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Executive Summary

Tobacco use in Pakistan continues to pose a serious challenge to public health and the
national economy. While Pakistan ratified the WHO Framework Convention on Tobacco
Control (FCTC) in 2004 and later launched the National Tobacco Control Strategy (2022-2030)
(Ministry of National Health Services, Regulations and Coordination, 2022), the
implementation of these measures has been inconsistent. This brief examines the current
status of tobacco control efforts in the country, evaluates them in light of global and regional
practices, and offers realistic, evidence-based policy suggestions. Findings highlight
persistent issues such as weak enforcement, a complicated tax system, an unregulated
smokeless tobacco market, and insufficient cessation programs. To lessen the country's
growing health and economic burden from tobacco, it is vital to streamline the tax
framework, strengthen and align regulations, and adopt a harm reduction strategy built on
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Urgent tobacco
reforms can save lives,
boost economy

Islamabad

Mehwish Mumtaz from Pak-
istan Institute of Develop-
ment Economics (PIDE) has
stresses that Pakistan's chal-

tives and harm-reduction
strategies helped reduce
adult smoking rates to his-
toric lows.

In South Asia, countries
like India, Bangladesh, Sri
Lanka and Nepal faced simi-

lenge is not the absence of lar implementation gaps de-

laws but the failure to en-
force them effectively.

Ms Mumtaz said this at
the issuance of Knowledge
Brief on *Tobacco in transi-
tion: global practices, re
gional insights and Pak-
istan’s policy imperative” by
PIDE.

Ms Mumtaz who is also
author of the brief noted
that simplifying the excise
tax structure, strengthening
regulatory coordination,
regulating smokeless to-
bacco and expanding quit-
ting support could save
thousands of lives while
restoring fiscal stability.

Drawing on international
evidence, the brief high-
lighted successes from
countries like Sierra Leone
which passed a comprehen-
sive Tobacco and Nicotine
Control Act after an eco-
nomic investment case justi-
fied the reforms, Uzbek-
istan, which strengthened
tobacco regulations consis-
tently for nearly three
decades and the United
Kingdom and Sweden where
strictly regulated alterna-

spite strong legislation mir-
roring Pakistan's
enforcement challenges and
further emphasising the
need for consistent policy
execution

The Knowledge Brief
outlined several critical
weaknesses:  Pakistan's
multi-tier excise system
keeping low<cost cigarettes
within reach, particularly
for the youth; enforcement
remained uneven due to
weak provincial coordina-
tion; smokeless tobacco
products such as ‘naswar’
and ‘gutka’ remained largely
outside regulatory oversight
and cessation support being
extremely limited, leaving
smokers with minimal ac-
cess 1o cost-covered coun-
selling or nicotine replace
ment therapy.

The brief also wams that
while alternative products
like e-cigarettes are widely
debated, any harm-reduc-
tion approach must be
rooted in science and gov-
ermned by strict regulation,
particularly to prevent youth
initiation,

To address these chal-
lenges, brief recommended
replacing the current multi-
tiered tax structure with a
single, high specific excise
tax, a globally recognised
tool for reducing consump-
tion and increasing revenue,
It also called for stronger na-
tional coordination, full dig-
ital integration of track-and-
trace systems to curb illicit
trade and the inclusion of
smokeless tobacco and
novel products under main-
stream regulatory and taxa-
tion systems.

The expansion of nation-
wide quit-support services
including national helplines,
costcovered cessation ther-
apies and integrated coun-
selling formed another es-
sential component of the
proposed reforms.

The brief concludes with
a compelling warning Pak-
istan's tobacco burden will
continue to escalate unless
the country shifts decisively
from policy intent to policy
action. Stronger gover-
coordinated enforcement
and science-based regula-
tion can significantly reduce
premature deaths, ease
pressure on the health sys-
tem and safeguard families
from the long-term financial
and health consequences of
tobacco-related diseases.
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PIDE calls for urgent
tobacco control reforms

ISLAMABAD: The Pakistan Institute of Development Economics (PIDE) has issued a powerful call for urgent action
through its latest Knowledge Brief, Tobacco in Transition: Global Practices, Regional Insights, and Pakistan’s Policy
Imperative, highlighting that Pakistan’s tobacco epidemic continues to worsen due to weak enforcement, fragmented reg-
ulation, and outdated fiscal policies. According to the brief, tobacco kills 164,000 Pakistanis every year and inflicts nearly
PKR 700 billion in economic losses equivalent to 1 percent of GDP with these losses increasing by 31 percent over the
past decade, underscoring the heavy toll weak policy implementation places on public health and the national economy.
Pakistan has comprehensive tobacco control laws, including commitments under the WHO Framework Convention on
Tobacco Control and the National Tobacco Control Strategy (2022-2030), but enforcement remains inconsistent across
provinces, allowing cheaper cigarette brands to remain accessible, smokeless tobacco to flourish unchecked, and illicit
trade to capture almost one-third of the national market Mehwish Mumtaz, Assistant Chief (Policy) at PIDE and author
of the brief, stresses that Pakistan's challenge is not the absence of laws but the failure to enforce them effectively. She
notes that simplifying the excise tax structure, strengthening regulatory coordination, regulating smokeless tobacco,
and expanding quitting support could save thousands of lives while restoring fiscal stability. Drawing on international
evidence, the brief highlights successes from countries such as Sierra Leone, which passed a comprehensive Tobacco and
Nicotine Control Act after an economic investment case justified the reforms; Uzbekistan, which strengthened tobacco
regulations consistently for nearly three decades; and the United Kingdom and Sweden, where strictly regulated alterna-
tives and harm-reduction strategies have helped reduce adult smoking rates to historic lows. In South Asia, countries like
India, Bangladesh, Sri Lanka, and Nepal face similar implementation gaps despite having strong legislation—mirroring
Pakistan's enforcement challenges and further emphasizing the need for consistent policy execution. The Knowledge
Brief outlines several critical weaknesses: Pakistan’s multi-tier excise system keeps low-cost cigarettes within reach,
particularly for the youth; enforcement remains uneven due to weak provincial coordination; smokeless tobacco products
such as naswar and gutka remain largely outside regulatory oversight; and cessation support is extremely limited, leaving
smokers with minimal access to cost-covered counselling or nicotine replacement therapy.—DNA
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