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Two and a half decades of tobacco control in
Thailand: Success and challenges.

Prof. Prakit Vathesatogkit M.D.

1 4

Systematic and sustained tobacco control in Thailand started with the formation of the Thai Anti-
smoking Campaign Project by a group of university lecturers in 1986. This NGO focal point served as
a pressure group to advocate and lobby for tobacco control policy. The pressure by the US. Trade
Representatives to open the previously closed and monopoly-controlled Thai cigarette market served
as strong leverage for Thai tobacco control advocates to successfully lobby the Thai government to
set up the National Committee for the Control of Tobacco Use in 1989 and the Office for Tobacco
Control within the Ministry of Public Health (MOPH) in 1991. In 1992, two comprehensive tobacco
control laws were passed by the parliament: the Tobacco Product Control Act banning advertising/
promotion and sponsorship and Non-smoker's Health Protection Act banning smoking in public and
work-places. The Thai cabinet adopted a regular tax increase to control smoking in 1993. Key
achievements during the past two and a half decades include : passage of the Thailand Health
Promotion Fund Act in 2001 which requires the tobacco and alcohol industries to pay extra 2% of
excise tax to be used to fund tobacco and alcohol control and health promotion projects, requiring
pictorial health warnings on cigarette packs and banning point of sale display of cigarette packets in
2005, implementation of 100% smoke-free public and work-place regulations in 2010, The smoking
prevalence of population over 15 years of age decline to 39.2% (males) and 24% (females) in 2009 from
55.6% (male) and 4.6% (female) in 1991

Due to lack of funding, early Thai tobacco control concentrated on "low cost" interventions like
lobbying for product regulations, smoke-free regulations, regular tax increases, and pictorial health
warnings. Tobacco control organizations constantly faced opposition from both the Thailand Tobacco
Monopoly (75% of market share) and the multinational tobacco companies (25% of market share).
Fortunately, the National Committee for the Control of Tobacco Use does not have representatives
from the Thailand Tobacco Monopoly. The Ministry of Finance (MOF) who owns the Thailand
Tobacco Monopoly has been inconsistence in support of tobacco control policies. Tobacco control
measures proposed by MOPH are frequently delayed or weakened by MOF as a result of tobacco
company lobbying. This has slowed Thai tobacco control initiatives. Other challenges include
insufficient infrastructure for tobacco control both in government and NGOs, weak law enforcement
on smoke-free regulations and advertising bans, insufficient funding, and cheap hand-rolled cigarettes

smoked by over half of current Thai smokers.
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