Open Letter to Financial Secretary, Hong Kong SAR Government

Raising Tobacco Tax to Align with WHQO’s Standard

Achieve Government’s Goal in Reducing Smoking Prevalence

The Hong Kong SAR Government is committed to reducing the smoking population to
promote well-being of the people. Strengthening tobacco control have been listed as
one of the performance items in the Chief Executive's Policy Address in recent years
and the aim to reduce the smoking prevalence to 7.8% or below by 2025 was set. To
safeguard public health, the next phase of tobacco control initiatives should be launched
promptly to further lower the smoking prevalence. Following the completion of the
“Vibrant, Healthy and Tobacco-free Hong Kong” Public Consultation on Tobacco
Control Strategies conducted by the Health Bureau, the Government announced in 2024
to introduce tobacco control measures in the short, medium, and long term. One of the
key short-term measures proposed is to continuously review the effectiveness of

tobacco tax and the pace of future adjustment.

We acknowledge and appreciate the determination and efforts of the Government and
the Financial Secretary in advancing tobacco control. As a result of the consecutive
tobacco tax increases of about 30% in the 2023 and 2024 Budget, number of calls to
the Department of Health’s Integrated Smoking Cessation Hotline surged immediately
by over three times and two folds respectively, while the annual increase in 2023 was
over 30%. These reflect the significant impact of raising tobacco tax on promoting
smoking cessation. Yet, tobacco companies had also seized the opportunity to increase
the retail price of cigarettes by totally HK$12 per pack. The price of major cigarette
brands in Hong Kong is now around HK$102 per pack, with the tobacco tax making up
about 65% of price, comparing to approximately 69% in 2014. Currently, over 40
countries, including Australia, Brazil, Thailand and the United Kingdom, have achieved
the tobacco tax level of at least 75% of the cigarette retail price which is recommended
by World Health Organization (WHO). To effectively promote smoking cessation and
prevent youth uptake, it is essential for Hong Kong to raise the tobacco tax rate to align
with the WHO-recommended level promptly and to adjust annually to maintain this

standard.

In the past decade, tobacco companies had raised the retail prices on their own for
multiple times to increase profit and undermine the capacity and effectiveness of the
Government’s tobacco tax policy. Between 2015 and 2024, cigarette price was marked

up 6 times including in the 4 years where tax was consecutively frozen. Since 2014, the
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price of major cigarette brands has risen from HK$55 to HK$102, equivalent to a 85%
increase, while the tobacco tax rates have only increased by about 74%. In contrast, the
increase in profit margin of the tobacco and related industries has been boosted by
nearly 113% due to their price adjustment strategies. By manipulating the price, the
tobacco industry have undermined the implementation and effectiveness of
Government’s tobacco tax policy, and made use of it to earn greater profits. It also
reflects that there are rooms for increments in both tobacco tax and cigarette price.
Therefore, the Government should review the tobacco tax policies, impose regular and

substantial increase and an annual increment mechanism.

According to COSH’s Tobacco Control Policy-related Survey 2024 conducted between
January to May 2024, about 70% of the respondents supported both a tobacco tax
increase in the upcoming financial year and an annual tobacco tax increase. The results
indicate the public agreement to raising tobacco tax and cigarette price to encourage
quitting despite of the increases in the previous two years. In addition, 27.5% of current
smokers said that if the tobacco retail price increases, they would either quit smoking
or reduce smoking by at least half. They opined that the cigarette retail price should be
set at a median price of HK$130 and a mean price of HK$156 per pack to effectively
motivate smokers to quit, which are far above the current price of HK$102. Moreover,
the result from “Vibrant, Healthy and Tobacco-free Hong Kong Public Consultation on
Tobacco Control Strategies” conducted by Health Bureau between July to September
2023 showed that over 80% of respondents supported establishing an adjustment

mechanism on raising tobacco tax regularly.

There is no causal relationship between tobacco tax and illicit tobacco, which was also
echoed by the Hong Kong Customs and Excise Department (C&ED) in different
occasions since 2014. In the Legislative Council meeting on 20 March 2024, the
Government official had explained that the quantity of illicit cigarettes seized mainly
reflects the effectiveness of the C&ED’s enhanced enforcement strategy and efforts,
and does not represent an increasc in the quantity of illicit cigarettes entering the market.
WHO also stressed that raising tobacco tax would not aggravate illicit cigarette problem
and pointed out that it is the common tactic of tobacco industry to confuse the public
and oppose to tobacco tax policy. In fact, countries with higher tobacco taxes, such as
Australia, Switzerland, and the UK, have lower illicit market shares, while countries
with lower taxes, such as Brazil, Malaysia, and Pakistan, etc. have higher illicit market
shares. Tobacco pricing is not the sole or primary cause of the illicit tobacco problem.
A combination of factors, including weak regulatory frameworks, poor tax
administration, and a lack of effective penalties, contributes to the growth of the illicit
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tobacco market. To effectively combat the illicit tobacco problem, it should not be
misled by the misinformation spread by the tobacco industry. Instead, it must continue
to implement strong and effective tobacco control measures, such as increasing tobacco
tax. The best way to prevent the potential escalation of illicit tobacco trade is to
strengthen enforcement actions, adopt a tax stamp system for tobacco products, raise
penalties for tax-not-paid cigarettes, and focus on effectively reducing the smoking

population in accordance with WHO-recommended levels of tobacco taxation.

Smoking is the leading preventable cause of deaths and the second leading risk factor
of the global burden of diseases. It leads to cancers and chronic diseases in most organs
of the body. Each year, tobacco kills more than 8 million people globally, in which
around 1.3 million non-smokers are killed by exposure to secondhand smoke.
According to the latest academic research published by The University of Hong Kong,
smoking kills not only about 13,900 people (including over 400 people exposed to
secondhand smoke) in 2021, but also causes significant economic loss of a conservative
estimation of to nearly HK$8.2 billion to HK$10 billion. Therefore, adopting and
constantly strengthening the comprehensive tobacco control measures is vital to
safeguard public health. Raising tobacco tax is recommended by WHO as the single
most effective and prioritized tobacco control measure, which encourages smoking
cessation and prevents smoking initiation while implementation cost is minimal for the
Government. A study pooling the findings from 476 studies analyzed the association of
tobacco control measures with smoking cessation, reducing smoking prevalence and
reducing tobacco consumption. The results showed that tobacco tax increases were
associated with 20% higher likelihood of successful quitting, 35% higher likelihood of
quit attempts and 39% higher likelihood of quit intention.

As a result of the Government’s strong commitment and efforts paid to tobacco control
in recent years, the smoking prevalence in Hong Kong has decreased to a historic low
0f9.1% in 2023. However, there are still approximately 580,000 smokers in Hong Kong
and male smoking prevalence is still high at 16.4%. Smoking entails the society and the
healthcare system a heavy cost of smoking-induced diseases and economic losses.
Therefore, the progress in tobacco control must not stagnate. More tobacco control
measures should be implemented in multiple prongs and the existing policies must be
reviewed and enhanced. Tobacco tax is one of the important measures for the
Government’s next-phase tobacco control strategies. It is essential to prevent the
effectiveness of the tobacco tax policy from being undermined by other factors such as
price manipulation by tobacco companies and inflation, for sustainably enhancing

smoking cessation and preventing smoking uptake among the youth.
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COSH, in alliance with the medical professions, academia, education and social service
sectors, parents, patients and smoking cessation groups, urges the Hong Kong
Government to raise tobacco tax in FY2025-2026 and implement annual increase
mechanism, such as an additional increase on top of inflation, to meet the 75% standard
laid down by WHO, ensure the effectiveness of tobacco tax policy in promoting
smoking cessation and uptake prevention, and accelerate the reduction of smoking
prevalence to the target for 2025. We also call for the formulation of long-term policy
and blueprint for tobacco control, outlining the concrete goal and roadmap to end
tobacco epidemic. We envision that the proposed ten short-term tobacco control
measures will be implemented fully and promptly and the medium and long-term
measures will be introduced as soon as feasible, leaping Hong Kong toward tobacco-

free and offering a thorough health protection for the future generations.

This open letter is jointly submitted by Hong Kong Council on Smoking and Health

and 101 co-signatories.

28 January 2025

Copy to: Chief Executive, HKSAR Government
Secretary for Health, HKSAR Government

Director of Health, HKSAR Government
Members of Legislative Council, HKSAR

Co-signatories to this submission:
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Henry TONG, BBS, MH, JP Vienna LAI, MPH
Chairman Executive Director
Hong Kong Council on Smoking and Health Hong Kong Council on Smoking and Health
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Prof Judith MACKAY, SBS, OBE, JP, MBChB FRCP(Edin) FRCP(Lon)
Director, Asian Consultancy on Tobacco Control
Senior Policy Advisor, World Health Organization
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Dr YEUNG Yiu-cheong
President, CHEST Delegation Hong Kong and Macau
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Chairman, Clean the Air

e

B

KU Ka-yin
Chairman, Council of Hong Kong & Kowloon Kai-Fong Associations
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FONG Chung-lun
Chairman, Eastern District School Liaison Committee
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DING Pak-hei, Benny
Chairman, Hong Kong Parent Teacher Federation Association
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YAU Wai-yin
President, Federation of Parent-Teacher Associations of the Central and Western
District
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LEUNG Po-lam, Ida
Chairperson, Federation of Parent Teacher Associations of Hong Kong Eastern District
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Jenny LAU
Chairperson, Federation of Parent Teacher Associations of Islands District
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Stephanie NGAI
President, Federation of Parent-Teacher Association, Kowloon City District
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Teresa BUT
Chairman, Federation of Parent Teacher Associations in Kwun Tong District Ltd.

WONG Yu-leung
Chairperson, Federation of Parent-Teacher Associations Sham Shui Po District
Limited
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LAU Wing-yan, Rikki
Chairperson, Federation of Parent-Teacher Association, Southern District, H.K.

CHAN Pui-shan
President, Federation of Parent-Teacher Association, Tai Po District
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KWAN Oi-ping, Robin
Chairperson, Federation of Parent-Teacher Associations, Tuen Mun

KHOO LAW Soo-kwan
Chairperson, Federation of Parent-Teacher Associations, Wanchai District
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POON Kwai-ching, Sarah
Chairperson, Federation of Parent-Teacher Associations Wongtaisin District Limited

LAM Pui-chan
President, Federation of Parent-Teacher Associations of Yuen Long District Limited

Prof Philip LI
President, Hong Kong Academy of Medicine
Constituent Colleges:
The Hong Kong College of Anaesthesiologists
Hong Kong College of Community Medicine
The College of Dental Surgeons of Hong Kong
Hong Kong College of Emergency Medicine
The Hong Kong College of Family Physicians
The Hong Kong College of Obstetricians and Gynaecologists
The College of Ophthalmologists of Hong Kong
The Hong Kong College of Orthopaedic Surgeons
The Hong Kong College of Otorhinolaryngologists
Hong Kong College of Paediatricians
The Hong Kong College of Pathologists
Hong Kong College of Physicians
The Hong Kong College of Psychiatrists
Hong Kong College of Radiologists
The College of Surgeons of Hong Kong
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HK Aided Primary School Heads Association
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CHUNG Lai-kam, Kathy
Chairman, Hong Kong Aided Primary School Heads Association

YUEN Siu-lam
Chairman, Hong Kong Alliance of Patients’ Organizations Limited
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LAU Man-man, Lisa, BBS, MH, JP
Chairman, Hong Kong Association of Youth Development
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HONG KONG CHINESE MEDICAL ASSOCIATION LTD.
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Dr CHAN Chun-kwong, Jane
President, Hong Kong Chinese Medical Association Ltd.
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Director, Hong Kong Christian Service
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Dr LEUNG Tat-chi, Godwin
President, Hong Kong College of Cardiology
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Hong Kong Dental Association
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Dr CHAN Chiu-yee, Spencer
President, Hong Kong Dental Association

HONG KONG
POCTORS UNJON
& 2R E B ITWN
/,/Iﬁ’_
Df LUK Wai-leung, Sunny
President, Hong Kong Doctors Union
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CHIM Hon-ming, MH
Chairman, Hong Kong Island School Heads Association
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Hong Kong Kindergarten Association

Hong Kong Kindergarten Association
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Dr KO Wai-san, Fanny
Chairman, Hong Kong Lung Foundation
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Chairman, Hong Kong Parents Alliance Association

wo Buog,
b@
ssociation

12



HKPV

Hong Kong Patients' Voices
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Alex LAM
Chairman, Hong Kong Patients’ Voices
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WANG Yat-ming
Chairman, Hong Kong Registered Teachers Association
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SETO Mei-yee
Chairman, Hong Kong School Managers Society

THITABENG
The Hong Kong
Special Schools Council

LEE Ching-man, Levian
Chairman, Hong Kong Special Schools Council
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Chairman, Hong Kong Subsidized Secondary Schools Council
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Dr Jenny NGAI
President, Hong Kong Thoracic Society
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Dr KO Pat-sing, Tony
Chief Executive, Hospital Authority
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KWOK Man-kwan
Chairman, Kowloon Region School Heads Association
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Maggie AU
Chairman, Lai Sum Service Association
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Stephanie CHOI
Executive Director, Life Education Activity Programme
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Medical Conscience

Chiaras Ong

Dr ONG Yeu-theng, Charas
Chairman, Medical Conscience
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CHU Wai-lam
Chairman, New Territories School Heads Association
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HAU Hon-shek
Chairperson, North District Federation of Parent-Teacher Associations

Jason TONG
President, Pharmacists Connect
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CHAU Chun-tat
Chairman, Pok Oi Hospital

Prof Patrick WONG, BBS, JP
Chairman, Quit-Winners Club
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Pk LKS Faculty of Medicine
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Prof LIN Chia-chin RN, PhD, EMBA, FAAN

Alice Ho Mui Ling Nethersole Charity Foundation Professor in Nursing
Head, School of Nursing, LKS Faculty of Medicine

The University of Hong Kong

( Tung Wah College
) School of Nursing
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Prof SUEN Kwai-ping, Lorna
Dean & Professor in Nursing
School of Nursing, Tung Wah College
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Hong Kong Metropolitan University
School of Nursing and Health Sciences

Prof WONG Yuen-ha, Janet

Dean

School of Nursing and Health Sciences
Hong Kong Metropolitan University
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Prof David BISHAI
Director

School of Public Health, LKS Faculty of Medicine
The University of Hong Kong

LAI Chak-sum
Chairman, Sik Sik Yuen

SPSC

Dr CHEUNG Chok-fong
Chairman, Subsidized Primary Schools Council
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LAU Chung, Billie
Executive Director, The Boys’& Girls® Clubs Association of Hong Kong
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CHIM Hon-ming MH
Chairperson, The Council of Central & Western District School Heads

The Federation of Medical
Sacieties of Hong Kong
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Prof CHEUNG Man-yung, Bernard
President, The Federation of Medical Societies of Hong Kong

Prof FUNG Yuk-kuen, Sylvia, BBS, RN, RM, Dip. Ed., MBA, MSc (Health & Hosp.
Mgt.), Hon DHS.
President, The Hong Kong Academy of Nursing
And the 14 Academy Colleges:
Hong Kong College of Cardiac Nursing
Hong Kong College of Community and Public Health Nursing
Hong Kong College of Critical Care Nursing
Hong Kong College of Education & Research in Nursing
Hong Kong College of Emergency Nursing
Hong Kong College of Gerontology Nursing
Hong Kong College of Medical Nursing
Hong Kong College of Mental Health Nursing
Hong Kong College of Midwives
Hong Kong College of Nursing & Health Care Management
Hong Kong College of Orthopaedic Nursing
Hong Kong College of Paediatric Nursing
Hong Kong College of Perioperative Nursing
Hong Kong College of Surgical Nursing
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CHU YEUNG Pak-yu, Patricia, BBS
Chairman, The Hong Kong Anti-Cancer Society
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LIN Chun-pong
Chairman, The Hong Kong Association of the Heads of Secondary Schools
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The Hong Kong Liver Transplant Patients’ Association
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WONG Lung-fai
President, The Hong Kong Liver Transplant Patients' Association
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Prof WONG Yeung-shan, Samuel

Director, The Jockey Club School of Public Health and Primary Care
Faculty of Medicine

The Chinese University of Hong Kong
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Agnes TSANG
President, The Joint Council of Parent-Teacher Associations of Shatin District Ltd.
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The Lok Sin Tong Benevolent Society, Kowloon

Since 1880 &3

LAU Oi-sze, MH
Chief Executive, The Lok Sin Tong Benevolent Society, Kowloon
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Prof CHIEN Wai-tong

Director and Professor
The Nethersole School of Nursing, Faculty of Medicine
The Chinese University of Hong Kong

The New Voice Club of Hong Kong
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SUNG Ming-tat, Dick
President, The Pharmaceutical Society of Hong Kong

SO Yiu-wah, Ewan
President, The Society of Hospital Pharmacists of Hong Kong
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CHUNG Lai-kam, Kathy
Chairperson, The Wan Chai District Headmasters Conference

Dr Eva HO Dr Katherine LAM
Co-Principal Investigator of the Project, The Youth Quitline
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Grace WONG

Centre Supervisor, Integrated Centre on Smoking Cessation
Tung Wah Group of Hospital
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Dr LAI Kit-chi
Medical Director, United Christian Nethersole Community Health Service
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Irene MAK
Chairperson, Yau Tsim Mong Federation of Parents Teachers Association
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