Awareness and Advocacy

A double-edged sword for tobacco control

S J Chander

r]iﬂhe Portuguese introduced tobacco in India some

time during the 16" century. Gradually as its use
spread across the country, it became one of the
valuable commodities in barter trade. In the absence of
scientific knowledge on its ill effects and addictive nature,
its use gained social acceptance across all social groups
in the country. In spite of scientific knowledge available
at present in volumes on the implications of various
aspects of tobacco consumption and cultivation, its control
has become a bigger challenge as a result of the tobacco
industry globally backing the issue.

Western countries have achieved notable success in
tobacco control through legislative measures. Higher
literacy level and civic sense have helped in implementing
the legislative measures better there. It would take a long
time to achieve tobacco control through legislative
measures in countries like India as the prevailing socio-
cconomic conditions would not allow effective
implementation of legislative measures. Therefore, one
should not think that there is no need for legislative
measures. Considering the great need for awareness on
the ill effects tobacco consumption and cultivation in the
country, the current legislative measures by the
government will go a long way in creating awareness

among millions who are both literates and non-literates
in the country. Civil society organizations, as they create
awareness and carry out advocacy measures, should
actively support the initiatives of the government for
tobacco control through legislative measures.

Reasons for its consumption
Currently, in India, there are over 250 million people
across all ages and socio-economic background using
tobacco products of various forms. The reasons for
tobacco use vary across cultures and age-groups. The
young use tobacco products out of curiosity, peer pressure
to make others, especially movie stars, to overcome
stress, to deal with boredom, for relaxation and to show
that they have grown up. Adults who regularly use
tobacco products use them as a result of addiction. The
craving compels them to use but they attribute many
reasons for its use such as it helps them to overcome
tension and stress etc. Once, a young student during a
campaign that Community Health Cell carried out among
college students said that he knew that a cigarette
contained tobacco and tobacco contained nicotine but he
did not know anything about nicotine. When asked why
he was smoking, he had no answer. It is fun and fashion
‘for millions of youngsters such as this student. It
would be worth the effort if one could stop young
people while they are experimenting with tobacco
| products and before it becomes an addiction. On
i another occasion, a smartly dressed business
¥ cxecutive when asked about the cigarette in his
| hands, he said that he knew about the harmful
effects of tobacco and quit smoking six months ago
but started again. Mark Twain rightly explains the
nature of tobacco addiction in these words.” I know
| how easy it is to quit smoking, because I have
' done it a thousand times”. The tobacco industry
is solely responsible for creating a socially
acceptable environment for tobacco consumption
through its various expensive strategies.
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