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Quick facts
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•    Tobacco is the leading cause of preventable death worldwide. It kills half 
of all long-term smokers.1

•    46% of men and 13% of women in Tonga smoke. These rates are among 
the highest in the world.2

•    Tobacco causes cancer in almost every part of the body. It also causes 
other chronic illnesses such as heart and respiratory diseases, strokes, and 
blindness.3 

•    Smoking not only kills people, it causes serious illness and disability that 
prevents people from caring for their family and pushes them into poverty.1

•    There is no safe level of secondhand smoke; even brief exposure can be 
harmful to the health of adults and children.1 

•    Secondhand smoke causes serious health problems to children, including 
asthma, ear infections and pneumonia. Secondhand smoke also doubles the 
risk of sudden infant death syndrome (SIDS).1

•    You can protect yourself and your family from tobacco and secondhand 
smoke. Quit smoking now and make your home and vehicles smokefree.

•    Governments and communities can prevent and reduce tobacco use by 
increasing taxes on tobacco, banning smoking in public places, restricting 
marketing by tobacco companies, and introducing plain packaging for 
cigarettes.1
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Smoking causes cancer in 
almost every part of the body.
Source: Centres for Disease Control and Prevention, Surgeon 
             General’s Reports on Smoking and Tobacco Use, 2014
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Source: World Health Organization/Tongan 
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It’s estimated that 
harm caused by 
tobacco kills one 
person every week 
in Tonga
Source: Tobacco Atlas, American Cancer 
Society and World Lung Foundation, 2012



7 out of 10 Tongan children 
say they have been exposed 
to secondhand smoke in the 
past week.
Source: WHO/CDC Global School-based Student Health Survey, 2010 

Tobacco use in Tonga
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•    46% of males and 13% of females smoke in Tonga, with about 90% of this 
population smoking daily.2 

•    It’s been estimated that harm caused by tobacco kills one person every 
week in Tonga.4 

•    Over a third of Tongans say they have been exposed to secondhand 
smoke at least once during the past week at home and at work.5 

•    Seven out of ten Tongan children say they have been exposed to tobacco 
smoke in the past week.6

•    Smoking is still widely considered ‘normal’ in Tonga and knowledge about 
the harms of tobacco use is poor. 74% of Tongans believe there is a safe 
level of cigarettes that can be smoked.5



Secondhand smoke
•    Secondhand smoke is smoke from burning tobacco products, such 
as cigarettes. It is also smoke that has been breathed out by the person 
smoking.7

•    Tobacco smoke contains more than 7,000 chemicals, including hundreds 
that are toxic and about 70 that can cause cancer.7

•    Over 80% of cigarette smoke is invisible. Even if you open a window, it’s 
still causing harm to those around you, especially children.8 

•    Most exposure to secondhand smoke occurs in homes, cars, public 
transport and workplaces.7

Health effects on children 

•    Children are very vulnerable to secondhand smoke because their airways, 
lungs and immune systems are still developing. There is no safe level 
of secondhand smoke exposure; even brief exposure can cause health 
problems.3 

•    Secondhand smoke doubles the risk of Sudden Infant Death Syndrome.9

In children, secondhand smoke causes the following health complications:

                                      Ear infections7

                                      Asthma 7

                                      Respiratory problems (coughing, shortness of breath, infections,
             and pneumonia)7

Health effects on adults

In adults who have never smoked, secondhand smoke can cause:

                                      Heart disease 7

                                      Lung cancer 7

                                      Strokes 7
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Smoking & pregnancy
•    When pregnant women smoke, poisons enter their bloodstream and travel 
through the placenta to the baby. These poisons can harm the baby’s health.9 

•    If women smoke when pregnant, their baby is 30% more likely to be born 
prematurely and have a low birth weight. Premature babies and babies with 
low birth weights are at greater risk of health problems such as infection, 
bleeding in the brain, heart problems, and blindness.10 

 

Women who smoke are 
more likely to have a 
miscarriage. 
Source: Centres for Disease Control and Prevention, Surgeon 
             General’s Reports on Smoking and Tobacco Use, 2014
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What can people do?

You can protect yourself and your family from tobacco and secondhand 
smoke by:

•    Quitting smoking and supporting your friends and family to also quit. 

•    Not allowing anyone to smoke anywhere in or near your home.

•    Not allowing anyone to smoke in your car, even with the windows open.

•    Teaching your children to stay away from secondhand smoke.

•    Never smoking when you are pregnant, and encouraging other women to 
do the same. 

•    Being a good role model by not smoking or using any other type of 
tobacco.

•    If you see someone smoking in a school, kava hall, bar, restaurant or any 
public or prohibited place, you have a right to tell them to stop. You can also 
notify a tobacco enforcement officer on 23200 (ext 1386) or text the offence 
and location to 8436721. 
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What can the 
community do?

•    Declare your community centre, hall or business smokefree and protect all 
people on your premises from tobacco and secondhand smoke. 

•    Making your community or business facility smokefree is not just good for 
public health. It also reduces the risk of fires and accidents, protects you 
against being fined by the government, makes your workers more productive, 
and reduces cleaning and maintenance costs.11 

•    If you manage or own any of the following places you must install no 
smoking signs and stop all people from smoking on your premises: 

                            Café
                            Restaurant
                            Bar or club
                            Shop
                            School
                            Workplace
                            Church
                            Market
                            Kava hall
                            Entertainment centre
                            Public transport
                            Health centre

Failing to do so will lead to fines of $100 for individuals and over $5,000 for 
businesses. 

•    Installing ventilation, opening windows, or having designated smoking 
areas does not protect the public from tobacco smoke. Follow the law and 
ensure no smoking takes place on your premises.11
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What is the 
government doing?
The Government of Tonga is taking strong steps to prevent and reduce 
the number of preventable deaths and disability caused by tobacco use in 
Tonga. 

•    In 2005, Tonga ratified the WHO Framework Convention on Tobacco 
Control, prompting stronger governance of the production, sale, distribution, 
advertisement, and taxation of tobacco. 

•    In 2016, Tonga amended the Tobacco Control Act to improve the 
effectiveness of existing legislation. The Act aims to stop the widespread 
sale and use of tobacco products, prevent harmful exposure to secondhand 
smoke to non-smokers, and reduce the appeal of smoking to young people.   

Throughout the 5-year Tuku Ifi Leva campaign, the government will 
strengthen tobacco control policies guided by what is known to work. 

Tobacco taxes are the most cost-effective way to reduce tobacco use, 
especially among young and poor people. A tax increase that increases 
tobacco prices by 10% decreases tobacco consumption by about 5% in low- 
and middle-income countries.1

Comprehensive bans on all tobacco advertising, promotion and 
sponsorship can decrease tobacco consumption by an average of about 
7%, with some countries experiencing a decline in consumption of up to 
16%.1

Plain packaging and graphic warnings on cigarette packets reduce the 
number of children who begin smoking and increase the number of smokers 
who quit.1

Enforcing smoke-free areas discourage smoking among users and protect 
others from the harmful effects of second-hand smoke.1
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Myths and facts

Myth: Locally grown ‘Tapaka Tonga’ is not as dangerous and addictive as 
imported tobacco. 

Fact: ‘Tapaka Tonga’ is just as addictive and harmful as imported tobacco. 
Like manufactured cigarettes, local tobacco causes heart attacks, cancer 
and strokes.12 

Myth: Increasing taxes on tobacco encourages the importing and trading of 
illegal tobacco. 

Fact: Countries that have introduced some of the biggest taxes on tobacco 
have experienced a decline in the illegal importing and trading of tobacco. 
There is no evidence that taxes encourage or supports the illicit tobacco 
industry.13 

Myth: Most people can smoke their entire adult life without getting sick.

Fact: You may know of elderly people that have smoked their entire adult 
lives and never developed cancer or disease related to their tobacco use. 
However, research tells us these people are rare and very lucky. On average, 
the life expectancy of smokers is at least 10 years shorter than non-smokers.9

Myth: Only old people get sick and die from smoking. 

Fact: Anyone who smokes tobacco increases their risk of ill health. Smoking-
related diseases often develop over a number of years before a diagnosis 
is made. The longer you smoke, the greater your risk of developing cancer, 
heart, lung and other preventable diseases. People in their 20s and 30s have 
died from strokes and cancers caused by smoking.3 
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Myth: Smoking only a few cigarettes is healthier than smoking many 
cigarettes. 

Fact: There is no safe level of cigarette consumption. Some people try to 
make their smoking habit safer by smoking fewer cigarettes, but most find 
this hard to do and quickly return to their old pattern. Although reducing your 
cigarette consumption will slightly reduce your risk, quitting is the only way to 
long-term health benefits. Just three cigarettes a day can trigger potentially 
fatal heart disease, with women particularly at risk.3 
 

Myth: It’s impossible to quit smoking. 

Fact: Despite the difficulty many people have to quit smoking, millions of 
former smokers around the world are living proof that people can quit.3 
 

Myth:  It’s safe to smoke inside a house or car around children if the  
windows are open. 

Fact: Over 80% of cigarette smoke is invisible. Even if you try to open 
the windows in your house and car, your children are still breathing in 
secondhand smoke that can harm their health. The only way to keep your 
children safe is to stop smoking altogether.8 

Myth:  Enforcing smokefree areas in businesses is expensive. 

Fact: Enforcing smokefree areas in your business reduces the risk of fires 
and accidents, protects you against being fined by the government, makes 
your workers more productive, and reduces cleaning and maintenance 
costs.11 
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Tricks of the 
tobacco industry?
Efforts to control tobacco use and prevent deaths caused by smoking in 
Tonga are opposed by the tobacco industry. The industry uses a range of 
tricks to prevent, delay and weaken effective tobacco control policies and to 
misinform the public about the dangers of smoking. Here are just a few.

Undermining government efforts to protect public health. 
Tobacco companies are very smart and effective in 
undermining the efforts of governments to protect 
their people from tobacco products by interfering with 
and preventing implementation of tobacco control 
legislation.14 

Exaggerating how much they help the economy. 
Tobacco companies often say they help the community 
through tax contributions and employment. However, 
any economic contribution by tobacco companies is 
far outweighed by the social, environmental, and health 
costs caused by their products.14 

Pretending to care about the community.
Tobacco companies donate money to social causes 
like youth groups and disaster relief to make themselves 
look respectable and generous. However their products 
continue to kill people every day. Their main concern is 
profit not people.14
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Pretending to have community support.
Tobacco companies often create or use isolated groups 
and individuals to support their interests. Sometimes 
these groups try to scare the community with false 
stories that restricting tobacco products violates 
individual freedoms, damages local businesses, and 
encourages illegal trade. These groups often have 
financial ties to the tobacco industry and cannot be 
trusted.14 

Ignoring the evidence.
Tobacco companies often confuse and distract the 
public with false research that supports their goals 
but are widely rejected by the general scientific 
community.14

 

Threatening governments with litigation. 
Tobacco companies often threaten countries seeking to 
introduce tobacco control laws with litigation. This can 
be costly and time-consuming to governments seeking 
to protect the health of their people.14
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For more information please visit 
www.tapuifitonga.com

Contacts
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