yet progress is not made without difficulty. The tobacco 
industry has much to lose from all the gains that are being 
made in tobacco control, and does not accept such loss easily. 
While what must be done to reduce tobacco use is clear, 
achieving it is often another matter. In addition to the 
obstacles put in place by an exceptionally well-funded 
industry are the challenges of managing and implementing a 
successful program, including daily and ongoing issues of 
networking with many and varied partners, getting the public 
to understand and accept the benefits of smoke-free places, 
monitoring and encouraging strong law enforcement, and 
figuring out how to phrase the issue in such a way as to gain 
the interest and attention of policymakers, media, and 
potential collaborators. 

This book, in addressing the above issues and more, provides 
a collection of tobacco control success stories that illustrate 
the value of a few different approaches, raise a few 
questions, and remind us that, through some combination of 
skill, hard work and luck, we can make progress. If we learn to 
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recognize opportunities as they arise and continue to work 
hard and intelligently towards the passage and 
implementation of proven policies, then sometimes, indeed, 
we will win. 

The stories presented here are by no means representative of 
the region, much less the world. They have been selected 
based on purely practical reasons: places the author has 
visited and is familiar with the work. The Lao People’s 
Democratic Republic is over-represented, in large part 
because so few people know of the good work being done 
there. Very many more stories have been told and await being 
told; this collection is simply meant to raise our collective 
spirits and share a few ideas about successful approaches to 
tobacco control.  
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COUNTRY-BASED STORIES 

1. What could be more natural? Smoke-
free Luang Prabang 

--with Karmen Till 

In many cases signage is absolutely essential for making places 
smoke-free. With a sign, it is easy for a manager or anyone else 
to p0int to the sign and object if a smoker lights up. Another 
option is to have fewer but larger signs, for instance at 
entrances, rather than more small ones—with the added 
benefit that they are easily seen by those passing by. But there 
should come a time when such signs become less and less 
necessary, as it is natural that places are smoke-free…so that a 
no-smoking sign would seem as odd as, say, a no-spitting sign. 

The Setting 

 small but touristy town in the north of the small 
Southeast Asian country, the People’s Democratic 

Republic of Lao, demonstrates that sometimes things are 
easier than they appear…and that less may occasionally be 
better. Luang Prabang is a quiet town enfolded in a placid 
river, nestled among low green hills. Low buildings gracefully 
adorned with verandas. Balconies and wooden shutters line 
the peaceful streets. Narrow sunlit alleys join the main street 
at each end by a row of shallow steps. Outdoor cafés line the 
river; shops, restaurants, and guesthouses line the streets, 
interspersed with temples. Trees burst with exuberant 
flowers. The subdued roar of motorbikes, cars, and planes 
breaks the silence at irregular intervals. Slow-moving 
motorboats putter along the river, taking tourists to the 
famous Pak Ok caves. Other tourists drift along on bicycle, 
pedalling slowly both due to the tropical heat and to the 

A
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many attractions that would be missed if they moved at more 
than a walking pace. The streets are free of litter, and while 
there are a few ashtrays outdoors, remarkable is the absence 
of smoking-related litter, with not a cigarette packet in sight.  

A town guided in its growth by UNESCO to maintain its 
historical charm, while growing to meet the demands and 
whims of its many tourists. A town also guided by a few 
organisations and individuals to offer its many visitors a 
healthy and comfortable smoke-free stay. 

The signs and stickers for Luang Prabang Smoke-Free heritage 
site are by no means ubiquitous, nor is enforcement universal 
or without its problems. While the town is, thankfully, 
essentially free of advertising, some glimmers of tobacco 
advertising remain, such as the restaurant which delivers the 
bill in a folder bearing the name of a cigarette brand. Some 
restaurants and guesthouses fail to comply with smoke-free 
norms, but overall the absence of ashtrays sends a clear 
message as subtle and quiet as many of the charms of the 
town. Welcome to Smoke-Free Luang Prabang. 

Against a pale green 
background encircled in 
yellow, set inside a larger 
black background with 
yellow writing in Lao and 
English, float three 
frangipanis, a triple-roofed 
temple and a smoke-free 

sign. What first catches the eye when looking at the logo, is 
the harmonious image. The smoke-free symbol and words 
seem to be an inherent part of the overall whole. Our town is 
beautiful, suggests the logo, we’re proud of our town, and of 
course it’s smoke-free. 
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After all, smoke-free Luang Prabang seems to be less about 
taking away the smoking and more about offering a further 
benefit to its inhabitants and many visitors.  

Challenges 

In the late 1990s, tobacco control had still not gained 
significant momentum. Major international discussions about 
the first modern global treaty on health, the Framework 
Convention on Tobacco Control (FCTC), had not yet 
commenced. Sometime earlier – beginning around the mid 
1970s – a few pioneering cities had begun to implement a 
series of steps that moved them closer to becoming smoke-
free or banning tobacco advertising. Lao’s close and 
influential neighbour, Thailand, began its tobacco control 
efforts in the mid 1970s, when the Thai Medical Association 
convinced the government print health warnings on cigarette 
packages; over the years, Thai initiatives have expanded as 
their acceptability and even popularity became evident. But 
there was as yet no ripple effect on other countries in the 
region. Smoking continued to be highly acceptable in most 
Asian countries, including Lao.  

It took a few courageous 
dreamers to imagine the 
possibilities, and to 
choose a town 
remarkable in a number of 
ways that could serve as a 
model for the rest of the 
country (and for its 
regional neighbours). The town and message were 
strategically chosen. After all, what more appropriate place 
than a World Heritage Site: a special place to be protected, 
where the traditional temples and other buildings have 
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particular value and importance, where the litter, pollution, 
and discomfort associated with smoking are particularly 
inappropriate. Difficult as it may have seemed at the time, 
surely here was a possibility to do something radical, almost 
unimaginable, and yet, in another sense, inevitable: reinvent 
the town as smoke-free not only on paper, but in reality.  

Among the many challenges faced by these champions was 
the absence not only of tobacco legislation, but even of an 
awareness of the need for such a law. Lao, a poor country 
with a difficult past, is beset by various pressing needs and 
complexities and tobacco control is not yet on the national 
agenda. The existence of no local NGOs and only one 
international NGO working on tobacco meant that there was 
almost no one to lead the movement. 

Luang Prabang might have seemed like a particularly 
challenging choice, having the combined factors of the 
historical influence of the French (until recently famous for 
their tolerance of public smoking) and of the  growing 
presence of backpacker-tourists, two groups commonly 
perceived as having higher smoking rates than others and for 
being less abiding of rules. 

And then there is the status issue: for traditionally soft-
spoken Lao people to assert themselves to foreign patrons 
runs counter to traditional cultural norms.  

Another difficulty lay in the country’s traditional 
administrative structure, in which most decisions are made 
centrally and where there was a natural anticipation that any 
smoke-free initiative would have to be made by the Central 
government, not by a provincial city far from the 
administrative and political capital of Vientiane. 
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Successes 

With significant challenges and seemingly little chance of 
success, only an unusual combination of actors would have 
taken on the challenge and had any hope of success. In one of 
those unusual fortuitous events, so rare and so valuable, just 
such a group was formed. It consisted of a brave governor 
gifted with foresight, a single international NGO working on 
tobacco control – Adventist Development and Relief Agency 
(ADRA) in the Lao PDR – and an emerging alliance called the 
Southeast Asian Alliance for Tobacco Control (SEATCA). 

That governor made the decision to establish a city decree, in 
the absence of any country-level legislation. For a local leader 
to issue a smoke-free decree, making such a decision about 
the town he governed without first gaining the approval of 
the central authorities, showed immense leadership.   

Fortunately, he did not have to act alone. Critical to his 
success were ADRA and SEATCA, both of which understood 
that it is possible to harmonize new goals and approaches 
within the context of the traditional qualities and values of 
Lao culture –without bending one’s ideals.  

That attention to cultural detail included an understanding 
that in a society that puts a high value on social harmony and 
where smoke-free was a new concept, there was a need to 
tread softly and present positive images. This did not mean 
ignoring international lessons and experience, but rather 
adapting them to the Lao context. The approach or tone 
selected was neither apologetic (“Please don’t smoke”) nor 
punitive (“Smokers will be fined”). Rather, it used a 
combination of meetings, gentle persuasion, patience, subtle 
but attractive signage, and a willingness to shape methods 
and approaches to the local culture. This gives the message 
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that the town is smoke-free more by the absence of materials 
for smoking than by a heavy presence of reminders that 
smoking is not allowed. 

Throughout the process of convincing the hoteliers, 
restaurant owners, operators of small guesthouses, operators 
of boats and other vehicles, and others to abide by the 
smoke-free regulations, the governor had consistent and 
strong support both from ADRA and SEATCA, which provided 
technical support to make the city smoke-free…and then 
went on, with the support of the Bloomberg Initiative to 
Reduce Tobacco Use (BI) via the International Union Against 
Tuberculosis and Lung Disease (The Union) to transfer those 
lessons to other parts of the country as well.  

What is remarkable in Luang 
Prabang is that so few signs 
are needed, that the 
message is quiet, subtle, and 
yet visible, and that 
enforcement has been 
achieved, for the most part 
with great success, and for 
the most part behind the scenes.  

Picture a scene inside a local restaurant: a young foreign 
family cooling down from a hot day of sightseeing, sipping 
fresh mango shakes while waiting for their food; a baby 
nestled in her mother’s arms. At another table a man pulls out 
a cigarette. In another town this could easily escalate into a 
confrontational situation, where the mother would be forced 
to make the choice between exposing her child to the smoke, 
getting up and going outside, or confronting the man. 
Instead, in this town, the man takes his unlit cigarette, walks 
outside, and lights it up on the street. The family enjoys their 
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meal. The man finishes his cigarette and returns to the 
restaurant. Nothing is said, no words exchanged. After all, 
this is Luang Prabang. 

The significance of what has been accomplished here in Luang 
Prabang goes far beyond the town’s small population. Visitors 
that come cannot help but remark on the charm of a town in 
which the absence of public smoking is another of its 
essential qualities. By creating a positive sensation around the 
concept of smoke-free, the town can serve as an international 
ambassador to the benefits of venues free of smoke.   

An expensive Italian restaurant is filled with diners enjoying 
savoury food. A Western man leans back in his chair and lights 
up. A local patron immediately calls to a waiter: “Excuse me, it 
is not allowed to smoke here, no?” The waiter looks 
uncomfortable. Another waiter starts to approach with an 
ashtray; the two young men confer and glance nervously at the 
smoker. Finally one approaches: “Would you mind not 
smoking?” The other waiter arrives with the ashtray; the man 
puts out his cigarette and hands the ashtray back to the waiter.  

The waiters’ discomfort with the whole event suggests one of 
two possibilities: that they were afraid of an encounter, or that 
they were unsure how to deal with the situation because it 
rarely occurs. The resolution also serves as a reminder: when 
those living in and visiting a place are aware of and eager to 
maintain the smoke-free environment, the enforcement burden 
becomes minimal. A quiet word, the pointing to a sign, a gentle 
reminder…until such words and reminders are unnecessary. 

Lessons Learned 

Among the countless people enjoying the multitude of 
attractions that the town has to offer, many come from 
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countries where tobacco control laws are weak and smoking 
rates are high. Before they arrive, most visitors are probably 
not aware that Luang Prabang is smoke-free. In addition to 
their colourful memories and mesmerising photographs, as 
people talk about the many enchantments of Lao, their 
pleasure of having enjoyed a town free of tobacco smoke will 
be woven into their reminiscences. The people are charming, 
gentle, and soft-spoken; the town is full of delightful old 
buildings, the restaurants serve wonderful food…and none of 
it was ruined by smoking. 

Such experiences by visitors to Luang Prabang help to 
counter the widespread rhetoric that it is impossible to make 
tourist attractions smoke-free.  The lesson learned by 
personal experience is powerful: not all visitors may agree 
with the policy, the vast majority comply with it. 

Visitors may initially be drawn to Luang Prabang for its 
famous attractions: the languidly drifting boats along the 
Mekong, the waterfalls, the caves, the ornate and elegant 
temples, and the quintessential experience of sipping a 
morning coffee while watching the tranquil lines of Buddhist 
monks collecting morning alms. But visitors may find that it is 
surprisingly difficult to tear oneself away from the 
enchantment of the town itself: from the charm of the French 
colonial architecture within a definitively Laotian setting, a 
place where traditional chicken laap is served side-by-side 
with a tuna baguette, where multiple influences achieve that 
rare harmonious blend and the predominant feeling is not of 
clashing cultures but peaceful co-existence. 

Woven into the rich and vibrant fabric of the town, subtly 
accompanying the simple pleasure of being in the town itself, 
is the enjoyment of the fresh and smoke-free air.   
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2. A new trend emerging: Demand for 
smoke-free in Viet Nam 

-- with Tran Thi Kieu Thanh Ha 

It is one of those fashionable new restaurants that have been 
springing up all over the major cities of Viet Nam in the last 
several years, packed at lunchtime with young people eager for 
a good, fast meal in a pleasant setting. Harassed waiters rush up 
and down the stairs with plates of rice and curry; downstairs at 
a counter one can get a wide variety of the sticky-sweet 
desserts so popular in South East Asia. A customer, surprised 
and pleased by the absence of any cigarette smoke smell, looks 
around both upstairs and down, notes the lack of ashtrays, and 
on paying her bill, asks at the counter, “Is this restaurant 
smoke-free?” “No!” the woman at the counter cheerily explains, 
“You can smoke if you want!” 

The Setting 

For anyone who has spent time in Viet Nam prior to the last 
couple of years, the scene is surprising, almost unbelievable. 
Yet it marks a new trend that seems to be gaining 
momentum, assisted by the hard work of NGOs, by a rising 
tide of smoke-free places worldwide, by an emerging 
consciousness among part of the population that passive 
smoking really isn’t OK. 

A French ice cream shop, serving what is considered to be the 
best ice cream in town, closes down for a few months to 
remodel. When it reopens, gone are the ashtrays on each 
table. Not a single no-smoking sign is displayed; one wonders 
if it is still possible to request an ashtray. But nobody does; 
the place is full of people, mostly young, happily consuming 
the ice cream that comes in a range of exotic flavours 
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(mango, passion fruit, green tea, green rice)…but without the 
addition of thousands of chemicals. Several restaurants now 
offer no-smoking rooms; others continue to allow smoking 
but find that the number of people actually smoking has 
declined dramatically. Most buses, offices, and health facilities 
have become smoke-free. New phrases have gained currency 
in the local vocabulary: “don’t smoke in front of pregnant 
women” and “you shouldn’t smoke in front of children”. 

This marks a huge change from the mid-1990s, when the first 
vegetarian restaurant actually had cigarettes on its menu. 
Over the course of a few years, the owner removed the 
cigarettes from the menu but still allowed smoking, then 
finally removed the ashtrays and posted no-smoking signs. 
She would, however, still offer a smoker an ashtray if he lit up, 
often to the protest of other diners wanting to enjoy a smoke-
free meal in the one restaurant in the city offering that 
privilege. In the last few years, several more vegetarian 

restaurants have opened and 
all ban smoking; enforcing 
the ban isn’t an issue as 
people would find it shocking 
to smoke in a restaurant 
catering to those concerned 
about their health and what 
went into their bodies. 

Challenges 

Viet Nam ranks among the countries with the highest 
smoking rates in the world. Due to long-standing custom and 
positive (or at best ambivalent) public perceptions of 
smoking, it is perfectly acceptable – if not expected – for 
Vietnamese males to smoke. In the past, offering cigarettes 
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was a common practice that helped to create or maintain 
relationships. Vietnamese tradition has generally not 
accepted smoking among females; as a result, the smoking 
prevalence has remained low among women for many 
decades. However, the impact of economic development and 
globalization has eroded this tradition: there is evidence that 
smoking among young women has increased and become 
more acceptable, particularly in urban areas. 

A few years ago, it was not uncommon to see a doctor 
delivering a baby while holding a cigarette in one hand. In the 
mid-1990s, even the Ministry of Health’s tobacco control 
office was not smoke-free; as the person in charge explained, 
“My superior sits in this room, and he smokes.”  

Signs all over the Ministry of 
Health did finally address 
smoking in that government 
department, but it took the 
Canadian NGO HealthBridge 
many more years of working 
with the Ministry to begin to 
make progress on promoting 

smoke-free hospitals, by including measuring the success of 
smoke-free in their regular evaluation (grading) system. As for 
addressing smoking in other venues, that seemed well 
beyond the capacity of a strained government bureaucracy 
reluctant to face a population hostile to the very concept of 
smoke-free. 

Successes 

In the mid 1990s, a lone Ministry of Health official, the 
national expert on leprosy, organized what may well have 
been the first modern tobacco-free wedding in Viet Nam (no 
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gift of tobacco, which was unheard of at the time), hoping to 
set a trend. It is the act of such individuals, the first brave 
souls to remove the ashtrays, to post the signs, to show that a 
business or event can succeed without smoking, who pave 
the way for those who follow. What was eccentric at one time 
could now be considered ordinary. 

Part of the reason for these changes has been a series of 
campaigns as well as some legal changes. The government 
got serious about tobacco advertising when the country 
becoming awash in such ads after the United States lifted its 
trade embargo against Viet Nam in early 1994: suddenly a 
wide range of foreign brands were advertised all over shops 
and restaurants through posters and other signs as well as 
promotional events. The government banned all outdoor 
advertising, and then standardized its tax structure to avoid 
giving advantages to the lowest-cost cigarettes. Vietnamese 
pack warnings are still extremely weak (“Smoking may cause 
heart disease”, “Smoking may cause lung cancer”) and 
smoke-free provisions have been a major sticking-point. How 
do you ban smoking in a society that considers cigarette use a 
sign of manhood, a perfectly socially acceptable activity, a 
way of showing courtesy to guests, and an essential aspect of 
weddings and (appropriately enough) funerals? 

HealthBridge played a role in bringing about needed social 
change by implementing a project that sought to reduce the 
social acceptability of smoking; the project’s activities 
included conducting media campaigns to encourage people 
to speak up against smoking and advocating for a smoke-free 
Ha Noi. A number of local NGOs and other entities, such as 
the Ha Noi School of Public Health, also took initiative; HSPH, 
for instance, was the first to declare its campus smoke-free. 
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Lessons Learned 

The work remains an uphill battle. There is still much to do, 
and the continued social acceptance of smoke-free must be 
countered with government policies. There are certainly 
precedents – and lessons learned – for the government taking 
strong action facilitated by public support.  

For example, when the government, following the lead of 
China, decided to ban fireworks at the end of 1994, people 
were outraged: how could they celebrate Tet (the New Year) 
without two weeks of non-stop, ear-shattering noise? 
Weddings and birthdays would no longer be joyous occasions 
without the chance to rupture the eardrums and accidentally 
set buildings on fire!  

Out rolled the government banners, yellow letters on red 
background, stretched across the street; on came the 
community loudspeakers, warning of the dangers of 
fireworks and announcing the new decision. Government 
officials even went to the one village still making fireworks 
and arranged for an alternate source of income for all the 
residents. The last night that fireworks were allowed, 31 
December 1994, was perhaps the noisiest on record ……but 1 
January 1995 dawned in silence, a silence that was almost 
completely unbroken – at least by fireworks. Most 
interestingly, people soon forgot about them; Tet and 
weddings and birthdays continue to be joyous events, and 
there are now plenty of vehicle horns to compensate for the 
reduction in noise pollution that would otherwise have 
occurred. The lesson is that changing one specific – and often 
harmful – activity or behaviour does not mean the end of a 
way of life. 
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And so it was with motorcycle helmets. Years ago, the 
government suddenly announced a decision that everyone 
must wear them. But there were not enough helmets on the 
market for people to comply, even if they had wished to. The 
government repealed its decision in the face of widespread 
violations. The next time it made its decision, much 
preparation went into it and the helmets were available 
before the decision was announced. Granted, the helmets do 
not appear designed to do much good at high speeds, but 
then the traffic congestion in Vietnamese cities pretty much 
ensures that most crashes will occur while one is moving 
relatively slowly. This time compliance was nearly universal.  

Those experiences would seem to suggest important 
messages and lessons learned about the synergy of 
government action and public response – that the two go 
hand in hand and support each other.  

In any case, it is difficult for 
long-term visitors to Viet 
Nam, certainly those who 
long suffered from the 
inability to find commercial 
venues free of smoking, to 
not notice the change. In 
shop after shop, 
restaurant after restaurant, signs and stickers are posted and 
ashtrays are notably absent. The extent of such prohibitions 
was simply unimaginable a few years ago. While many venues 
still allow smoking, it is no longer universally done. 

Problems of course remain. Public acceptance of smoking 
continues and people are still reluctant to ask others not to 
smoke. But progress has been made, tangible progress that 
suggests a very bright future for a smoke-free Viet Nam. 
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3. Doing it for less: How bodybuilders, 
businessmen, and ballgames 
contribute to smoke-free in 
Bangladesh 

Dhaka’s Lalbagh Fort , a low brick building set in a pleasantly 
landscaped field, is full of people on a Friday. They walk along 
the lawns taking photos by the flowers, and along the outlying 
walls overlooking the nearby streets of old Dhaka. Inside the 
museum, among other items on display are old signs in 
beautiful Arabic calligraphy, the captions for which can be less 
than helpful: “The sala for the qabla of a haveli” is one example 
(a sign for the home showing which way to face for the 
prayers). But highly visible to all who enter the grounds of the 
fort is a sign whose intention cannot be mistaken. Even if you 
can’t read the large Bengali script, the smoke-free sign is 
obvious. And if you look closely in the left-hand corner, you’ll 
see the name of the Pratyasha Anti-Drugs Club. 

The Setting 

angladesh has had limited success thus far in mandating 
smoke-free places. In 2005, a law was passed that 

banned advertising and sponsorship, mandated larger and 
stronger rotating pack warnings (replacing the previous 
vague and tiny message on the side of the pack, “Smoking 
harms the health”) and banned smoking in many (though by 
no means all) public places and on public transport. While the 
law represented a big step forward, it still contains many 
gaps. After much delay in the law’s passage due to ongoing 
attempts to weaken it, the final version contained so many 
loopholes that subsequent implementation faced a number of 
challenges. 

B
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Challenges 

Dhaka has about 12 million residents. It is a city beset with a 
number of problems including joblessness, crime, constant 
traffic congestion, and shortages of water, electricity, and 
other basic services. People are busy earning incomes and 
caring for families. How much effort can one possibly mobilize 
for creating smoke-free places? 

Successes 

A lot as it turns out, at least if you have a good idea of how to 
do it and are well-connected. Helal Ahmed devotes much of 
his free time to running Pratyasha. He isn’t paid for his work; 
in fact, running the club is more likely to cost him money than 
to earn him any. But that is no deterrent for a man who 
knows how to motivate others, and who has strong 
community roots. He easily mobilizes a large group of 
volunteers, including students, businessmen, and people 
employed in a number of industries and services. 

The club is based in old Dhaka and all 
of its volunteers come from there. 
Old Dhaka is not like the rest of the 
city; its residents have a strong 
sense of history and community, and 
the personal connections between 
people are strong. Local residents 
are happy to lend support to the 
club, knowing as they do that 
Pratyasha has carried out many 

activities to steer people away from drugs, to help them find a 
way to earn a living, and to solve their problems. T hat is, he 
has helped to restore hope (“pratyasha”) to their often 
difficult lives.  
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Pratyasha is not an NGO. It does not have staff or any projects 
that bring in funds. The volunteers do not create and follow 
work plans. Instead, they identify a problem and decide to 
take action. When they see children and youth lacking 
recreational opportunities and being drawn to tobacco, they 
organize smoke-free 
ball games. When they 
see the government 
hesitating to take 
action on tobacco 
control law and policy, 
they organize colourful 
protests. Past 
examples have included recruiting half-dressed bodybuilders, 
and children holding signs pleading to “Aunty Khaleda Zia” 
and “Aunty Sheikh Hasina” (the former and current Prime 
Ministers). The media love it. 

Even before the tobacco control law was passed, Pratyasha 
worked to make many places smoke-free. The volunteers 
talked directly to authorities – managers of public places and 
restaurants – and provided them with signage. How does one 
provide signage when one has no budget? They appealed to 
their friends, supporters, and acquaintances in the business 
community to give them a sign, or perhaps 500. Persuasion 
can be effective when built on a base of understanding, trust, 
and mutual respect. 

In response to the failure to include restaurants in places 
designated smoke-free under the law, Pratyasha approached 
the mayor and Dhaka City Corporation to ask them not to give 
licences to restaurants that were not smoke-free. While that 
decision is pending, the Pratyasha volunteers proved the 
feasibility of the approach by working with restaurant 
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owners; they succeeded in making more than 300 restaurants 
in Dhaka smoke-free, complete with signs donated by WHO 
and others. 

It is now common to see smoke-free places throughout Dhaka 
with signs provided by Pratyasha: Dhanmondi lake, the 
central public library, the national children’s park, the national 
zoo, the national fort, the sports council, the botanical 
garden, and so on, not to mention the countless restaurants. 
What Pratyasha wants, Pratyasha often gets. 

Nor are they alone. Various NGOs and other organizations in 
Bangladesh have succeeded in making significant strides in 
creating smoke-free places and supporting law enforcement 
through voluntary efforts with little or no outside resources. 
In one case, a local NGO approached a government official to 
ask what would happen to a large billboard when the current 
advertised program was no longer relevant. The official 
shrugged, and rapidly consented to posting an anti-tobacco 
sign, as long as the NGO official provided him with the 
materials. One giant billboard, obtained essentially for free. 
Such efforts do not replace formal tobacco control, but they 
can do much to enhance it. 

Lessons Learned 

While this is by no means always the case, in certain 
circumstances it is possible to do a lot on a shoestring budget. 
Much support often exists in the community for smoke-free 
venues, and even in very low-income settings people can be 
found to contribute money. This is not to say that external 
funding is not needed or is unimportant; without it, progress 
tends to be slow and difficult. But complementing such 
funding is often this type of local effort characterized by 
voluntary action, commitment, and personal motivation.  
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4. Where ambition meets pragmatism: 
From smoke-free event to smoke-free 
city 

--with Karmen Till 

Stadiums packed with people from all over South East Asia and 
beyond, many of them used to smoking wherever they wish. 
The smallest country in the region, in terms of population, with 
only one organization working on tobacco control. Masses of 
volunteers in colourful t-shirts, cheerfully monitoring. A 
proliferation of signs and stickers. Massive-headed mascots. 
Welcome to the Smoke-Free South East Asia (SEA) Games! 

The Setting 

he SEA Games is an extremely popular multi-sport event 
that involves participants from 11 countries throughout 

South East Asia. The 21st official SEA Games, organized in 
December 2009, marked the first time that the tiny country of 
Lao served as host. The population of Lao is only 6 million 
people, the country sandwiched between Cambodia, 
Thailand, China, Viet Nam, and Myanmar. The SEA Games is 
the largest sporting event in the region; hosting it is 
considered to be a highly prestigious event in any country, 
similar – though of course on a much smaller scale – to 
hosting the Olympics.  

Challenges 

There is a tradition of the SEA Games being smoke-free, with 
previous hosts having made the venues free not only of 
tobacco smoke but also, importantly, of tobacco advertising. 
This was not an easy tradition for Lao to carry on, given its 
limited experience in tobacco control. To make things more 

T
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difficult, acceptance of public smoking is quite high in many of 
the countries involved in the games. Meanwhile, Lao by no 
means has the strongest voice in the region.  

Lao is not a country in which aggressive advocacy is an 
effective tool; nor was there as yet a law by which local NGOs 
could even exist. The Adventist Development and Relief 
Agency (ADRA) in the Lao PDR, an international development 
NGO, is the only NGO working on tobacco control and does so 
among other community development work. With financial 
support from the BI through The Union and technical support 
from the South East Asia Tobacco Control Alliance (SEATCA) 
(itself also receiving support from The Union through BI), 
ADRA had been working quietly for a number of years to build 
up understanding of and support for a tobacco control law. 
While the work continued, it became clear that a strategic 
opportunity to make a significant advance was too important 
to pass up. 

Successes 

Despite the difficulties noted above, the SEA Games provided 
a perfect opportunity to organize a well-publicized and visual 
event, which would gain much public and media attention and 

make Vientiane, unusually, 
the focus of regional and 
even some international 
attention. Here was an 
opportunity to suggest 
something visionary and 
appealing. Why not make the 
entire city smoke-free and 
promote health as well as fun 

during the event? Why not raise the bar for all future events 
organizers, showing that what can be done temporarily can 
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also be made permanent, so that the good feelings brought 
about by the Games would leave a more permanent mark, not 
just on the memories of those involved but on the organizing 
city itself? 

Therefore, the organizers chose not only to maintain but to 
actually strengthen the smoke-free tradition of the games.  

They expanded the smoke-free concept beyond the venues of 
the games into the entire city in which the games were 
organized: the capital city of Lao, Vientiane. And not just as a 
temporary measure during the games, but permanently. 

None of this would have worked without the strong and 
active support of the partners: the Ministry of Health, ADRA, 
and the National Sports Committee of Lao (the organizers of 
the whole SEA Games, which had to approve the games as 
smoke-free). 

The continuation of the 
tradition of a smoke-free 
SEA Games was something 
worth celebrating, worth 
making noise about…and 
so the organizers did. They 
held a promotional 
celebration, starting at the 

gates of the city and reaching through to the heart of 
Vientiane. Big-headed mascots and volunteers displaying 
smoke-free signs marched side-by-side through the streets of 
the city accompanied by music and other entertainment. Face 
painting (of the Lao flag and no-smoking logos) was provided 
at a smoke-free promotional booth, and temporary tattoos of 
smoke-free symbols were also available.  The highly popular 
mobile mascot team conducted promotional walks and visits 
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to a number of central locations throughout the city, 
including a central park and the one and only shopping mall in 
central Vientiane, where – while handing out brochures about 
the benefits of smoke-free games – they gained much positive 
attention from adults and children alike. 

Volunteers at the Games noticed that face-painting was the 
most effective activity to engage youth and children. Young 
people would happily wait up to fifty minutes in line for the 
privilege of having their faces painted. In order to take 
advantage of this captive audience, pre-recorded health 
promotion and smoke-free messages played while people 
were waiting and having their faces painted. 

Smoke-free volunteers for the Games consisted of medical 
university and high school students recruited through a 
partnership with the medical university. This partnership had 
been tried earlier, during organization of the Smoke-Free 
National Games. When that approach proved to be immensely 
helpful, the organizers decided to replicate and expand the 
partnership for the larger SEA Games.  

The partnership proved to be a win-win situation. Students 
who normally could not afford to watch the games and take 
part in this momentous event in their city earned themselves 
not only a chance to enter the venue, but also to participate 
and become part of a larger social event. Benefits to the 
students thus included both these highly important social 
aspects and the chance to observe and participate in the 
Games, while the organizers experienced the substantial 
benefit of having a large pool of eager and energetic 
volunteers to help enforce the smoke-free rules. As the hosts 
of the SEA Games, the volunteers also gained a sense of 
national pride that reinforced the positive experience for 
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them. The importance of all those positive experiences in the 
life of young people should never be underestimated. 

Something as big as this does not, of course, happen without 
much preparation – and previous experience. As mentioned, 
the ADRA and the volunteers already had a “trial run” with 
the organizing of the Lao Smoke-Free National Games. The 
SEA Games also rested on the foundation and momentum of 
a number of years of fairly quiet work involving the Ministry 
of Health and ADRA. That long-standing close working 
relationship would pay off in a big way later on.  

Starting with relatively easy and “natural” locations, ADRA 
and its partners worked on creating smoke-free venues: 
hospitals, schools, the Lao Women’s Union, and the Lao 
Youth Union. (Unions in Lao and Viet Nam are so-called “mass 
organizations”, essentially a wing of the government but with 
hundreds of thousands or millions of members who meet 
regularly, and with a strong structure from the grassroots 
level on up to the national, making them extraordinarily 
effective organizations with which to work.) In typical Lao 
style, the signboards were not only large but attractive, 
sending a good-will message that seemed more celebratory 
than punitive. 

From these small but significant venues, with large billboards 
gaily announcing that they were smoke-free, the idea of 
creating smoke-free venues began to gain attention, support 
and momentum. Having encountered initial success, the next 
steps proved easier: to build on what had already been done 
by advocating with the Governor’s department to highlight 
the benefits of declaring the city smoke-free. What had 
succeeded on a small scale could surely be replicated, and the 
helpful experience of neighbouring Thailand indicated that 
the suggestion was a practical one.  
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At the end of August 2009, in a highly symbolic and traditional 
ceremony, the Governor of Vientiane banged on a ceremonial 
drum and officially declared the city smoke-free. The event 
was well-publicized through the media; the use of a 
traditional event and 
symbols helped put the 
declaration into a local 
context and gained public 
support for it. The media 
praised the move, making it 
clear that this was 
something popular and 
momentous. 

Now that the city had been declared smoke-free, it was easy 
to gain the Governor’s approval for an entirely smoke-free 
venue for the SEA Games. Meanwhile, the hosting of a big 
and important event would bring greater attention to the 
declaration of smoke-free Vientiane. These mutually 
reinforcing elements helped: with intensive preparations, 
colourful mascots and eager volunteers, all was underway for 
the Smoke-Free Games in December 2009. 

The Smoke-Free Games involved three key elements: 

 All public spaces in the city, games venues (athletes’ 
dormitories, indoor and outdoor stadiums) and the city 
itself (hotels, restaurants, and public transport) were 100% 
smoke-free 

 No sale of tobacco was allowed anywhere in the venues 
 No sponsorship, advertising, or promotion was permitted 
at the Games or in the city itself. 

Once the city was declared smoke-free, ADRA spent three 
months posting large, easily visible signs and regulations 
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about what smoke-free meant. By the time the Games took 
place, the signs were readily visible throughout the city; as 
such, it seemed quite natural that the Games would also be 
smoke-free. The strategic use of signage included the posting 
of both stickers and posters, including some with very 
attractive images to link city pride with smoke-free. 

The selection of locations 
where signs would be 
posted involved much 
thought. A high degree of 
cooperation could be 
expected from Lao people, 
who were now used to the 
idea of Vientiane as smoke-
free, but what about visitors who may be less compliant?  The 
organizers realized that it was essential to be strategic in 
choosing signage locations and to ensure that such signs 
were very visible, with a particular focus on the areas where 
spectators would sit. Inability to see the signs would give 
people an easy excuse for lighting up; where the signs were 
clearly visible, it was far more difficult to resist, especially 
when approached by volunteers. 

So how did the event turn out? Was the tiny country of Lao 
able to stand up to its larger, stronger neighbours and 
convince them to abide by the Smoke-Free Games rule? 
Announcements over the PA system were regularly made at 
90% of the venues, informing the crowds that the venues 
were smoke-free…but did people comply? 

It was essential for learning and sharing the experience to 
keep good records, and so much thought went into designing 
an easy and clear system in which violations and other 
problems could be tracked quickly and conveniently.  
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Records kept by the volunteers found that 1,667 people lit 
cigarettes during the Games. Of those who lit up, 66% were 
people attending the games, 11% were coaches, and 5% were 
police officers. A further 5% were journalists and 3% were the 
athletes themselves. Of those lighting up, 98.6% were male 
(as smoking rates still remain quite low among Asian 
females). 

Throughout the Games, the volunteers, clad in red or white t-
shirts emblazoned with a Smoke-Free SEA Games logo, 
dispersed throughout the crowds looking for “regulation 
breakers.” Their job was to look for those breaking the rules 
and intervene by politely asking them to put the cigarette out. 
If the person refused, the volunteer would then get the 
grounds staff (police officers) to come and give an official 
warning. The police officers had also been trained in their role 
in enforcement; the fact that some officers themselves lit up 
suggested that more training would have been better in order 
to gain more support from the police officers and a better 
understanding of their role. Nevertheless, most people were 
quite willing to stop smoking as soon as they were 
approached by a volunteer; only 3% refused, requiring the 
intervention of a police officer. 

The volunteers also monitored the city for signs of tobacco 
advertising and tobacco sales. They found six locations selling 
cigarettes and ten venues showing temporary tobacco 
advertising (umbrellas and jackets with cigarette brand 
logos), but they found no permanent ads. The umbrellas were 
personal ones but of a very large size, carried seemingly by 
individuals but suggesting “subtle” industry tactics. 

The media played an important role during the Games. As part 
of its BI funding, ADRA regularly provided media with 
messages and information. In addition, there was a press 
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room in which journalists from around South East Asia 
gathered. ADRA organized a special visit and requested a 
press conference with them to ensure positive coverage of 
the smoke-free aspect of the Games. The request was agreed 
to, and ADRA facilitated a press conference at which the 
national Tobacco Control Taskforce (TCT) chairman shared a 
message about the benefits of smoke-free and summarized 
the regulations. This received excellent coverage in regional 
TV programming and newspapers. The extent of the success, 
far beyond what ADRA had envisioned, suggests that 
journalists were eager for stories to cover beyond the 
sporting activities themselves. 

The mascots also proved to be a tremendous hit: their funny, 
massive heads captured the attention of people of all ages, 
including journalists. Simple interventions that stick in 
people’s minds and give them pleasure and entertainment 
proved highly effective in promoting the initiative. 

Lessons Learned 

As for other secrets to their success and lessons learned for 
future initiatives, the key ingredients included getting the 
event organizers on board as early as possible before all the 
details of the event had been planned in order to integrate 
the smoke-free message in as many areas as possible. For 
instance, electronic signs and banners would have been a 
great source of promotion of the smoke-free message, but as 
such venues required government approval, it was too late by 
the time this project got underway. Planning early and well 
ahead of an event is vital, as is forming strong and supportive 
partnerships based on mutual trust and understanding. This 
was a case where years of quiet work on various aspects of 
tobacco control allowed a fortuitous use of the Games to 
produce a far bigger smoke-free impact than might have 
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otherwise been the case. 

Leading up to the declaration of a Smoke-Free Vientiane and a 
Smoke-Free SEA Games, ADRA and the Ministry of Health 
conducted advocacy and basic training on smoke-free with 
key stakeholders, going beyond the National Sports 
Committee to include the Department of Mass Media in the 
Ministry of Information and Culture and the Secretary 
Generals of different National Sports Federations. Once 
official approval was gained from these authorities, the actual 
“nuts and bolts” of making venues smoke-free included 
training of key government departments: National Sport 
Authority, Ministry of Transport, National Tourism Authority 
(which included hospitality – restaurants, hotels, bars – and 
transport – tuk-tuks, taxis, etc.), Ministry of Education, 
Ministry of Information and Culture, and Ministry of Public 
Security (the police). 

And the final key lesson learned 
from the experience: the 
importance of focusing on the 
positive. Rather than highlighting 
that the games were “restricting 
tobacco”, tobacco control 
advocates used the message of a 
healthy lifestyle including smoke-
free events. Promotion of health, 
sports, and activity associated with 
the messages also made the 

Olympics Committee happier to be on board, as the messages 
addressed their needs rather than focusing exclusively on 
smoke-free. All the partners appreciated the concept of giving 
smoke-free a positive twist rather than portraying it as a 
restrictive or punitive measure. Messages also talked about 
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women and children enjoying a healthier environment, which 
again brought a diverse group of stakeholders on board. 

But perhaps the most important lesson of all was to dream 
big: starting with an event, to have the courage to lay out the 
plans to make the entire capital city smoke-free. Courage, 
strategy, and recognizing and utilizing opportunity were all 
trademarks of this particular success. 
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5. War, presidents, and decentralization: 
Tobacco control experiences in Sri 
Lanka 

The road from Vavuniya to Jaffna, at the country’s northern tip, 
is lined with damaged buildings: missing roofs, gaping holes in 
the walls, some with just a trace of a foundation. UN vehicles 
(UNHCR, WFP, UNICEF, humanitarian de-mining) compete for 
space on the road with minivans full of Sinhalese eager to see a 
part of the country that had been inaccessible for 3 decades. 

The Setting 

Depending on your perspective, Sri Lanka is a tiny country 
(with a population of 20 million people) or a medium-sized 
island dangling below the southern tip of India. The signs of 
its lengthy and devastating civil war remain highly visible in 
the north, where along the roads are many tents, bright blue 
with white lettering, and makeshift shacks. Some tents are 
placed in the ruins of shelled buildings; elsewhere people still 
live in bombed-out structures. In the back of a truck, a family 
huddles against piles of World Food Programme sacks. 
Soldiers are everywhere, roadside guard posts appear at 
regular intervals, tanks grind slowly along the highway.  

The fields are barren and the cattle skinny; occasionally there 
are strips of yellow tape warning of landmines. Near Elephant 
Pass not a single old building remains standing; everything 
has been shelled and the highway is a two-lane road that runs 
between the marshes. A monument to one side 
commemorates the thousands of dead. Signs announce that 
the potholed dirt highway is undergoing rehabilitation. 

Jaffna seems to have emerged in better shape, a fairly quiet 
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but thriving town, people of both sexes travelling mainly by 
bicycle. Guesthouses, often simply called “Rest”, are filled 
with tourists and aid workers. Many NGOs and international 
agencies dedicated to healing the wounds of this war-torn 
region have offices on the tree-lined streets. 

On the 2nd floor of the 
Regional Director of Health 
Services office, a room 
inadequately cooled with 
ceiling fans is packed with 40 
people attending the launch 
of the District Tobacco 
Control Cell (DTCC). National 

Authority on Tobacco and Alcohol Act (NATA) officials from 
Colombo sweat alongside officials from Jaffna representing 
police, excise, NGOs, samurdhi (poverty alleviation), health, 
and education. The audience listens attentively to the NATA 
officials, occasionally interrupting with questions or 
comments. The energy is intense: tired of the destruction of 
war, people want to address the mundane – but perhaps 
ultimately more deadly – tobacco menace. 

Further south in Vavuniya, also recently “reopened” country, 
attendance was slightly lower but the interest still high at the 
DTCC launch. One official suggests that Sri Lanka should 
follow the example of other countries and introduce graphic 
warnings; a NATA official shows proposed warnings prepared 
as part of the package of law amendments awaiting approval: 
erectile dysfunction, throat cancer, a body strapped to a life 
support machine, babies suffering from second hand smoke. 

Challenges 

At its beginning, the National Authority on Tobacco and 
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Alcohol (NATA) was struggling to get started with a closet-
sized office in the Ministry of Health and no funds. At that 
time, NATA staff consisted only of the Chairman. How could 
one man single-handedly grapple with the problem of 
reducing tobacco use on the island? 

Successes 

In a country plagued by unprecedented social and civil unrest, 
the run-up to the presidential election of November 2005 in 
Sri Lanka focused on the elimination of all forms of 
intoxication and harmful effects of tobacco use.   

The election manifesto of the incumbent President of Sri 
Lanka, in its very first paragraph, promised to implement 
legislation to deal with the drug menace. Within a year of 
being elected President, he worked with the Parliament of Sri 
Lanka to ratify NATA Act. The commitment of political 
authorities to the reduction of tobacco use in Sri Lanka is 
strong and clear.  

What better word to describe such a happy and unexpected 
event than the word “serendipitous”, which also happens to 
be based on the Arabic name for Sri Lanka, Serendip. With 
such a name, serendipitous events might, however 
oxymoronically, prove to be expected. 

While it may seem odd, in a country torn apart by three 
decades of civil war, to see such interest in tobacco control, 
that interest can also be taken as a sign of the eagerness of 
the country’s population to rebuild and to avoid in the future 
high levels of unnecessary death and devastation. 

A second serendipitous event was the appearance of 
Bloomberg funds, via the International Union Against 
Tuberculosis and Lung Disease (The Union).  Sri Lanka was not 
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one of the fifteen priority countries named under the 
Bloomberg Initiative to Reduce Tobacco Use. However, 
having noticed strong political support, WHO encouraged 
NATA to submit a proposal. This was done, and NATA became 
a grant recipient. The project commenced in January 2009.  

Funding meant not only separate and more spacious 
accommodations and staff, but also the ability to conduct a 
number of activities that previously could only be imagined. 
The goal then became to be opportunistic with funding, to 
take advantage of high-level political support (from the 
president himself!), and to ensure that this brief period of 
financial solvency was used to make change rapidly before 
circumstances changed. 

In an earlier accord that sought to reduce ethnic conflict, 
administration was devolved to the country’s nine provinces. 
Provincial councils were put in place to decentralise 
administration including health services. The original NATA 
project planned to set up nine provincial cells to address 
tobacco control, and the project’s first brainstorming meeting 
invited the nine provincial health directors. At that meeting, 
the directors said that the province would be too large a unit 
to organize this kind of activity and that it would be 
preferable to set up cells within the 26 administrative health 
districts which sit under the provinces. And so were launched 
the District Tobacco Control Cells or DTCCs. 

The launching of the DTCCs occurred under the auspices of, 
and with the direct involvement of, the president on 29 May 
2009. As of this writing, 24 DTCCs have been established; 
those in the Northern provinces being the seat of an ongoing 
war (from 1983 to 2009), the work was delayed…but never 
abandoned. War, says the Chairman of NATA, is no 
impediment to a determined people. Well, not exactly “no 
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impediment”…but the fight must go on, against the tobacco 
industry as well. 

Speaking at the launching ceremony of the DTCCs, His 
Excellency the President of Sri Lanka Mahinda Rajapaksha 
identified the tobacco menace as a matter of grave concern 
to women and children.  

“Smoking plunges many 
families into poverty. This 
has led many women and 
children to suffer in silence” 
observed the President. 
While acknowledging that 
addressing the tobacco, 
alcohol and drug menace is 
not an easy task, the President said, “A task being difficult 
doesn’t mean that we would back out. That is not my way. 
Terrorism that was portrayed as an invincible menace has 
been totally erased from the country today. So defeating 
‘tobacco smoke’ may not be so difficult provided we adopt 
corrective measures. By the year 2015, the tobacco menace 
should be totally eradicated.” 

Lessons Learned 

The tobacco epidemic is not just a health problem but also a 
legal, cultural, economic and social issue. With so many 
dimensions, only a multi-sectoral approach can prove 
effective. Inter-sectoral collaboration is thus sine qua non for 
successful tobacco control, and this lesson was taken to heart 
by NATA. With commendable foresight, the NATA Act enlisted 
not only health but police, excise, education, social welfare, 
and NGOs and community-based organisations from the start. 
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But simply addressing an issue on paper is clearly not enough. 
How this occurs in practice includes an NGO identifying law 
violations and informing NATA; NATA then informs the police, 
which (sometimes) acts on them. In the first year of the NATA 
Act’s implementation, 10,821 cases were filed and some 17 
million rupees in fines collected. Newspaper ads stopped. On 
TV, smoking scenes are blurred out. Sponsorships ceased. 
Enclosed public places became smoke-free. But despite the 
successes, gradually the loopholes in the law became evident. 
Amendments were drafted to address these, but the passage 
of the amendments, as so often proves to be the case, was 
repeatedly delayed.  

Meanwhile, the Chairman and another official of the NATA - 
Bloomberg project were the subjects of death threats, 
against them personally and their family members. After all, 
even in the land of serendipity all is not milk and honey. 

On the highway near Jaffna, 
a roadside shop at 
Iyakkachchi sports a 
glowing brand new sign: 
“Task Force 07 Welfare 
Shop, Ceylon Tobacco 
Company, A member of the 
British American Tobacco 
Group, Sub-Dealer”, 
complete with company logo. Speculating on what action 
they should take, visiting NATA officials express their disgust 
at the industry rushing in where the Tamil Tigers have left. 
When will the killing end? Probably never, but at least the 
local populations are prepared to do their part to reduce the 
extent of destruction and death. 
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6. Evolution of a tobacco control 
program: From health promotion to 
advocacy to handover in the Lao 
People’s Democratic Republic  

--with Karmen Till 

From grassroots work to smoke-free monks to advocacy for law 
to transfer to government…one international NGO shows how 
an NGO can get started in tobacco control, find its footing in 
policy, and begin to consider an exit strategy. 

The Setting 

With the rapid expansion of funding for tobacco control in 
recent years, thanks to the contributions of the Bloomberg 
and Gates Foundations, many new organizations have begun 
to work on the issue. The sheer scope of the work that needs 
to be done in some countries, the need for organizations to 
be able to manage sizeable grants, and attempts to 
“mainstream” tobacco into the broader development agenda 
all suggest the need to involve more “all-purpose” NGOs in 
addition to the (normally) smaller organizations that have 
focused exclusively on tobacco control in the past. 

However, many large national NGOs have appeared reluctant 
to work on tobacco control, and very few international NGOs 
are yet including the issue among their priorities. The reasons 
for this may not be difficult to imagine: traditional NGOs work 
in certain program areas in which their staff has expertise, 
often at the grassroots level, and they generally avoid policy 
or advocacy work. Working in tobacco control can be a great 
way to make enemies. And perhaps many organizations still 
have the perception that tobacco control is either not 
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sufficiently important for their attention, or can be sufficiently 
addressed through school programs and public education. 

The Adventist Development and Relief Agency (ADRA) in the 
Lao PDR is one of the few international NGOs that include 
tobacco control in their overall program. It is a “natural” issue 
for ADRA because Adventists, by religion, place a focus on 
health. Yet even with ADRA, most of its national branches do 
not work on tobacco control, preferring to stick to more 
“traditional” development programs such as food security 
and nutrition or water and sanitation. 

Challenges 

When ADRA began to work on tobacco control issues in the 
Lao PDR, it followed the style of its other programs, 
concentrating on community-based, health promotion-style 
initiatives such as working with schools and hospitals, 
conducting health education and health promotion, working 
with monks, teaching children about the harmful effects of 
smoking, and other such non-controversial programs that fit 
easily into the programs of a development NGO. From that 
beginning, it was a natural transition to partnering with 
hospitals to encourage them to be smoke-free and partnering 
with monks to work on making temples smoke-free.  

From such partnerships came the realization that to be 
effective in tobacco control, it was necessary to work on 
policy as opposed to just community-based programs. The 
lack of any significant sustainable impact indicated the need 
to take a more activist approach. As various obstacles 
emerged, the need to work more directly with government 
became more and more clear. One hospital might become 
smoke-free, but others were unlikely to follow until the 
Ministry of Health became involved. Other community-based 
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approaches were obviously limited without the involvement 
of the central government, and with the continuing presence 
of advertising and with people allowed to smoke everywhere, 
progress was by definition limited. While for an agency 
unused to working at the policy level it was a challenge to 
begin, the staff of ADRA could not help but note that, if they 

wished to have any real 
impact on tobacco use, they 
would have to move beyond 
small projects and begin to 
address policy issues. 

To address policy, in turn, 
ADRA needed to partner 
with central government, 

especially the Ministry of Health. Such a partnership would 
help to gain support from within the Ministry for a focused 
tobacco control program. While it might seem natural for the 
Ministry of Health to be concerned about tobacco control, 
such was not necessarily the case, particularly given the 
number of competing health problems and issues such as the 
lack of primary health care services, low capacity and 
resources (financial, technical and human) to address health 
issues, and the fact that the People’s Democratic of Lao is a 
very poor country. But with the support of an international 
NGO, the Ministry of Health could make a significant 
contribution to tobacco control, taking on the policy issues 
that need to be addressed to reduce the prevalence of 
tobacco use and its related harms.  

This is not to say that the Ministry of Health was the sole 
partner. It is an unfortunate fact that Ministries of Health in 
many countries are often among the weakest of Ministries, as 
issues of economics, finance, and trade are generally seen as 
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more important than those of health, environment, or 
women’s rights, for instance. Working only with the Ministry 
of Health would have dangerously limited the effectiveness of 
the work, just as ADRA was seeking ways to achieve genuine 
policy change. ADRA thus continued to develop new 
relationships and seek new potential partners, particularly 
those who could “take the fire”.  

In Lao, there is a tendency 
to involve many different 
agencies, Ministries, and 
departments which may at 
some point have something 
to do with a particular issue, 
to avoid “stepping on toes”. 
While this may seem to be a 
waste of resources, in 

tobacco control this approach has proven to be essential, 
since tobacco is by its nature a multi-sectoral topic. It was 
thus a natural fit to work with many other agencies in 
addition to the Ministry of Health, which then became aware 
of and versed in tobacco control issues. As a result, even 
without their active involvement, these agencies were 
prepared to provide back-up support. A more “efficient”, 
targeted approach was likely to have proven less effective, as 
this broad-based support was essential for moving forward 
even within the Ministry of Health. This approach also 
enabled the identification of more advocates willing to take a 
personal interest in the issue and advance it within their own 
agency beyond the ADRA project. 

Successes 

Within about a decade, ADRA Lao travelled within its tobacco 
control program from community-based work to policy, and 
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from partnering with a few individual hospitals and temples 
to a broad-based partnership that included but extended well 
beyond the Ministry of Health. 

But how was an organization fairly new to tobacco control 
and very new to policy issues to have a useful impact? It is all 
very well to declare one’s intentions to do good work, but to 
whom does one turn for guidance?  

Fortunately for ADRA, just as it was getting seriously engaged 
in its tobacco control work, the South East Asia Tobacco 
Control Alliance (SEATCA), based in nearby Bangkok, was 
gaining strength and becoming a valuable resource for the 
region. SEATCA staff combined intelligence, determination, 
devotion, an understanding of what works and of how to 
operate within local context, and a sense of fun to help ADRA.  
SEATCA thus provided technical guidance related to strategy, 
such as how best to work with government; back-up technical 
support on advocacy and the specifics of tobacco control; 
lessons learned from other countries in the region, including 
detailed information about how the Thai government 
succeeded so well in its tobacco control legislation and how 
the Lao government – similar but of course different – could 
model itself on those lessons.  

Culturally and linguistically, there are many similarities 
between Thailand and Lao, making Thailand in some respects 
an easy country for Lao to imitate. On the other hand, just as 
countries dominated in some sense by China or India often 
resist that influence, the perception of Thailand acting as a big 
brother with overbearing influence led to some resistance to 
following the Thai model. Sometimes the wish to preserve 
traditional Lao culture includes efforts to resist the Thai 
influence; Thai tobacco control advocates thus had to be 
sensitive to those difficulties while taking advantage of all the 
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opportunities provided by the similarities between the two 
countries.  

From its origins in community-based health promotion, ADRA 
Lao had thus moved on to more evidence-based approaches 
to policy advocacy. The next step for ADRA was to plan for a 
handover of its tobacco control work to the Government 
following passage of the tobacco control law. This would 
follow a fairly brief transition period during which it would 
help the Government to “get up and running” on law 
implementation. Such a transition was deemed possible for a 
number of reasons. The active and strong support of a key 
player in the Ministry of Health meant that there was a 
champion. The creation and continuation of the Tobacco 
Control Taskforce consisting of representatives from all key 
stakeholder government Ministries, ADRA and the World 
Health Organisation (WHO) lent stability. And the momentum 
that had been achieved to date in tobacco control, as 
evidenced by the highly (if not 100%) successful initiatives 
such as smoke-free Luang Prabang, smoke-free Vientiane, and 
the earlier passage of a decree banning tobacco advertising, 
promotion, and sponsorship had already brought much of the 
population on board.  

Ideally the evolution would include the involvement of at 
least one local NGO (Lao being a small country, fewer groups 
are needed than in most countries) to continue to work 
closely with and monitor government activities and law 
implementation. Unfortunately, a decree allowing the 
establishment of local NGOs was only approved in November 
2009, meaning that some time must still pass before new 
local NGOs can appear on the scene keen to work on tobacco 
control. 
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For ADRA, the motivation to plan an 
exit strategy involved various factors. 
ADRA was working on a range of 
other issues to which it wished to 
devote its full attention. When it 
identified a need and a niche in 
tobacco control, a chance to bring 
about significant change, it saw no 
choice but to become involved, but if 
other organizations were willing to 
fill that niche – preferably local ones – then there would be no 
need to stay involved. This was particularly true as 
competition for funds was likely to grow stiffer and an 
international NGO would not wish to be seen as taking 
opportunities away from small local groups. An exit strategy 
would allow ADRA to leave the field open to others more 
interested in a long-term involvement, giving them the chance 
to grow expertise, develop resources, and become a strong 
presence in tobacco control policy. 

There was also another, more philosophical, reason behind 
the decision to start planning for an end to its work in 
tobacco control. As a development NGO, ADRA is always 
looking for an “exit strategy” from the issues on which it 
works, on the assumption that it will not – and should not –
run its programs for life. After all, the point of development is 
to enable the community to sustainably take over the new 
approaches. The idea of development is to work oneself out 
of the job; if one is successful, then there is no need to 
continue indefinitely. 

Lessons Learned 

Ownership of an issue by local organizations is key to its 
longer term sustainability. One difficulty for an international 
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NGO identified so closely with any particular problem is that 
the issue will be perceived to be foreign-dominated, not 
something that the locals would naturally have taken on. 
While ADRA had worked hard to start and help build the 
capacity of the tobacco control taskforce, for instance, it also 
needed to step back to allow the local members to take 
ownership. That is, the ideal role for ADRA was one of 
enabling at the start, of facilitation, and of helping other 
groups and individuals reach a level where they could 
maintain the work on their own. Having previously 
accomplished this type of handover in its other programs, 
always looking for new areas in which work is more needed, 
ADRA was prepared to design its program in such a way as to 
maximise the possibility of sustainability without its 
continuing involvement. 

The path from its early engagement in tobacco control to its 
attempts to implement an exit strategy has been rocky. 
Various obstacles and setbacks have occurred along the way; 
spectacular success has been accompanied by painful failures. 
But the organization has emerged stronger, learning 
important lessons about how to influence policy, and both 
how difficult and how 
essential that task is. Along 
the way, it may also 
succeed in convincing other 
large organizations to take 
a similar path, and to show 
them a possible way to 
achieve the best of the 
worlds of policy influence 
and sustainable approaches. 
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7. Gaining a strong law in record time: 
The Lao experience 

--with Karmen Till 

In a Lao version of the classic folktale about the hare racing the 
tortoise, the hare is beaten by a snail due to their respective 
strateg ies: in the eyes of a hare, all snails look alike, so various 
of such creatures posted themselves along the trail, showing 
themselves to the hare, and finally “beating” him. Who really 
won the race? Well, it is all a matter of perspective. 

The Setting 

And so it often goes in tobacco control. One jurisdiction may 
pass a 100% smoke-free policy, but have difficulty with 
enforcement; another passes a weaker law but enforces it 
better. A country finally succeeds in gaining pictorial warnings 
on cigarette packs, but these warnings take years to appear; 
in another the warnings are so watered-down that they are 
likely to be of little effect. Does one accept compromise or 
stand firm, knowing that the compromise may lead to a 
quicker, if more partial, victory, while standing firm could lead 
to years of delay addressing even the most basic issues? When 
a watered-down law is passed, does one cheer or cry? 

Challenges 

In some countries the entire issue of law passage is 
complicated not only by the presence of the tobacco industry, 
but by that country’s experience with other laws that have 
had little effect. In Lao, there are not many laws compared to 
some countries; in many areas of the health sector strong 
laws do not exist or may not be very elaborate or detailed, or 
the public may not know about them. The country’s rule of 
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law is only starting to gain some ground. People show more 
respect to the government and law enforcers than to the law 
itself. In many cases, laws are simply “on the books” but are 
not known, enforced or abided by many citizens. 

In addition, the industry had recently scored an extremely 
impressive win by signing an unprecedented contract with 
the government that would prevent any increases in the 
minimal tobacco tax.  

Successes 

Lao is fortunate in that the presence of the tobacco industry 
is not quite as strong as it is in some larger countries that have 
a higher population of existing and potential smokers. In 
addition, the government has proven to be highly resistant to 
an industry trying to show its muscle; it is clear to government 
officials that they should be stronger than industry 
representatives, and they thus are more willing to stand up to 
industry than are government officials in other countries with 
a more “democratic” approach. This also means that a 
government official would naturally have a higher status than 
would an industry representative. 

When ADRA in the Lao PDR set about working with its 
partners to try to get a strong, comprehensive tobacco 
control law passed, it encountered little resistance to having a 
law. It seemed that few people had been subjected to 
industry lobbying against law passage. As a result, the first 
thing they heard was the benefits of having a strong law. The 
industry may well have underestimated its opposition, failing 
to see ADRA as a serious tobacco control force, given ADRA’s 
relative infancy in tobacco advocacy in Lao. Similarly, the 
industry had recently scored an extremely impressive win by 
signing an unprecedented contract with the government that 
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would prevent any increases in the minimal tobacco tax. At 
the time, there were no active tobacco control workers; this 
fact likely lulled the industry into a false sense of security.  

It was in that gap that ADRA was able to engage its partners 
within the government to draft and quickly pass (though not 
without drama) a significant tobacco control law. 

Prior to the passage of the law, there was no tobacco control 
legislation in Lao; there had only been a few decrees. 
Developing the decrees and getting them passed was fairly 
easy and quick, and thus helped pave the way for the law. 
Decrees do not require the approval of the National 
Assembly, but can instead be issued by the Prime Minister.  

There were various strategic decisions made along the way 
which involved that a high-stakes judgement call be taken 
with incomplete information: did it make sense to engage in a 
two-pronged approach, to work both on the decrees and the 
law, or would it be more sensible to just focus on law? Were 
the decrees a helpful step along the way or potential 
competitors with the law, so that someone could remark, “If 

we already have the 
decrees, why do we need 
the law?” Yes, the law is of 
more significant legal 
standing than a decree, but 
the decree is easier to get 
and has a large impact. How 
to decide? 

Similarly, along the way a tricky issue arose when the Deputy 
Minister of Health requested that the draft law be expanded 
to include alcohol control as well. This was a tempting 
approach to take: why not address two issues with the same 



 49 
 

law? Alcohol causes no end of social and health problems, and 
the convenience of addressing it simultaneously would mean 
saving a good deal of time and effort and having a greater 
impact on people’s health and wellbeing. But what if rather 
than signalling good intentions, the proposal was made to 
further complicate the process, to slow down the passage of 
the tobacco control law, and to engage a whole new group of 
opponents without, unfortunately, being able to bring any 
organized groups on board to support it? The decisions were 
finally made, based again on judgment calls, to stick to the 
two-pronged approach as regards decrees and laws, but to 
avoid mixing alcohol with tobacco.  

The role of luck and 
fortuitous timing need to be 
mentioned. Lao clearly 
benefited from a few factors 
beyond its control: the 
momentum already 
generated within 
international tobacco 

control, the experience (though now far from new) of its 
neighbour Thailand; and the fortunate investment of a good 
deal of money into tobacco control from which Lao directly 
benefited via a grant from the International Union Against 
Tuberculosis and Lung Disease (The Union) from the 
Bloomberg Initiative to Reduce Tobacco Use (BI), to help pay 
the costs involved in developing and conducting an advocacy 
campaign. The grant meant that a concerted campaign for 
advocacy was possible, including the hiring of a former 
Ministry of Health official who understood the workings of 
the system, and provided the campaign with significant 
knowledge, expertise, and connections. 
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Various factors came into play during the campaign. Due to 
ADRA’s relative newness and inexperience in tobacco 
advocacy (other than the senior colleague, who needed 
support and someone with whom to share ideas and 
strategies), outside support was vital. Here the Bangkok-
based South East Asian Tobacco Control Alliance (SEATCA) 
played a vital role, providing tailored technical advice and 
support.  

The campaign was also fortunate in gaining the support of 
key government officials at strategic times. ADRA had cast its 
net wide with advocacy, not only focusing on the Ministry of 
Health but also on with the Ministries of Finance, Tourism, 
and others. These working relationships allowed those 
campaigning for the law to address and alleviate their fears 
and prevent potential resistance through dialogue and by 
presenting strong arguments and case study examples and 
experiences from other countries. Personal relationships and 
contacts also proved to be vital, particularly with members of 
the National Assembly and the Ministry of Justice. ADRA was 
also fortunate in being able to recruit as Chair of the Tobacco 
Control Taskforce someone who was very senior in the 
government. His seniority meant that he was well known 
within the government; officials trusted him, and that trust 
opened doors in various ministries, allowing access that 
otherwise would likely have proved impossible. None of these 
developments would have been possible without the hard 
work and dedication of several people, of whom a few 
outstanding ones must be acknowledged here: Dr. Sithat 
Insisiengmay, Dr. Khatthanaphone Phandouangsy, and Dr. 
Maniphanh Vongphosy. 

Those involved in drafting the law decided to give courage a 
try and included a few radical elements about which they 
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themselves questioned the likelihood of success. The most 
significant were graphic health warnings and a health 
promotion fund. Somewhat to their surprise, but of course 
great pleasure, both measures passed the National 
Assembly…although not without delays, as the law itself was 
repeatedly removed from the list of laws to be considered. 
However, within a very short period (only one year after the 
expected date, or about three years into the concerted 
advocacy campaign), the law was considered in the Assembly, 
debated, and quickly passed. While advocates, judging from 
experience in other countries, expected resistance to the 
health promotion fund, they were surprised to see that 
policymakers specifically requested keeping it in. 

Lessons Learned 

Research that was conducted during the law development 
process proved to be significant in furthering the law. When 
ADRA began campaigning for a law, no local tobacco 
consumption or use data existed. Many years previously, at a 
regional meeting on tobacco control, a Lao government 
official had suggested that there was no evidence that 
tobacco was harmful to the Laotian people. The argument 
was that without any research results from within the country 
itself, involving the Lao population, there was simply no 
evidence that tobacco kills Lao people. The suggestion was 
put forth that a twenty-year prospective study to identify any 
health problems related to tobacco use should be conducted 
before any action was taken. This was identified, properly, as 
a roadblock and delay tactic. 

However, the point about lack of local research was not 
entirely without merit. Since no one had conducted any 
research or had any statistics on prevalence or use in the 
country, it was difficult to put forth any argument to show the 
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harmful effects of tobacco use to the country, particularly in 
terms of the number of people affected. The importance of 
tobacco to farmers, agriculture, and the economy were also 
difficult to gauge without data. ADRA conducted rapid 
research to put some numbers to their argument. It decided 
to conduct research on 1) the relationship between 
agricultural income for farmers from tobacco and other crops 
and 2) the prevalence of tobacco use. The results of that first 
research helped to fill gaps in knowledge that would then 
strengthen its advocacy campaign, and the national 
prevalence research is still underway. 

It can be dangerous to 
overshoot one’s mark, but 
one can lose by not being 
sufficiently ambitious. The 
key lesson here would be 
that it requires a good deal 
of intelligent effort, 
ingenuity, and energy to 
counter the tobacco industry. By choosing our methods well, 
we will often, but not always, succeed. And every failure is 
simply an occasion for rallying ourselves for the next success. 

Of course one great lesson for tobacco control is that it is 
dangerous to sit back on one’s laurels. Despite the passage of 
the law by the National Assembly, a delay then occurred in 
the signing of the law by the president. Then the bad news 
emerged: the president had signed the law, but only after 
changes had been made: the graphic health warnings were 
removed and the health promotion fund was given no 
funding. Clearly there was still work to be done.  
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8. Extending our reach: The Bangladesh 
approach to law monitoring 

--with Syeda Anonna Rahman and Firoja Begum Jhumur 

In a small town in Bangladesh, British American Tobacco (BAT) 
sponsors a local game called ludu. This far from the capital, 
surely nobody will realize this breaks the law? But somebody 
does notice, and reports the violation to the local authority. 
Local BAT officers are carted off to local custody. It is a very 
surprised person in Dhaka who receives a phone call from a 
colleague in the field asking whether to keep them in jail or let 
them out. Such is decentralization and local involvement in 
monitoring the tobacco control law in Bangladesh. 

The Setting 

Although Bangladesh looks like a small speck on the map in 
relation to its huge neighbour, India, which borders it on 
three sides, the population of the country is about 160 million. 
A poor transport system makes many areas hard to reach. 
Meanwhile, despite the passage of a tobacco control law in 
2005, the tobacco industry continues to find ways to flout 
bans on advertising, and the general public often ignores 
prohibitions of smoking in most public places and on public 
transport. In a low-income country beset by regular floods, 
riots, electricity shortages, political crises, and any number of 
health and social problems, tobacco control is unlikely to be a 
priority for most people. 

Challenges 

It would be impossible to monitor Bangladesh’s tobacco 
control law centrally; and, at the same time, there are very 
few NGOs focused mainly or exclusively on tobacco control 
and until recently, few people who could decipher the legal 
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language of the tobacco control law. Despite the fact that the 
country is home to thousands of local NGOs, the ability to 
maintain a system of local law monitoring is beset with 
difficulty. This challenge is furthered by the fact that many 
NGOs, especially larger ones, shy away from politically 
sensitive activities as law monitoring.  

Successes 

Hard work and persistence, combined with intelligent 
planning, can overcome many barriers. In the case of 
Bangladesh, the obvious need for local-level NGOs to engage 
in law monitoring and support government officials in 
enforcement led WBB Trust to begin a series of national 
capacity building workshops, organized in 2003, 2005, 2007 
and 2010. In addition, it organized other workshops and 

smaller trainings to help 
members of the Bangladesh 
Anti-Tobacco Alliance 
(BATA) develop a 
sophisticated understanding 
of the law and confidence in 
law monitoring and 
supporting local officials to 
implement the law. 

WBB has also created a law monitoring template, which both 
assists those at the local level to identify and document law 
violations, and facilitates the collection of countrywide 
information on the extent of law enforcement. 

As a result of all the formal training, as well as years of 
individual mentoring and support, local NGO workers 
throughout Bangladesh now play an active, vigilant role in 
spying out law violations. They maintain regular 
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communication with local officials about the law. Importantly, 
tobacco control thus became a foot in the door for many—
their first opportunity to work in partnership with local 
government, an important point for a tiny NGO eager to make 
a name for itself, and thus a further form of motivation for 
many small local NGOs. Many of those workers are now 
members of the local tobacco control taskforces, consisting 
mainly of government, but also of non-government officials, 
delegated the task of local law monitoring and enforcement. 
Such monitoring and enforcement mainly consists of 
identifying and removing illegal ads, and finding and 
addressing violations in terms of smoking in public places. 

For example, in July 2010, a newspaper 
illegally ran an ad for a brand of bidis. 
A small local NGO, spotting the 
violation, promptly sent letters to the 
newspaper and authorities. 

In the early days of involving local 
officials in law monitoring, much 
support was required from WBB. Both 
NGO and government officials would 
call WBB staff at all hours to ask 

questions about the law; often this followed a challenge by 
the tobacco industry, claiming that its activities were not in 
fact illegal. Busy local officials turned to local NGOs for 
support. But following the publication of a book containing all 
government regulations on tobacco, local officials now have 
more knowledge and confidence in law implementation and 
can counter protests and objections made by the tobacco 
industry without requiring back-up phone support.  
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Lessons Learned 

The development of human resources and decentralization 
are key to success in law monitoring, as elsewhere in tobacco 
control. The hard work of NGOs has been greatly 
strengthened by grant support available through BI and 
technical support from WHO, with both Campaign for 
Tobacco-free Kids (CTFK) and Union grantees in various 
Bangladeshi towns and cities working hard at law monitoring 
and supporting government activities in law enforcement.  

Those grantees are joined by other NGOs who have little or no 
funding but are able to put their local connections, local 
resources, and strong commitment to good use. Having 
learned how to write letters to and how to approach 
government officials, how to make a report, and how to 
explain details of the law to others, they no longer need 
outside help on a regular basis. Developing such expertise, 
while time-consuming, was critical for success. The 
development of personal skills has also led many such groups 
to be able to access grants, both locally and internationally. 

There is also the strength of success. One advantage to 
working on law monitoring is that the results of the work can 
be visible and thus easily noted. Change empowers and 
motivates those who brought it about. When offending ads 
are removed, when places are made smoke-free, the 
repercussions go far beyond that particular locale. Such 
experiences are shared in any number of ways: through the 
BATA quarterly newsletter, workshops, and person-to-person. 
Local workers now know to turn to local experts for advice, 
rather than always requesting help from the central level.  

Furthermore, WBB staff also learn from the local experts how 
to get things done, knowledge which they can then share 
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through the BATA network. The multi-directional learning 
approaches, and the many opportunities made available for 
sharing, guarantee that law violators are likely to be caught, if 
not normally thrown in jail.  

So much becomes possible when one invests the time and 
effort to build the capacity of a national network to take on 
the work. 
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9. When research changes policy: How 
one man made a difference in Viet Nam 

--with Tran Thi Kieu Thanh Ha 

Knowing what needs to be done in tobacco control is the easy 
part; achieving it is quite another matter. Similarly, one may 
design a research project with a distinct advocacy goal in mind, 
but rarely does it work out that a study leads directly to a policy 
change. 

But sometimes things go better than we expect, suggesting 
that it can be worthwhile to aim high…as long as we also carry 
out thoughtful, well-considered, good work to achieve our 
goals. And taking a quite unassuming approach sometimes 
works better than being noisy and visible.  

The Setting 

As an economist working on tobacco control, Hoang Van Kinh 
could not help but be struck by the tax structure of tobacco in 
Viet Nam. Ostensibly out of concern that the poor should be 
able to afford their smoking habit, the government’s tax on 
unfiltered cigarettes – used primarily by the poor – was far 
lower than that on filtered cigarettes. This meant that 
unfiltered cigarettes were extraordinarily cheap. 
Unfortunately, their very affordability of course provided a 
further incentive for the poor to smoke them. 

Knowing that those with the lowest incomes (along with 
youth) are the most affected by price increases, and knowing 
that it is far from rational policy to encourage the poorest 
people to spend their money on and ruin their health with 
cigarettes, Mr. Kinh decided to address the issue. With 
financial support from the Thai Health Promotion Foundation 
via the Rockefeller Foundation, Kinh and his colleagues 
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embarked on a study to examine the effects of those 
differential tax rates, and whether consumption and 
government revenue would be affected if a flat rate was 
applied on all cigarettes regardless of their filter-type. 

Challenges 

Amending tax policy is typically not an easy matter. Vested 
interests lobby hard to maintain their advantages. Further, 
conducting research on benefits of various tax rates requires 
technical skills that few people possess, and can lead to 
research results that few can understand. 

Successes 

Aided by his inside knowledge – being both an economics 
professor at a local university and having worked at the 
Vietnam National Committee on Smoking and Health 
(VINACOSH), Kinh published an insightful study with his 
colleagues that he made sure found its way into the hands of 
those in power. This was not the only study that Kinh had 
published on tobacco and economics in Viet Nam. Among 
others, he had already published valuable research on how 
tobacco use increases inequality, as the government uses the 
amount of money that families spend each month on food – 
for some reason including tobacco expenditures in that figure 
– to calculate the number of food-poor. Kinh had 
demonstrated that if spending on tobacco was removed from 
the calculation, far more people would fall below the food-
poverty line. Since smoking rates are also highest among the 
poor, and the tax policy encouraged such trends, tobacco use 
directly increased inequality, in spite of repeated claims by the 
tobacco industry that its programs helped the poor. Together 
with these earlier research studies, Kinh and his colleagues’ 
more recent work has done much to deflate the industry’s 
arguments about the economic benefits of tobacco use. 
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In 1999, the government established a tax structure by which 
the tax rate on filtered cigarettes made from imported 
materials was the highest, at 65%; the tax on filtered 
cigarettes made from domestic materials was 45%; while the 
tax on non-filtered cigarettes made from domestic materials 
was only 25%. Kinh’s research results showed that by imposing 
a uniform tax of 65%, the price of the cheapest cigarettes 
would increase by 16-32%. This in turn would result in a 
decrease of about 27% in tobacco consumption, particularly 
among the poor who would no longer be able to afford to 
purchase them. Further, such an increase would mean that 
government tax revenue would increase by at least 11%. That 
is, Kinh’s study showed that a uniformly high tax on tobacco 
would not only benefit the poor by reducing their tobacco 

consumption, it would also 
increase government 
income. 

The effect of the tax system 
was readily apparent in the 
price structure; according to 
the study published by Kinh 
et. al, many domestically-

produced cigarettes cost only about US$0.07 per pack, while 
a pack of foreign brand cigarettes, such as 555 and Marlboro, 
were priced as high as US$1.1 

Lessons Learned 

Kinh was a hard-working, solid economist and a dedicated 

                                                 
1 Hoang Van Kinh, Hana Ross, David Levy, Nguyen Thac Minh, and Vu Thi 
Bich Ngoc, “The effect of imposing a higher, uniform tobacco tax in 
Vietnam”. Health Research Policy and Systems 2006; 4: 6. Published online 
at  http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC1557504/ 
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tobacco control activist whose approach to advocacy was 
quiet and humble.  On a photo-taking expedition to document 
the incredible variety and prevalence of cigarette advertising 
in the mid-1990s, before the government cracked down, Kinh 
– himself an excellent photographer – was too shy to take 
photographs inside a shop, fearing that doing so might offend 
the owner. Despite his high profile within the government’s 
tobacco control body, he maintained a quiet, soft-spoken 
presence in groups. Yet none of this slowed him down in 
terms of getting the changes for which he was advocating. 
After all, quiet does not mean unconvincing, and the force of 
a personality clearly driven by selfless motives, backed up by 
strong arguments, can sometimes achieve more than the 
most aggressively ambitious voice. 

And so when the most surprising thing happened, perhaps it 
wasn’t so surprising after all. Policymakers paid attention to 
Kinh’s study. There were of course many others involved in 
advocacy to bring about the necessary tax changes, but the 
key piece of evidence, the study by Kinh and colleagues, 
proved invaluable. Finally there were figures on the table that 
demonstrated the policy’s folly and the benefits of changing 
it. The existing policy proved indefensible, and was rapidly 
scrapped. From earlier tax rates ranging from 25-65%, a new 
flat rate of 55% on all cigarettes was adopted for the period 
Jan 2006 to Dec 2007; as of January 2008, the rate was 
increased to 65%. 

Statistics and epidemiology involve guesswork. Nobody will 
know for sure how many lives Kinh’s research has saved and 
will continue to save. What is unquestioned is that the rise in 
prices will have the effect of helping many low-income 
smokers to quit, and deterring many people from starting. 
That, combined with all the other work carried out by Kinh 
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and colleagues in Viet Nam to strengthen tobacco control 
policy, means better health and less illness for the population, 
particularly the poor.  

Sadly, Hoang Van Kinh died 
on February 24, 2008. His 
loss is a tragedy for tobacco 
control, and for all those 
who treasured his quiet, 
kind, generous ways and his 
intense devotion to helping 
improve people’s lives. 

However, this soft-spoken, unassuming man has left a 
powerful legacy. If only we all could say so much for the 
impact that will result from our own work. 
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10. Thinking outside the box: A tax 
campaign in Bangladesh 

--with Aminul Islam Sujon 

A long row of people, armed with a megaphone and banners, 
stand on the sidewalk in front of the National Press Club 
demanding higher tobacco taxes. In front of them on the 
ground is a symbolic coffin, the banner across it reads (in 
Bangla), “The lives of 75,000 people or a little government 
revenue: which is more important?” Of course both are 
important, which is the beauty of tobacco taxation. However, 
the point remains: should policy encourage the production of a 
deadly product or promote public health? The serious faces 
lining the banner make clear their feelings about the matter. 

The Setting 

The tobacco industry (usually in the form of large multi-
national cigarette manufacturers, particularly British-
American Tobacco) regularly puts intense pressure on the 
National Board of Revenue (NBR) in Bangladesh to keep taxes 
on cigarettes low. And the government regularly complies. 
This year, however, the World Health Organization (WHO) 
became particularly active on the issue, and worked closely 
with NBR to develop a more pro-health tax structure. The 
high status that WHO holds with government means that its 
pressure can yield strong results. Meanwhile, Unnayan 
Shamanay, a BI-grantee via the Campaign for Tobacco Free 
Kids (CTFK) played the lead role in technical aspects and 
prepared and distributed documents calling for desirable tax 
increases following its previous research that showed that 
earlier tax increases were so slight that they actually failed to 
be reflected in the prices of tobacco products. 
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Challenges 

While many NGOs call for higher taxes, their lack of 
understanding of tax policy – combined with some problems 
with coordination – has meant that different groups call for 
very different tax rates. Unfortunately, many stick to vague 
demands, as they do not know specifically what tax level 
would be a reasonable amount to aim at in their advocacy.  

This year, as the demands from the NGOs heated up, the 
response from the tobacco industry was that much stronger, 
and took various forms: bidis vs. cigarettes, but also bidis and 
cigarettes vs. tobacco control advocates. A higher tax on bidis 
would narrow slightly the gap between the price of bidis and 
the lowest-priced cigarettes, so bidi companies, 
acknowledging the involvement of NGOs in pushing for 
higher taxes, referred to them as “cigarette company 
agents”; they also accused the foreign cigarette companies of 
bribing NBR. Meanwhile, bidi manufacturers joined with other 

tobacco companies claiming 
that tobacco production and 
manufacture was essential 
to the Bangladeshi economy: 
the bidi manufactures  claim 
that there are over 266,000 
people employed in that 
industry alone, people 
whose jobs and livelihood 

would, they say, be threatened by a tobacco tax increase. 

Among other activities, bidi companies purchased ample 
press coverage on TV and newspapers in an attempt to 
convince policymakers that higher taxes on bidis would be 
devastating to the poor. They also produced a four-colour 
book for MPs on bidi workers and organized various anti-tax 
campaigns, supposedly undertaken by the workers 
themselves…but how can underpaid workers hold so many 
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events and publish a book, let alone take time off from work 
to engage in these campaigns?  

A further challenge was that Members of Parliament have a 
strong say in tax policy, but a few of them actually own bidi 
companies and so would not dream of voting for something 
that would lighten their own pocketbooks.  

While various tobacco companies joined the bidi industry in 
their noisy claims, British American Tobacco remained 
quiet…externally, anyway. Its campaigning was all done 
behind the scenes. 

Successes 

During the tax campaign of 2010, more than 200 NGOs from 
all over the country wrote letters to the government 
(specifically to NBR, the Ministry of Finance, the Ministry of 
Health, and to local Members of Parliament or MPs). They 
also organized signature campaigns, rallies, and human 
chains. Some large NGOs, which had previously never issued 
statements on tax, sent letters to government. The NGO 
activities were part of a larger, fairly well-coordinated 
campaign of which two 
key players were the 
WHO and Ministry of 
Health. The Ministry of 
Health itself sent a 
request letter to NBR and 
held a press conference 
on World No Tobacco Day 
demanding tobacco tax increases.  

The very strength of the reaction from the tobacco industry 
indicates that the tobacco control campaign was effective; 
otherwise, the industry would not have spent so much to 
counter the pro-tax messages.  
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The ultimate success of a campaign is not only in how well 
organized, extensive, colourful, well-publicized, and so on it 
is, but in whether it brings about change. Although tax 
increases on tobacco in the 2010 budget were (as usual) 
minimal, an important change did occur, the value of which 
should not be under-estimated. As a result of hard and 
effective work by the WHO, Unnayan Shamanay, and others, 
bidis and other tobacco products were finally removed from 
the category of cottage industries. By law, the government 
must support cottage industries and cannot work to control 
them. This could, then, mean a bigger result than a simple tax 
increase, as changing the entire status of the bidi industry 
means that it can no longer take shelter from taxes and other 
control as a cottage industry. The change in status also 
indicates the likelihood of taxes being raised more 
significantly in the following years. (As with so much in 
tobacco control, full success can take years to materialize.).  

Lessons Learned 

Success is often not total. Sometimes it must be measured in 
small increments to avoid feelings of despair. But small 
successes can build on each other, leading to the big changes 
that will ultimately bring about significant reductions in 
tobacco use and in related illness and death. As with other 
such campaigns, this one brought home lessons about the 
need for good coordination, for advanced planning, and for 
the ability to respond quickly to challenges and counter-
attacks. But another key lesson of the campaign was the need 
to have patience in reaching one’s results, and to be creative 
in identifying a target: while tax increases are essential, the 
success of having tobacco no longer considered a cottage 
industry is of great significance. Sometimes the victory goes 
to the player who can think outside the box. 
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11. The two faces of tobacco control in 
Sri Lanka 

An Italian play by a famous author, based on the Dr. Jekyll and 
Mr. Hyde story, translated into Sinhala, is being performed in 
various locations around the island. In the midst of the well-
known story, during a tense scene, an actress asks for a 
cigarette and proceeds to smoke it. This is perhaps not terribly 
surprising or shocking in the West, but in a nation where the 
rate of smoking among women over age 18 is less than 3%, 
where it is simply socially unacceptable for women to smoke, 
the scene is a bit of a bombshell, at least to those concerned 
about keeping the smoking rate among females low. 

Meanwhile, in the NATA office in Colombo, letters begin to 
arrive in the mail… 

The Setting 

Perhaps uniquely in Sri Lanka, tobacco control is set up by law 
to be a collaborative effort, to encourage the participation of 
citizens in tobacco control. The National Authority on 
Tobacco and Alcohol (NATA) Act, No. 27 of 2006, specifically 
states that among the “functions of the Authority shall be 
to… (k) secure participation of all necessary governmental, or 
non-governmental agencies and private sector organisations 
in the implementation of the National Policy on Tobacco and 
Alcohol; (l) encourage active community participation in the 
implementation and monitoring of the National Policy on 
Tobacco and Alcohol; (m) receive communications from the 
public on issues relating to tobacco and alcohol and to 
recommend necessary action in relation thereto the 
implementing agencies; (n) act as the co-ordinating agency 
for all activities carried out by the government and non-
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governmental agencies and organisations relating to 
minimizing the harms arising from the production and 
consumption of tobacco products and alcohol products”. 

What does this mean in practice? 

Challenges 

Although even in countries that have the highest smoking 
rates the majority of the population are non-smokers (taking 
into account that most children don’t smoke), it can still be 
difficult to mobilize popular support for tobacco control. 
People are busy, have many concerns…and may expect the 
government to take care of them. Or, they may be so cynical 
about the government that they feel that speaking out will 
get them nowhere. How is one to succeed in the face of 
public apathy?  

Two (overlapping) 
approaches, among 
others, are to use media to 
raise public support, and 
to utilize existing, if often 
unrecognized, support 
bases. Using the media is 
made more difficult, 
obviously, when it is the media itself that causes the problem, 
in the case noted above by promoting a play that suggests 
that smoking is an acceptable and useful form of stress relief 
for women. 

There is also the problem of overwhelming workloads. The 
smoking scene technically violates the law, which specifically 
prohibits smoking in the theatre (regardless of whether it is 
the actors or the audience engaged in the practice), but when 
complaints about violations arrive seemingly daily, it is not 



 69 
 

always possible to respond. 

Successes 

No government can have eyes in all corners of the 
country…nor does it need to. Letters regularly come to the 
NATA office from NGOs and individuals, informing the 
authorities of violations – both actual and perceived – of the 
tobacco control act. Newspaper clippings advertising the 
Jekyll and Hyde play, accompanied by handwritten notes, 
arrive by mail. Letters addressing other issues also regularly 
arrive: a TV show depicting female smoking as the norm, an 
article in the paper promoting the fact that Ceylon Tobacco 
Company (a subsidiary of BAT) is the highest taxpayer in the 
country, other pro-industry news coverage, CTC sponsorship 
of events, and so on. That input from civil society has led to 
almost 11,000 cases being filed and about 17 million rupees in 
fines being collected. While enforcement is by no means 100%, 
it is far stronger than it would be without civil society 
involvement. 

What is significant is the 
level of concern and interest 
that exists within civil 
society – among people who 
carefully read the paper, 
observe what they see on 
TV, take note of any pro-
tobacco events or 

occurrences…and take the trouble to report on them to the 
central authority.  

How much easier tobacco control would be in other countries 
if civil society were so active! 
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Lessons Learned 

Not all forms of tobacco promotion necessarily indicate 
industry involvement, nor can a government authority act on 
all matters that come to its attention. Failure to respond can 
lead to (sometimes, though by no means always, completely 
unwarranted) accusations of laziness or even corruption. This 
is the negative (Mr. Hyde) side of active civil society. Further, 
by protesting too much, some NGOs may develop a 
reputation of being overly persistent, of responding to minor 
details, or of simply being overly meddlesome and 
troublesome. The impact of one letter may be weakened 
significantly when one sends several a week; there is indeed a 
fine balancing act in terms of responding adequately but not 
overly much. 

On the bright side, such a level of enthusiasm and interest can 
relieve much of the burden on government for monitoring the 
law. Where it works well, collaboration between government 
and civil society strengthens tobacco control, with the 
relative strengths and weaknesses of each agency 
compensating for and complementing the other. 

Glamorous women may still smoke on stage, but the concern 
is less where such an action is not regarded as normal and 
where those who object do not feel that protest is useless. 
Noise and activity do not always lead to success, but they are 
surely better than silence and apathy. 
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12. United we sit: Lessons in 
coordination from the Viet Nam 
Tobacco Control Working Group 

--with Tran Thi Kieu Thanh Ha 

In a city of noisy crowded streets, Doi Can is one of the noisier 
and more crowded. Cars and motorbikes compete for space, 
with the occasional bus somehow forging its way through the 
chaos. As elsewhere in Asia, drivers believe their vehicles cannot 
advance if they do not constantly honk their horns. 

Turning off Doi Can into the La Thanh hotel is like entering an 
oasis of relative quiet. The grounds are spacious, with various 
NGOs having their offices in the low-lying buildings scattered 
throughout the courtyard. One of those buildings houses the 
NGO Resource Center; it is here that the Tobacco Control 
Working Group (TCWG) was born. 

The Setting 

Ha Noi, as the political though not financial capital of Viet 
Nam, is the seat of policy decisions on tobacco. Although the 
movement is well-represented throughout the country, much 
of the important work occurs here. Fortuitously, it does not 
occur in isolation; the founding of the TCWG meant a new era 
in coordination if not always collaboration, a place where 
people active in tobacco control or interested in getting 
started can gather around a table and share ideas, 
experiences, and plans.  

Challenges 

Collaboration between government and non-governmental 
organizations (GOs and NGOs) faces many challenges in most 
countries, and Viet Nam is no exception. Local NGOs are a 
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relatively new phenomenon in Viet Nam, and the rules under 
which international NGOs are permitted to operate in the 
country were developed relatively late, only in the last 15 
years or so. In the mid-1990s, the issue of coordinating among 
NGOs working in tobacco control was immaterial, as so few 
NGOs actually addressed the issue. At the same time, 
coordinating with government could either be viewed as 
quite simple or an insurmountable challenge – as government 
was not yet formally prepared to address tobacco control.  
There was essentially only one person in the Ministry of 
Health assigned to the issue on a part-time basis, and even he 
did not have the power to make his own office smoke-free. 

All that changed radically 
and rapidly. Starting in the 
mid-1990s, HealthBridge (at 
the time PATH Canada) 
began to meet regularly with 
that lone official at the 
Ministry of Health assigned 
to tobacco control, while 

also looking around for other potential collaborators. Over 
the years, as various people began to show an interest, the 
difficulty lay in ensuring that some sort of regular 
communication mechanism was established to avoid 
unnecessary and unproductive duplication of effort, or worse, 
harmful competition for scarce funds and attention. National 
conferences and the organization of World No Tobacco Day 
provided venues for people to come together, but these 
occurred rarely and offered little chance for detailed 
discussion of the issues. Such venues were clearly insufficient 
to address the challenges of coordination.  

The need for coordination continued to increase as more 
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NGOs came into existence and began to address tobacco 
control. A new government agency – VINACOSH (the Viet 
Nam National Committee on Smoking and Health) was 
created to address tobacco control; over the years, as it too 
grew in strength, staff and status, the need for coordination 
became ever stronger. Working in a political culture that was 
not based on or conducive to coordination, however, 
presented a challenge.  

It would have been very easy for the various players involved 
to reject coordination, for instance by refusing to accept any 
individual or organization as the leader of their coalition or 
network. What was required was a fairly soft-spoken 
presence, suggesting not that she was the leader, or 
somehow more important than everyone else, but rather that 
she wished to facilitate the creation of a venue where people 
could sit around the table, as equals, and share ideas. This 
non-threatening approach – combined with the decision to 
invite VINACOSH to act as the symbolic head of the 
movement with WHO as an important adjunct player – proved 
to be effective. And thus was borne the Tobacco Control 
Working Group (TCWG). 

Successes 

Following its founding in 2003, the TCWG met once a month 
during its first year, and then bimonthly thereafter until 2008, 
after which meetings have been called on an “as needed” 
basis. Its core “active” members remain VINACOSH, WHO, 
HealthBridge Vietnam, CDS, and the Viet Nam Public Health 
Association (VPHA). 

For the past few years, its host has been VPHA, itself relatively 
new overall and also new to tobacco control, but in an 
excellent position to play a key role due to its countrywide 
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presence and to its staff of mostly young, dedicated, public 
health professionals.  

The meetings cover an array of topics. Often there is a 
presentation, or a key issue to discuss, such as an upcoming 
seminar or a difficult advocacy issue. What is everyone doing 
for World No Tobacco Day? How do we counter recent 
campaigns by the industry to portray themselves as good 
corporate citizens, reducing poverty and helping the 
environment through their good work? How do we convince 
the government to strengthen the pack warnings and to take 
on the difficult issue of public acceptance of smoking? 

Around the table, many 
people are silent; they have 
come to the meetings to 
learn, or are not yet 
confident to speak up in the 
group. Others eagerly 
contribute: one person has 
conducted research on the 

issue, another one plans to hold a meeting with journalists to 
inform them about the results, yet another one has recently 
talked to a policymaker who gave some suggestions for 
strengthening the campaign. Someone is organizing an event 
and needs volunteers; another person has volunteers and 
requires an event. Food is passed around; the conversation 
melts into smaller discussions, sharing of plans, and gossip. As 
the formal meeting ends, people pick up their bags and 
motorcycle helmets and head to the door; many, however, 
linger to continue talking, to greet or hug an old friend, to 
offer last bits of advice, mostly to catch up. 

The personal dimension of the work should not be 
understated. Much of what is accomplished is possible due to 



 75 
 

the personal relationships that have been built over time, and 
including many friendly exchanges in addition to work-related 
matters. Simply seeing the same faces over and over again 
around the table increases people’s confidence in each 
other’s contributions and in their willingness to work 
together to address problems of mutual concern. 

Lessons Learned 

Much boils down to personality. In a fortuitous occurrence, 
the various individuals involved all happened to get along. The 
small size of the city of Ha Noi helped too; it was relatively 
easy for people to visit each other and to make their way to 
meeting venues. There is much to be said for face-to-face 
encounters, especially where food and caffeine are involved; 
a number of such meetings, the friendliness of the approach, 
and the back-up of phone calls and e-mails all contributed to 
paving the way for the establishment and survival of the 
TCWG. 

One of the secrets to the success of the working group may 
be in its name and what that name means. This is neither a 
coalition nor an alliance. The group does not carry out joint 
activities. Its mandate is seemingly not ambitious: to meet 
regularly to discuss what different people are doing, what 
challenges they face, and to share ideas. Period. Removing 
the expectation of collaboration also removes much of the 
jealousy that might otherwise exist in terms of who is being 
funded by whom, who is taking the lead, and who is getting 
the recognition. 

As a result –  and also due to a high level of friendliness and a 
surprisingly low level of egotism among many of the 
individuals involved – it is possible for VINACOSH 
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(government), the WHO, and NGOs to sit together around the 
table as equals.  

Due to the expectations that underlined its foundation, and 
the active engagement of its core members (particularly in 
the first few years), the ability of TCWG members to 
collaborate and partner on a wide range of TC activities has 
become much easier now than it was prior to 2005.    

The failure of coalitions in many countries makes it clear that 
simply sharing a common agenda, in this case tobacco 
control, is insufficient to overcome the difficulties that 
emerge when people attempt to collaborate. There are 
different agendas. There are egos. There is the question of 
sharing money. There is the question of whose name goes 
first in campaigns or on publications, and of who will present, 
who will take the lead, who will gain the recognition. Such 
issues can easily destroy a nascent alliance. 

One of the beautiful simplicities of the Vietnamese solution is 
to deflate the possibilities for jealousy by making their joint 
work no more than a chance to share, and by giving the group 
such a simple name. This is not to say that the solution would 
work everywhere, but it is helpful to remember that where 
working together fails, it may be possible to get people 
around the table simply to talk…especially when there is 
plenty of food and drink, and chance for idle chat, to make 
those meetings enjoyable. 
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13. Taking partnership to extremes: 
WBB Trust’s hospitality approach 

--with Firoja Jhumur, Aminul Islam 
Sujon, and Syeda Anonna Rahman 

The cook at WBB Trust (Work for a Better Bangladesh) has a 
tough job. In addition to cooking lunch six days a week for 22 
staff, she feeds lunch to about eight visitors daily. When WBB 
organizes in-house press conferences, she serves a home-cooked 
meal for an additional 30 people or more. It’s a good thing she 
has help in the kitchen, or she might collapse from over-work. 

The helping hands have a tough job, too. In addition to helping 
with the lunch preparations, they keep a steady supply of 
water, coconut water, fresh limeade, snacks, and tea coming 
from about 9 a.m. through to at least 9 p.m. 

The Setting 

WBB serves as the Secretariat to the Bangladesh Anti-
Tobacco Alliance (BATA), and thus plays host to many visitors 
and attempts to offer support to many organizations. It is 
part think-tank, part clearinghouse, part training centre. 
Meanwhile, how does WBB see itself? Ask the staff and they 
may all give a different answer. They work on policy; they 
work with media; they support the capacity building of other 
NGOs. They produce a lot of publications including their own 
quarterly newsletter, and help with the production of the 
quarterly newsletter of the Bangladesh Anti-Tobacco Alliance. 
In addition to tobacco control, they work on liveable cities 
and gender issues and provide information to visitors on 
those issues and others, as well as on tobacco control. Most 
are young, and few had any previous formal work experience 
before joining WBB. 
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Many of the staff members are continuing their education 
(finishing university or obtaining a law degree), thanks to 
WBB’s policy of giving time and financial support for further 
education. In addition to formal education, WBB believes in 
developing the skills of its staff by allowing them 
opportunities for growth. This takes the form of giving 
everyone ample chance to plan and carry out their work, 
including the chance to make and thus learn from their 
mistakes. All staff members are expected to grow on the job; 
one young man, for instance, started by serving tea and 
eventually became the logistics officer. Others have had 
similar leaps in responsibility. 

Given this approach to staffing, how does WBB’s partnership 
support look, in practice? In one room, a staff member 
instructs a middle-aged new network member how to set up a 
yahoo account, to check e-mails, and to search for 
information on the Web. In another, a young man shows a 
journalist video clips of tobacco farmers and neighbouring 
vegetable growers. In yet another, a group of people from 
different districts of the country tell jokes and stories and 
share ideas about how to counter tobacco advertising 
schemes and expand smoke-free places. In one corner of the 
“tobacco control room” sits some tobacco company 
merchandise that was seized by a mobile court; elsewhere 
posters show one of the proposed new graphic pack 
warnings, and banners hang throughout a small meeting 
room with images of various alliance activities. In the same 
room hangs a map of the country with red and black stickers 
showing where alliance members are based; other than 
Sundarban (the world’s largest mangrove forest), the country 
is fairly well if not evenly represented. 
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Challenges 

It is not easy to be a multi-service organization participating in 
several networks each with hundreds of members. It costs 
money to feed all those people who come by the office, to 
maintain a computer with Internet access for others to use, 
and to provide office space to one or two people from 
organizations too small to have their own office. WBB’s 
resource centre has been built up over years, and now 
contains so many books, reports, and videos that many must 
be kept in a separate storeroom. The tobacco control team 
puts in long hours, but the fairly relaxed and family-like 
atmosphere in the office has created a sense of camaraderie 
that carries over into WBB’s approach to partnership. 

Successes 

Many of the NGOs working on tobacco control are very small 
and have few resources; they lack such useful – and often 
vital – materials as computers, printers, fax machines, 
cameras, and video cameras. They often have a staff of just 
one. And yet – that one individual can be firmly committed to 
tobacco control, eager to give his time (often in the evenings, 
as during the day he has another paid job) and efforts to save 
others from the curse of tobacco. But how much can one 
person, with virtually no resources at his disposal, do? In 
reality, a lot, if another organization is willing to help.  

What may start with a casual conversation at WBB can lead to 
an idea (“I’d like to highlight the need for higher taxes on 
cigarettes in order to discourage the poor from smoking”) 
and then an event: how about organizing a human chain? 
Then come all the practical questions: What to put on the 
banner? Where to organize it? How to recruit others to stand 
behind the banner? What day of the week, and what time of 
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the day, would be best to gain maximum press coverage? 
WBB assists its network partners with all of these matters, as 
well as others: writing the press releases prior to and 
following the event, designing the banner, helping to choose 
a strategic location, date and time; calling people to join in the 
event and journalists to inform them of it. If all such programs 
were organized solely by WBB, they would have much less 
effect. When they occur under the name of many different 
NGOs, the movement becomes much broader. 

Other forms of support 
provided by WBB include 
news monitoring (collecting 
all the major and some of 
the minor daily newspapers 
in English and Bengali and 
checking them for any 
coverage of tobacco-related 
issues), cutting out and photocopying all such coverage, and 
sharing it with interested organizations and relevant 
government officials. WBB staff members regularly act as 
trainers in workshops and as speakers in events organized by 
others. They assist with event design and programming, and 
they serve as experts on various tobacco-related issues.  

And from where do all the guests at the WBB office come? 
Some are based in Dhaka, dropping into the office in the 
evening when their own working day is finished. Others come 
from all over the country. When a local NGOs come to Dhaka 
to visit another network of which it is a member, or to meet a 
potential funder, or to attend an important event, or to 
conduct official business in the nation’s capital, they will often 
drop in to WBB. Those visits often, but not always, occur at 
lunch time; where else is one to find a friendly welcome 
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combined with a good home-cooked meal? Such visits are 
part social, part work….but relationship-building is vital to a 
successful movement. People do not cooperate easily with 
those they do not like or trust, and such friendships and trust 
are built on the foundation of many casual encounters. 

As one network member 
described, “I have been part 
of a large network for 
decades. One day I thought I 
would visit the head of the 
network, so I made an 
appointment and went to his 
office. When he saw me, his 

first question was, ‘What business do you have with me?’ I 
was surprised by the question and explained that as I had 
been part of his network for so long, I wanted finally to meet 
him. ‘Next time, just talk to my staff,’ he replied.” The 
network member shook his head. “When I go to WBB, I know 
that the alliance leader will always make time for me, as a 
friend and respected colleague.” This is in striking contrast to 
the “a cup of tea and then the door” approach used by many 
other organizations, where staff are, not unreasonably, too 
busy to indulge in a constant sea of visitors. Giving the time to 
one’s network members does come at a price…but in return, 
WBB gains much voluntary labour, many strong relationships, 
and the ability to do far more than it could alone. 

The guests tend to linger. They chat about politics, work, and 
possibilities. Those new to the network ask what they can do 
in tobacco control, and are carefully instructed in various 
simple tasks they can carry out and provided with the basic 
materials to help them. Others discuss how to advance their 
ongoing work; they may be asked to join in a letter campaign, 
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to post stickers or signboards, and to distribute leaflets. 
Posting signs means gaining permission, and this requires 
time, time that they are happy to volunteer in exchange for all 
the pleasures and benefits of being a member of the network. 

The flip side to “sometimes we win” is of course that 
sometimes we lose. WBB has benefited from the flow of 
funding through the BI, and from the technical support 
provided by The Union. Money certainly facilitates the work, 
but it also creates jealousy among those organizations that 
fail to receive any. But rather than be deterred by the jealousy 
of others, WBB staff often feels strengthened, recognizing 
the need to further build the networks so that others will, in 
time, also be able to access funding of their own.  

Lessons Learned 

The staff members behind the scenes is the part of hospitality 
that most people don’t think about; what visitors to WBB 
notice is that there is always plenty of food, and that they are 
always encouraged to stick around and eat it. It doesn’t 
usually take much pushing: the cook makes good food and 
where else can one go for a free lunch? “When we go to the 
WBB office,” runs a typical comment, “the first thing you hear 
is hello, then ‘Come have lunch’.” 

Hospitality is of course about more than food. Great food 
without a welcoming smile would be a lot less enjoyable. This 
is combined with a drop-in policy – you don’t need an 
appointment to come in – which makes it difficult to organize 
in-house meetings, or for staff to get their own work done, as 
well as complicating the job of the cook. For WBB, it’s a small 
price to pay for all the benefits involved. And for those 
without funding for such generosity, it is helpful to remember 
that being nice to people is free. 
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14. A long road travelled: Networking in 
Nepal 

--with Shanta Lall Mulmi 

In a small meeting room in the office of Resource Center for 
Primary Health Care (RECPHEC), a group of people from around 
the country are gathered. A young woman, dressed in red sari 
adorned with a string of bright beads, gives a Powerpoint 
presentation on activities carried out by her organization in the 
country’s eastern region. Those in the room are a mix of senior 
advocates with years of experience, though generally still 
young, and new recruits who are being mentored by people in a 
neighbouring district. 

Those gathered about the table listen attentively. A few people 
scrawl notes in the country’s Devanagari script, preparing to ask 
questions when she stops speaking. There is, in short, a buzz in 
the air of sophistication, interest, and dynamism. Can all this 
dedication, talent, and energy actually be devoted to tobacco 
control, in a country awash in any number of other problems, 
from political to health to environmental? 

The Setting 

In Nepal, tobacco control has come a long way, despite a 
number of seemingly insurmountable obstacles. The 
longstanding campaign to ratify the Framework Convention 
on Tobacco Control (FCTC) was put on hold for years during 
the reign of a king who seized power following a bizarre and 
inexplicable assassination of the former, popular king and his 
family. Without an elected government, what meaning would 
treaty ratification have? Better to wait, and wait, and wait for 
democracy to take hold before pushing for FCTC ratification; 
otherwise people might say that it was not the government 
but the king who wanted tobacco control, and the advance 
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would instead register as a setback. 

The king did finally step down, after the success of a mass 
movement in 2006, and the government finally ratified the 
FCTC. At a packed meeting of the NGO Federation of Nepal 
around that time, people went to the front of the hall to 
remove framed portraits of the king and queen before the 
meeting started. The meeting itself was punctuated by loud 
demands, concerns, and relief at the political changes. And 
many of those in the room full of assertive, confident, and 
strong-willed people were supportive of efforts, led in part by 
the leader of the NGO Federation, for tobacco control. 

Where did all this support come from, and how did local 
leaders become so sophisticated in tobacco control? 

Challenges 

Individual tobacco control efforts in Nepal have been in the 
making for a long time, much longer than in many other 
countries. Some 40 years ago, a young college student and 
high school teacher – who was later to become one of the 
country’s leading tobacco control advocates – decided to 
publish a monthly magazine that would not accept tobacco 
industry advertising. This at a time when Soviet Russia had 
“gifted” the Janakpur Cigarette Factory to Nepal and the 
Nepalese government had established a "Tobacco 
Development Board" to oversee tobacco cultivation within a 
government-subsidized programme. Shanta Lall Mulmi’s 
decision surprised everyone; although the magazine lasted 
for only three years, it represented the first effort against 
tobacco in Nepal.  

Today, in spite of FCTC ratification, ads are still seen 
throughout the country, with colourful images of the 
country’s awe-inspiring scenery used to sell cigarettes, and 
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with names linking tobacco to many of the country’s most 
popular symbols and icons, such as Kukuri (the traditional 
curved knife), Yak, and so on. Then again, one could expect 
such egregious advertising in a country in which one would 
see a whisky billboard sporting the slogan, “Your friend in 
hard times.” 

Public buses, both within and between cities and towns, are 
smoke-free, but restaurants and most assuredly bars are not. 
One rupee per pack of cigarettes goes towards cancer care, 
causing some smokers to claim that they are already paying 
for their treatment in advance. The pack warnings are still 
negligible in size and content, consisting of just one small line 
on the side of the pack stating that tobacco harms health. 
Taxes, other than the symbolic rupee for cancer care, remain 
low. A comprehensive tobacco control law, drafted many 
years ago and discussed repeatedly since, remains a proposal, 
despite repeated statements of support from the country’s 
highest leader, the Prime Minister. 

The repeated advocacy setbacks are frustrating but perhaps 
not surprising. After the country had finally achieved 
ratification of the FCTC and many were anticipating a smooth 
road to democracy, the Maoists again began to complicate 
matters. Having previously demanded the dismantling of the 
government and rewriting of the Constitution, they now 
complain that the role accorded them in the government is 
inadequate, and hinder attempts to finalize and implement 
policies. One step forward, two steps back.  

Successes 

RECPHEC, despite its safe, conservative-sounding name, is 
actually a major advocacy force on a number of issues. Its 
wide-ranging interests allow it to enjoy popular support and 
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recognition among a much broader audience than it would 
likely have if it focused solely on tobacco control. Similarly, in 
establishing a national network of organizations active in 
tobacco control, RECPHEC made a strategic decision to utilize 
a broader term for the network, referring to it not as a 
tobacco control but rather as a health rights network.  The 
members represent a wide range of organizations and 
interests, including medical/health groups, consumers 
groups, journalists, and child worker advocates. At each 
meeting, tobacco control issues are discussed…but so are 

other health issues, thereby 
expanding the membership 
and placing tobacco control 
within a broader context 
that can give it more 
meaning in a country still 
faced with so many other 
sources of ill health and 
premature death.  

In addition to its broader perspective, other secrets to the 
success of RECPHEC’s network include: 

v A dynamic leader with strong political connections at the 
highest level, a friendly manner, and a deep and 
infectious laugh; 

v Some flexibility in how it spends its funds allows 
RECPHEC to support some of the network’s key 
activities, thus maintaining members’ motivation and 
enabling some of their local work;  

v A mentorship approach through which an existing 
organization helps nurture new network members, 
providing them with ongoing technical assistance as they 
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start work in the new area of tobacco control;  

v The support and assistance not only of RECPHEC but of 
the other organizations in the network, through calling 
of regular meetings to share ideas and experiences; 

v Various events meant to increase motivation, for 
example big meetings where people display their work 
and where prizes are awarded to a number of groups 
exhibiting the most enthusiasm or the best ideas;  

v All activities carried out are needs-based and long term – 
not based on short term projects that come and go with 
donor funding.  

Lessons Learned 

 RECHPEC’s grassroots networking approach is a crucial 
element of its success. The strength and enthusiasm of the 
network members, who are working to make government 
offices, schools, and health care venues smoke-free, to spread 
the word about the dangers of tobacco, and to recruit others 
to the cause, indicate that there is indeed much reason to 
have hope for the future. 
The Nepalese government 
can only resist the tide of 
change for so long; when 
the government finally 
shows signs of relenting, 
the country’s activists will 
be more than ready to push 
their cause forward and ensure that they join the 
international community in passing and implementing strong 
tobacco control laws and policies. 

The recent executive decision to ban tobacco advertising and 
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sponsorship in response to a Supreme Court decision is a 
positive step in this regard. The tobacco control movement 
had achieved a significant victory when, on 14 June 2006, in 
response to a case filed by a network member, the Supreme 
Court issued a strong judgment against public smoking and 
tobacco advertising.  

The Supreme Court asked the government to impose a ban on 
smoking in all public places, initiate action to ban tobacco 
advertising in the print media, raise public awareness of the 
harmful effects of tobacco through the mass media, and to 
enact necessary and comprehensive anti-tobacco legislation.  

The government is finally moving forward on this, but, 
because of the volatile political situation, very weak 
governance, and uncertain political direction given the lack of 
new a constitution, the process to implement this decision 
will be further delayed.  

On the other hand, grassroots support continues to remain 
very strong, in part because of RECPHEC’s mentoring and 
supportive approach.  The more than 500 members of the 
Health Rights and Tobacco Control Network in 48 Nepali 
districts are heartily engaged in making public places 
“Tobacco Free”. Nepal was the first country in South Asia to 
ban Tobacco Advertisement in Electronic Media in 1998, and 
while the journey continues to be long, every step moves the 
country closer to another tobacco control milestone. 
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THEME-BASED STORIES 

15. A new twist on law enforcement: 
Mobile courts 

--with Syed Mahbubul Alam 

Tariq (not his real name) is a man with a mission. The mission 
may seem a little strange for a young man with almost no flesh 
on his bones and no money in his bank account, but there it is, 
he has a vision and he is determined to act on it. Bangladesh 
passed a tobacco control law, way back in 2005, and he is 
determined to do his part to see that it is enforced. 

In some ways Tariq could be described as a self-contained 
NGO: an individual who somehow also embodies, or 
personifies, an organization as well as a cause. In this case it is 
also literally true, as his organization has no office, funding, or 
other staff. But somehow none of this seems to slow him 
down; perhaps the very lack of a structure gives him the 
freedom that he needs to carry out his work.  

Tariq spends much of his free time observing: are shops 
displaying cigarette-branded items, ads that violate the law? 
Are companies complying with pack warnings? With the 
pleasure of a spy or serious investigative journalist, he takes 
out his camera and notepad, scribbles a note, and takes a few 
pictures. Back at another NGO’s office, he then gets on the 
phone, shares his evidence on law violations, arranges for a 
mobile court, and informs the journalists of the event. 

In one well-publicized event, he physically showed a 
magistrate evidence that one of the larger cigarette 
companies in Bangladesh was not obeying the rules on pack 
warnings. The magistrate, usually accompanied by police 
when going on such missions, decided to call in the Rapid 
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Action Battalion (RAB) as well, which consists of men with 
black bandannas tied around their heads and large guns. They 
invaded the tobacco company, and, all captured on video 
camera, explained about the violation while industry officials, 
obviously not pleased about being invaded by a special police 
unit, argued violently. The result? Non-compliant packs were 
replaced by compliant ones.  

In other cases, Tariq, a 
magistrate, and rifle-slinging 
police officers visit shops, 
billiard halls, and restaurants. 
They show a copy of the law 
to the owners or managers, 
pointing to the section about 
advertising, and proceed to 

tear down or remove illegal advertising. Sometimes the 
magistrate collects a fine. Although technically they could also 
punish offenders with a jail sentence, that is usually 
considered excessive for tobacco-related crimes. 

All this is made possible by a law possibly unique to 
Bangladesh: the mobile court law. Simply put, the law allows 
the court to come to the offender, rather than vice versa. It is 
often used in the case of tainted food: a magistrate, 
accompanied by police officers, visits restaurants, bakeries, 
sweet shops, and grocery stores, identifying expired goods, 
unhygienic practices such as cleaning chickens on the floor 
only inches from a squat toilet, or mixing chemical fertilizers 
or Kleenex into flour to make biscuits appear whiter. In such 
crimes, there is no question of innocence or guilt: the 
evidence is right there and speaks for itself. A limited list of 
offences is included in the mobile court law, ones which are 
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similarly clear and obvious. And, as with the court itself, the 
penalty can be issued on the spot.  

The mobile court law has 
proven to be of great use to 
those enforcing the tobacco 
control law, as it simplifies 
the entire process of 
responding to violations 
identified and reported by 
hundreds of NGOs that have 
been trained by BI grantees about the law and its monitoring 
and enforcement. Mobile courts cannot only fine smokers on 
the spot, but they can remove illegal advertising. In the early 
days, this took the form of bulldozers ripping signboards off 
shops, and police armed with screwdrivers tearing down signs 
over billiard tables. Such dramatic measures also serve a 
useful purpose: the media loves it, and the publicity provides 
a strong deterrent to other potential law-breakers.  

Tariq, meanwhile, is a generalist. He understands the key 
lesson of partnerships and advocacy, that one cannot always 
maintain a unique focus on the issues one is most concerned 
about. He responds to the interests of the magistrates with 
whom he works; when they wish to get press attention for 
taking action on tainted food, he finds an offending 
restaurant or shop to take them to, and ensures that the 
action gets good press coverage. After all, the beauty of a 
network is in having each member utilize her own particular 
skills, so that the weakness of one individual or group is 
balanced by the strengths of another. Tariq is happy to move 
about the city finding offences, but has no ability to take 
action. While magistrates have the power to take action 
against violations, their other responsibilities make it difficult 
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for them to search out violations. Together, they make a 
powerful team. But teamwork also means sometimes setting 
aside your own agenda in order to respond to the needs and 
desires of your team-mates. Do something for them, and you 
often will find that in future they will return the favour. 

Tariq’s job is not without risks. He has, not surprisingly, made 
many enemies within the tobacco industry. Part of his job is to 
overcome or face those threats with courage and conviction. 

While other countries may not find it feasible to pass a similar 
mobile court law – involving as it does various complications 
in judicial procedure – there still may be something to learn 
from the story of mobile courts in Bangladesh. There are 
perhaps many more Tariqs out there, inconsequential-looking 
people with a sharp focus and powerful vision. With just a 
little background support, such people can do much to 
increase the effectiveness of law implementation or other 
tobacco control advocacy. Rather than overlooking them, we 
need to find, encourage, and enable our own local Tariqs.  
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16. It doesn't have to be adversarial: a 
role for friendly advocacy 

The Minister of Health had a problem. He was just returning 
from abroad, where he had played a significant role in 
advancing the international tobacco control agenda. He 
wanted, rightly, to publicize his role and gain some positive 
press coverage about it. But for various reasons he was 
reluctant to ask his own staff to organize something. 

He sent a message to his Personal Secretary (PS), who 
promised, as a PS faithfully will do, to take care of the matter. 
“When you step off the plane, Sir, we will take you directly to 
an event where you can announce the important work you did,” 
he confidently stated to his boss. Now you might think that the 
PS had a problem, but he in turn made a phone call to the 
director of a local NGO. “Can you organize a press conference, 
get the media there, and give the Minister the chance to have 
his word? Oh, and please stay invisible.” And the inevitable 
response from the NGO director: “Sure.” 

Such interactions do not, needless to say, arise from 
nowhere.2 Good strong collaborative working relationships 
are built and strengthened over years, on a basis not just of 
trust but of friendship: of sharing food and drink, of inquiring 
about your colleague’s family, of showing an interest in the 
other as a person. And, in the case of an NGO needing access 
to high-level government officials, of demonstrating that you 
are willing to contribute your time, skills, and expertise. Even 
when there appears to be absolutely nothing in it for you, 
while the government takes all the credit for anything 
positive that results.  

                                                 
2 This story is based on actual experiences in a couple of countries; 
anonymity is protected for rather obvious reasons. 
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In this particular case, the relationship began about five years 
previously, when the Ministry of Health was asked by an 
international organization to conduct a series of countrywide 
events to publicize tobacco control, on an absolutely bare-
bones budget. Short of staff, equipment, and other 
resources, Ministry officials puzzled over how to meet the 
request and sufficiently impress the organization so that, in 
future, they could hope for more generous funding support. 
Through the grapevine (which can sometimes bear ample 
fruit), they heard of a relatively new local NGO that had 
recently begun working on tobacco control and was eager to 
help where it could. In this case, “help” involved organizing 
colourful events in various parts of the country, complete 
with traditional singing, and many Ministry banners flying. It 
cost the NGO a fair bit of money that it could ill afford, but the 
director gambled on future payback, which happened in ways 
that even he was surprised to discover.  

From that single event 
came a whole series of 
episodes, the little 
encounters and anecdotes 
that colour a life. Offers of 
sometimes small and trivial 
help, but at times when it 

was greatly appreciated: prepping a government official on 
how to make an interesting Powerpoint presentation in 
advance of a major meeting on ratification of the Framework 
Convention on Tobacco Control (FCTC) – after which the 
official received great praise from his peers who were used to 
sterile, dry and image-free talks. Offering to type and send the 
minutes of a meeting when the usual staff person assigned to 
the task was ill. Providing new sets of documents when old 
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ones disappeared with the former government. Taking the 
time to brief officials in detail when they took on a new post. 
Assisting with event management. Designing materials, for 
free, when the Ministry had a budget but no staff to work on 
it. All, of course, while taking no credit and accepting no 
payment. And just dropping in for friendly visits, and a cup of 
coffee, to exchange ideas and greetings. 

That was the private 
side. On the public side is 
an entire approach to 
advocacy that has a 
philosophy behind it: 
that government 
officials, however they 
might appear, are 

generally over-worked, over-burdened, and under-resourced. 
That government is trying to do a good job in difficult 
circumstances, and the role of NGOs is to help them to do 
better. That NGOs, in the background, provide support, raise 
awareness, and help with such activities as law monitoring, 
while the political work is carried out by the authorities. The 
goal, rather than being to critique and attack, is to move 
towards a mutually supportive relationship based on the 
understanding that people are busy and have too much to do. 
With such a belief, NGOs can start with offers of help, 
reserving criticism for emergencies.  

This does require a certain amount of patience, and 
preferably generous funders who understand that much of 
your time will be spent on activities that are not always 
possible to document. After all, it is often through 
volunteering your time, through helping others, that you can 
prove to the authorities that you are reliable and trustworthy. 
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And once you have proved it…..then the rewards of a 
mutually-supportive working relationship can take fruit. 

An important ingredient in this relationship-building is being 
friendly not just to those with a lot of power. After all, people 
do not necessarily stay in their posts for long, and often it is a 
seemingly insignificant subordinate who determines which 
papers will make their way to the top of the big boss’s pile. 
And some of those subordinates can and do work their way 
up the ladder. Simply put, it pays to be friendly to everyone 
because you never know who is or will become important. 
From giving the lowliest office worker a t-shirt from an event 
you organized, to exchanging friendly words to everyone 
whose path you cross, a bit of friendliness, camaraderie, and 
respect can go a very long way. 

In some countries, a wide gulf exists between governments 
and NGOs. NGOs complain that governments are corrupt, 
take money from the tobacco industry, are lazy and 
incompetent, and are more interested in supporting the 
tobacco industry than in working for the health of the 
population. And government agencies refuse to work with 
NGOs because they only get attacked by them, because the 
NGOs refuse to understand the pressure they are under, the 
competing priorities they have to face, and the pathetically 
inadequate resources with which they must operate. In such a 
situation, when NGOs feel that nobody is paying attention to 
them, they may resort to gimmicks, such as public accusations 
of bureaucratic incompetence or corruption, to get noticed. 

How can a change come about? Sometimes something as 
small as a change in attitude by one or two highly-placed 
individuals can make the difference. In one case, a 
government official was stunned to see how NGOs in another 
country can be so accepted by GOs…how GOs approach and 
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publicly praise NGOs and decided to work towards improving 
GO-NGO relations in her own country. The relationship 
mending can begin with an approach, someone asking 
someone else to come and speak at an event, to jointly 
organize a press conference, to offer advice on a burning 
issue. Depending on how bad the relationship had become, it 
can mend itself quickly or over the months or even years.  

Fortunately there is a little-discussed and often unnoticed 
aspect of human nature that makes the job of getting along 
and succeeding in friendly advocacy and mutual GO-NGO 
collaboration easier: the fact that people really do, in most 
cases, prefer a friendly working environment, do better at 
exchanging polite greetings than at being confrontational, at 
smiling than at attacking. Sometimes it is only a question of 
who will begin. 

A phone call. 

A friendly conversation. 

A show of respect. 

An offer of help. 

A show of appreciation.  

A thank-you letter.  

Sharing the successes of different organizations with each 
other to increase everyone’s motivation. 

The little things can make all the difference. 
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17. Political will: Made not born 
During an election campaign the President of Sri Lanka travelled 
around the country, met with people and listened to them. 
Again and again he heard, particularly from women, about the 
problems caused by legal drug use. Drunken violence, waste of 
needed family income on cigarettes, children and women 
sickened by the smoking of male relatives. In one village he 
asked women what they would like to see him do about alcohol 
sellers. Twenty women simultaneously replied, “Hang them.” 

The President of Sri Lanka is on a mission: to eradicate drugs 
and make the country free of tobacco smoke by 2015. The 
former Minister of Health of another South Asian country was 
determined to have pictorial pack warnings; although he 
failed, he did succeed in ushering through the Parliament a 
strong tobacco control law. A female official in the Ministry of 
Law in a Southeast Asian country quietly, behind the scenes, 
lends support to those pushing for a strong law. In country 
after country, tobacco control is made possible through the 
support of people in power. 

Since the most effective way to reduce tobacco is through 
policy, the support of policymakers is vital, especially when 
such policies are not yet in place. Such political support is 
commonly known as political will. Grateful are those who 
enjoy it among key policymakers…but what is to happen to 
everyone else? 

Rare and highly fortuitous is the situation in which political 
will is ready made, simply there to be tapped and utilised. Far 
more common is the situation in which policymakers are too 
occupied with other issues or even actively hostile to tobacco 
control. What then is one to do: hold out until the next 
elections or new postings? Abandon policy work and shift to 



 99 
 

school programs or general education which, however good 
they may feel, have been shown to be much less effective in 
reducing tobacco use? 

But what if political will can be (and usually is) created rather 
than arriving ready-made?  

What, after all, does political will often consist of but the 
pragmatic realization that the politician gains more from 
supporting tobacco control than from opposing it? One task 
of tobacco control advocates is thus to convince policymakers 
that enough people care about tobacco control that 
supporting it can translate into improved popularity. 

How does this come about? 
In some countries, people 
seek a mission or issue on 
which they can focus their 
energy and attention. A 
Member of Parliament or 
lawmaker or Minister needs 
an issue by which she or he 

will be identified. In such a situation, working to reduce 
addictive drug use or to help the poor by lowering their 
opportunity costs becomes a worthwhile goal. In another 
country, a Prime Minister wishes to make a name for himself 
by trying to launch a health promotion fund, paid for by a 
surplus tax on tobacco and alcohol.  

Many, perhaps most, people have an unselfish side as well 
and genuinely wish to do something that will help others. 
Despite all the difficulties, tobacco control is one of the most 
cost-effective and in some ways “easy” interventions: minor 
spending can yield great savings and health benefits. 
Realizing this can help policymakers decide to take on an 
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issue which at least has the benefit of having proven means of 
success. 

How does one generate political will? Part of the effort lies in 
deciding how best to frame the issue. This is not necessarily 
the obvious angle of health. With so many important health 
issues, despite the high numbers of related illnesses and 
deaths, people may not pay much attention to tobacco 
because those deaths are often “in the future”. Framing the 
issue in terms of the environment, of poverty, of social equity, 
or of addictions may be more effective. Popular support may 
exist but will do little good if it remains quiet. Postcard or 
letter campaigns, demonstrations, press coverage, public 
meetings, and other events can all raise attention to the 
public demand for tobacco control. So can opinion polls.  

Not all reluctant, uncooperative, or hostile politicians can be 
converted into allies. Luck does play an important role in 
advocacy success. But nothing is gained from passivity and 
little if anything from active antagonism. It is important to 
remember that policymakers need votes and to get those 
votes they must carry out popular actions. The best-
intentioned politician cannot remain in office for always doing 
the “right thing”. Turning the right thing into the politically 
astute thing may be one of the greatest lessons of advocacy. 

Political will. Don’t wait for it. Create it.  
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18. Money for tobacco but not for food: 
Tobacco impoverishes 

Skinny boys spring across a field, chased by a furious dairy 
farmer from whose cows they have been stealing a few 
squeezes of milk to assuage their hunger. Such is one of the 
many stories vividly told by Irish-American author Frank 
McCourt in his memoirs entitled Angela’s Ashes. Those memoirs 
portray in painfully graphic terms the intense poverty of his 
childhood (though rich in experiences): chronic lack of food, the 
death of various siblings, extreme insecurity. And again and 
again he portrays how, when even a few coins were not 
available to purchase a loaf of bread, his parents were always 
able to find the money to purchase cigarettes. 

When people talk of tobacco and poverty, they usually refer 
to the cost of treating tobacco-related disease. Such costs can 
indeed devastate a family and amount to great losses to the 
national treasury. But the daily expense involved in buying 
tobacco for the addicted, however small those expenses may 
seem each day, add up month after month, year after year, 
representing a major drain on scant resources. No money for 
food, but plenty for tobacco.  

Even for those a little better off, for whom daily expenses on 
tobacco may not seem so devastating to family resources, the 
expense of smoking can be ruinous. Two restaurants in the 
touristy and beautiful town of Pokhara, Nepal illustrate the 
point. One is run by a woman who is an excellent cook but 
who cannot afford to fix her building, and it is difficult to 
attract customers to a plain wood building with thatch roof 
and a smelly toilet out back. Her husband, she informs me, 
spent all the restaurant’s profits on alcohol and cigarettes. In 
the same town, a man proudly shows off the restaurant he 
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owns and manages, an attractive two-storey building, the 
restaurant bright, clean, and inviting (though the food was 
not as good as in the other). “I neither smoke nor drink. All I 
earn I invest in my business and my family,” he says. 

One must naturally go 
beyond the level of 
anecdote to 
demonstrate the 
linkage between 
tobacco and poverty. 
Hence the importance 
of research. Poring over 

national statistics to see what information is available allows 
for a deeper grasping of the issue and provides answers to 
the “what if” question: what if rather than smoking, people 
spent more of their income on basic needs? At the individual, 
household, and national levels the possibilities are mind-
boggling: in Bangladesh, if the amount spent by the poor on 
bidis were spent instead on food, then each of the 7.2 million 
malnourished children under age five could have one glass of 
milk daily or 5.3 million severely malnourished children could 
each have one egg and one glass of milk daily. Likewise in Viet 
Nam, the money spent on cigarettes could instead have been 
used to buy 1.6 million tons of rice that could feed 10.6 million 
people for one year. 

But the issue goes beyond spending patterns and opportunity 
costs. How much difficulty do we regularly face to defend 
strong policies when the industry raises issues of potentially 
devastating (so they claim) job loss should tobacco use be 
reduced?  What do those jobs really mean? Do they provide a 
decent livelihood and under what working conditions? High 
suicide rates due to chemicals among tobacco farmers in 
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Brazil, extreme poverty among bidi workers in India, horrific 
working conditions, lack of basic workers’ rights, and grinding 
inescapable poverty. Yes, people are employed by and for the 
tobacco industry, but any number of alternate employment 
opportunities would be preferable both in terms of working 
conditions and income. Where are those jobs to come from? If 
people spent less on tobacco, that money could be spent on 
other products, the production and sale of which would 
generate new jobs – such as local food, clothing, and other 
essential goods – to replace those gradually declining as 
tobacco use declines.  

Numbers, necessary as they are, only tell part of the tale. They 
provide the context and illustrate the size of the problem. 
However, numbers lack a human face. They can too easily 
remain an abstraction. But the numbers are about people; the 
anecdotes of those people complete the story, remind us why 
tobacco control work is so important and who it is all about.  

The numbers are about 
the children in India and 
Bangladesh who roll 
bidis and tend the 
flames to cure tobacco 
rather than going to 
school. They are about 
the elderly widows who 

struggle to roll enough bidis each day to be able to afford two 
meals of rice and potato. (Where are the tremendous profits 
of the bidi industry going? Obviously not to the workers.) 

They are also about the farmer forced to sell his tiny plot of 
land because selling tobacco leaf does not pay enough to 
repay his loans, about the woman who struggles to feed her 
children while her husband regularly buys cigarettes. This is 
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real human suffering experienced day after day by so many 
people whose lives have been burned by tobacco. These are 
the people who await our successful efforts to reduce 
tobacco use and thus reduce their tobacco-related sufferings. 

HealthBridge has contributed technical and financial support 
to research on tobacco and poverty in many countries: Niger, 
Bangladesh, India, Indonesia, Viet Nam, and more recently 
Honduras, Mexico, Peru, Argentina, Mali, Senegal, and 
Cameroon. Most of that funding has come via The Union 
through the BI. The research certainly helps to expand the 
pool of knowledge, but more importantly it is a vital tool for 
advocacy, to gain the attention of policymakers, to contribute 
to generating the political will to tackle the tobacco issue. 

When HealthBridge’s research “Tobacco and Poverty” was 
published in the journal Tobacco Control in 2001, virtually no 
other research existed on the issue. Much has been done 
since, and the importance of evidence connecting tobacco – 
its farming, production, and use – to poverty is now far better 
understood. Efforts are underway to gain more 
understanding among international agencies of the need to 
incorporate tobacco control into the development agenda. 

For many hungry children, underpaid workers, and others 
struggling to survive, to get by, or to earn a better living for 
themselves and their families, tobacco remains a major 
impediment. Helping those people can be one of the greatest 
contributions of our work.  
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19. A walk on the dark side: Shedding 
light on tobacco-related employment 

--by Anupom Roy 

Sandals piled on the doorstep of a large, barely-lit tin shed 
provide the first indication of life. Inside the shed, a few sixty-
watt bulbs provide scarce light and one window provides a bit 
of fresh air. Despite the presence of about a hundred people 
seated in rows on the brick floor, the only noise comes from the 
children that some women have brought with them to work. 
Otherwise, the men and women work quietly preparing 
materials, filling, rolling, counting and packaging bidis.3 

Though bidi making is not illegal, not considered an illicit 
though commonly used drug like marijuana, and does not 
violate the laws of the country, when a team of researchers 
wished to enter a bidi factory in the district of Rangpur, 
Bangladesh, they faced severe difficulties. The factories have 
the feeling of a highly secured prison contained within walls 
ten to fifteen feet high and front gates patrolled by several 
guards. Finally, the research team was able to enter Rana Bidi, 
one of the oldest and more famous bidi factories of the 
country, located approximately ten kilometres from Rangpur 
city centre.  

Not that entering was easy. The guards stopped the team 
several times. Repeated phone conversations were 
exchanged with the officers inside. Only after three days was 
the research team given permission to enter. However, that 
permission did not come without conditions: no photos could 

                                                 
3 Bidis are tiny hand-rolled cigarettes sold in packages of 25. In India they 
are rolled in tendu leaf, in Bangladesh they are rolled in paper. Informally, 
they are known as the poor man’s cigarette, given their very low cost. 
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be taken, no video footage shot, no in-depth interviews with 
bidi workers conducted, and the visit had to be concluded in 
thirty minutes or less. For the researchers, the stringent 
conditions and the complexities surrounding approval created 
a mixed feeling of perplexity and intimidation – but also 
intense curiosity. 

At last the team was inside 
the factory, observing the 
workers as they quietly 
made bidis. The brick floor, 
in contrast to the otherwise 
bleak conditions of the 
factory, was carefully 
cleaned and polished, for it 

was the surface for all the work. Piled on it were white pieces 
of paper carefully cut to the exact size of the bidi thosh (the 
cylindrical paper into which tobacco powder is placed), glues 
to close one end of the thosh, tobacco powders, and 
packaging materials. Along with those materials were some 
food containers that held whatever the workers had brought 
for lunch.  

For a visitor unaccustomed to the environment of a bidi 
factory, the most significant impression came from the smell. 
During interviews conducted later outside the factory 
premises, the workers said that the factory maintained, 
however inadequately, some sort of ventilation system to 
help suppress the dust and strong smell that arose especially 
from the tobacco powder. This was done, not for the 
workers’ benefit, but to keep neighbourhood complaints to a 
minimum.  

While the researchers were taken aback by the harsh, 
irritating smell and the heavy dust, those impressions quickly 
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faded when they entered the so-called masala room, where 
the tobacco powder was prepared and mixed with chemical 
ingredients to create an ‘acceptable’ smell. Bidi smokers, 
interviewed later as part of the larger research study, spoke 
of their suspicions that the mixture of chemicals with tobacco 
powder was intended to increase their addiction to certain 
brands of bidis.  

The strict warnings given about keeping the visit short were 
unnecessary in the case of the masala room; after less than 
five minutes the researchers, struck by the forceful bitter 
smell, rapidly fled: one researcher vomited and another 
developed a headache that lasted for two hours. This was the 
only room that was actually well-lit. None of the four people 
working in it had adequate protection: they simply used a 
gamcha4 as a mask. They wore no other protective equipment 
– despite the obviously toxic environment in which they spent 
their long days.  

Upon exiting the masala room, the 
researchers walked further inside the 
factory through a fairly narrow 
hallway that lead to three large tin 
rooms that resembled sheds, but 
which had no walls. After the masala 
room, the relative airiness of these 
rooms was a relief. The three rooms 
each held about sixty children, busy 
making bidi thosh. The interviewers 

later discovered that these workers were aged from five to 
sixteen, and most of their parents worked in the same 
factory. According to the factory officials, these children were 

                                                 
4 A thin piece of cloth used for bathing in rural areas. 
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brought into the factory by their parents to ‘help’.  

The meaning of ‘help’ became clear when the researchers 
walked around the three rooms, observing all those children 
working hard to keep up with their monotonous work. It was 
difficult to comprehend the frustrating truth that their hard 
work, though illegal by law because of their age, was 
somehow considered to be acceptable because of their 
designation as ‘helpers’, not as workers. That also meant that 
they were neither paid nor registered as company workers. 
Their absence from any official documents such as the 
employee registry provides an easy escape for the factory 
owners from their liability of employing children. Meanwhile, 
the factory officials proudly informed the researchers that 
their factory was one of the largest employment generators 
in Rangpur district, thus providing a ‘valuable social service’.  

Just how ‘valuable’ was made clear in later interviews. The 
structure of the workforce and the payment mechanism can 
be illustrated in the case of one worker, Dulal Mia. Like most 
registered bidi workers in the area, Dulal Mia is the head of his 
family and is contracted to provide a specific number of bidis 
within a strict delivery deadline. In his case, Dulal Mia must 
deliver 20,000 bidis four times each week. Although both he 
and his wife are swift and highly skilled bidi makers, there is a 
limit to human capacity: they simply cannot make such a large 
number of bidis on their own. Furthermore, when she is 
making bidis, his wife has almost no time for household work, 
including cooking and cleaning. 

In order to make up the remaining number, they rely on the 
assistance of their ten-year-old son, as well as employing a 
woman in the neighbourhood. The four spend hours a day 
making bidi thosh at home; the remaining bidis are made by 
Dulal Mia and his son at the factory. The steps include making 
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bidi thosh, filling them with tobacco powder, closing the end 
of the thosh, and putting them in small plastic bags containing 
25 each. When this is done, for each one thousand bidis Dulal 
Mia earns 11 taka5 (US $0.16). From that 11 taka, he pays 4 taka 
to the neighbouring woman for each one thousand bidis she 
has assisted in making, leaving Dulal Mia with 140 taka per day 
or 560 taka ($8) per week, based on the factory’s operating 
four days a week. (To keep up with the production level that 
they have been contracted to do, Dulal Mia and the others 
must work three days at home in addition to the four days 
they spend in the factory.) 

The researchers estimated that the cost to the factory owner 
for each one thousand bidis (materials and making) was 
about 21 taka (US$0.30). After paying 11 taka to workers like 
Dulal Mia, another ten taka goes towards packaging, 
transporting, and advertising costs. The production cost for 
one bidi packet (25 sticks) is thus around 0.525 taka. Adding 
the salaries of officials and other company expenses, the cost 
per packet may reach 1 taka ($0.014), while the packet is sold 
for 6 taka ($0.085), representing more than 500% profit.  

The huge profit accruing to the bidi factory owner stands in 
stark contrast to workers like Dulal Mia who earn just over $1/ 
a day or $32 per month (after he pays the neighbourhood 
woman). In fact, bidi workers actually earn much less, since 
that $1 day salary must still be shared among three workers 
(in this case): Dulal Mia, his wife and his son, amounting to 
only about 35 cents a day per worker. So much for bidi 
factories acting as large employment generators and a 
valuable social service.  

The money that Dulal Mia and his family earn is insufficient to 

                                                 
5 1 USD is equivalent to about 70 Bangladeshi taka. 
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feed a family of four, much less cover all of their additional 
costs such as buying medications for his ill mother. Nor are 
the problems strictly financial. Spending hours each day 
conducting monotonous work while sitting in the same 
position, leads not only to ongoing physical discomfort and 
poor health but also many household tasks undone, causing 
regular quarrels between the spouses about the work. There 
is the question of sacrificing their young son’s childhood and 
schooling. There is the issue of exposing the whole family to 
hazardous tobacco dust and other chemicals. While it may 
take months or even years for symptoms to become evident, 
most of the bidi workers interviewed reported night time 
breathing difficulties, colds and coughs as regular 
experiences, and numerous sleeping disorders.  

As a further complication, 
many of the workers who 
would like to leave the job 
because of the poor money 
and the long hours and 
difficult working conditions 
find themselves unable to 
do so because they have 
had to pay a deposit of 10,000 taka to become a registered 
worker. A worker can only leave the job if s/he can find 
another worker to replace his or her position and who is 
willing to pay the deposit. This is no easy matter, as Rangpur 
is a poor area, where most people are unable to pay such a 
large deposit. Many of those unable to do so find 
employment supporting those who are registered, thus 
making even lower wages than the registered workers.  

On their way back from Rangpur the researchers found 
themselves discussing what could possibly be done to 
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alleviate the situation of the bidi workers. They speculated 
whether government agencies and NGOs could possibly make 
a difference in the lives of these workers who suffer in intense 
poverty under the shadow of the wealthy bidi factory owners.  

They wondered whether the owners could be forced to pay 
decent salaries, to stop the farce of employing children under 
the guise of unpaid ‘helpers’, to return the deposit of workers 
who wish to quit, and to pay for health check-ups and health 
care for workers and their family members.  

They discussed whether other employment opportunities 
could not be provided in the area, or would not be generated 
automatically if people turned from buying bidis to spending 
their money on other local products. They thought about the 
possibility of their research helping to increase awareness 
both about the harmful effects of bidis and the exploitation 
involved in their production. And most of all, they wondered 
whether the political commitment to institute these changes 
even existed. 

Finally, with the stench of the masala room still burning in 
their nostrils and the anguish of the collected stories they had 
heard still echoing in their ears, the researchers could only 
comfort themselves with the thought that generating 
discussion about the issue, through their study, might help to 
create political commitment. They encouraged themselves 
with the thought that the strong tobacco control movement 
in Bangladesh could help reduce bidi smoking and thereby 
generate alternate employment – such as in food production 
– to supply more appropriate products, so that Dulal Mia 
could find a better paying job, his wife devote more time to 
the family, and his son go back to school.  

It is not, they realized, through silence that the vicious cycle 
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of poverty across the generations will be broken. By sharing 
the stories of the bidi workers, and their own experience of 
the factories, they could contribute to shattering the myth of 
the importance of bidi work and the value of such 
employment for the vulnerable. By believing in better options 
and revealing just how unbearable existing conditions really 
are, they could help improve the lot of all those suffering the 
conditions of Dulal Mia and his family. 

Tobacco control work may seem to bear no relation to 
alleviating the situation of the poorest of the poor, but in this 
case casting a strong light on the darker side of the industry 
could do much to relieve the suffering of those least able to 
improve their lot. 

Author’s Note: In the summer of 2009, as part of a research 
team working on tobacco and poverty, I visited bidi factories 
in the northern region of Bangladesh. Bidi factories, claiming 
themselves as ‘remote’ or ‘cottage’ industries, had until 2010 
been placed in the lower tax threshold in Bangladesh; they 
also received scant attention in tobacco-related research in 
the country until an ethnographic study, conducted by 
Therese Blanchet (2000) 
for UNICEF Bangladesh, 
explored the lives of 
children in bidi industries 
in five districts of the 
country. WBB Trust, 
supported by 
HealthBridge and The 
Union under the BI, stemming from their long-standing 
commitment to tobacco control, conducted extensive 
qualitative research on tobacco and poverty focusing on bidi 
workers and smokers. This account is based on my personal 
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experience of visiting bidi factories and conducting interviews 
with bidi workers in Rangpur, a northern district which has 
long been the site of tobacco cultivation and bidi factories.  

 

Reference:  
Blanchet, Therese (2000) Child Work in Bidi Industry. UNICEF 
Bangladesh: Dhaka 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


