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A Lebaness woman smokes a narghile, or waterpipe, at a restaurant in downtown Beirut. Health profeszionals zay the number of
smokers in Lebanon iz among the highest in the region, and cancer-related illnesses directly linked to tobacco are rizsing at a rapid
rate. (&FFfloseph Barrak)

pon entering the door of almast anyv pub in Lebanon, ane iz forced to walk through a thick, suffocating
cloud of smoke, Smokers almost always outnumber non-smokers in the country’s pubs, cafes and
restaurantz, so enjoyving a drink or a meal means breathing in the cigarette fumes of fellow patrons,

While ower 70 countres across the globe have implemented smoking bans in designated areas, Lebanon has
not taken any such initiative. In addition, there iz limited awareness on the health dangers of tobacco use
and no incentive programs to help smokers quit. dccording to a 2008 World Health Organization report,

Lebanon iz the third-biggest consumer of tobacco in the Eastern Mediterranean after Jordan and Tunisia,

The staggering number of tobacco uzers in Lebanon haz pushed academics and public health experts to
take action.

Fima Makkazh, assistant research professor at the &dmerican University of Beirut®s Faculty of Health
Sciences, i heading a project to study smoke-free policies in Lebanon, The project, funded by the
International Development Research Center-Rezearch in International Tobacco Control (IDRC-RITC) in
Canada, aims to publizh findingz that can then influence the decisions of policymakers in Lebanon.

MO Lebanon asked Makkazh about the research project, the prevalence of zmoking in Lebanon and
effective policies for tobacco contral,

-‘? How prevalent is smoking in Lebanon, compared to regiopal and international countries?

Makkash: [The two most prominent reports] are the worldwide Global Youth Tobaceo Suneey (GYTS] which
examines zelf-reported smoking behavior among 13 to 15 vear-olds in Lebanon, and the Mpower report by
the Waorld Health Organization, There i= no nation-wide cenzus in Lebanon, but crozs-sectional studies
zhowe that the prevalence of smoking amaong the overall population, and in particular among vouth and
wiamen, = wery high,

fccording to a Waorld Bank report in 2002, 46% of Lebaneze men and 35% of women smoke. According to a
2006 Tobacco &tlaz study, 35.7% of the Lebaneze population smokes (42% of males and 30.6% females)...
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regulation, We have no bans on tobacco product advertizing, no banz on zmoking in public places and no
awareness on the iszue, In addition, cigarettes are Adiculouzly cheap and health warnings are minizcule,

What prevents the ratification and implementation of a tobacco control law in Lebanon?

MNakkash: In Lebanon, the attempts to pazs new legizlation started in the early 2000z Lebanon ratified and
zigned the international Framework Convention on Tobacco Control (FCTC) in 2005, The convention has a
number of international control policies that are effective in reducing tobacco prevalence, Since Lebanaon
ratified the convention, we need to be following all the policies, zuch az smoke-free areas, total banz on
advertizing and promaotion (indirect advertising such az zponzoring sparts and music activities for example).
But the problem is there iz no recent updated law that can then be implemented. The current laws are

old and weak,

Political deadlocks slow down the process. Recently there’s been a revival of dizcusszion of the law, but we

need parliament and cabinet support...

fnother major reazon iz the successful labbying of the tobacco industre, Thiz is also the caze in the rest
of the world, not only Lebanon. Tobacco companies are driven by financial profit and don™ care about

public health concerns.

What role does the Minisiry of Public Health play?

MNakkash: The role of the Ministry of Public Health iz crucial, The ministry hazn’t had enough resources to
do the work though, It has a limited budzet and there are other issues that take prorty, They need to
step up their efforts though,

What are some of the findings you came across in your stody?

MNakkash: The debate on smoke-free places haz just started, There are people who are asking for smoke-
free places but thev think it's impossible in Lebanon, There are workplaces, restaurants, schools and
universities that initiated smoke-free policies, but the effort haz not been comprehensive, The purposze of
smoke-free policies is to protect non-smokers and to encourage smokers to decrease smoking and
eventually quit..

There i= no zafe level of exposure to tabacco, Smaoking and non-smaking areas don®™ woark, &%z like trving to
separate a urinating and a non-urnating section in a swimming pool... The solution iz to have total bans.
The other thing i= to have large, graphic health warnings on cigarette packages... In addition, the
government should raise taxes on tobacco and prevent tobacco industry interference in policy-making,

Why aren’t there clear health warnings on tobacco packages in Lebanon?

Makkash: Becauze there are no laws obligating tobacco companies to include proper health warnings or
images on cigarette packages, Warnings take up a space less than 15% of the package, but best practices
indicate that it should be 50%, with big graphic images like the onesz wou see in Canada, Brazil, fustralia,

Egvpt...

The WHO report on tobacco control indicates that smoking is more prevalent among lebanese
women than other women in the region. What is the reason for that?

MNakkash: The tobacco industry glamaorizes and associates liberation with cigarettes, It°s more socially
acceptable for women to smaoke here than in other countries in the region,

Shoaldn’t there be flexibility in allowing places to be smokefriendly? Isn’t there a good side to
Lebanon being @ smoker's paradise?

Makkash: There i no room for flexibility, There are huge public health implications in not implementing
tobacco-cantrol oalicies in terms of martality. exoozure of children and oresnant women to second-hand
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smoke, etc, In addition, in the long term, our economy will be affected. Some people argue that we will
loze money if we implement proper tobacco-contral policy, When vou consider the number of deaths,
poor quality of life and lozs of productivity due to absence from waork, vou will see the impact on the

economy... Tobacco causes long-term chronic diseazes that are a huge burden on the healthcare system.



