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Mme Sabine Oberhauser
Minister for Health
Federal Ministry of Health
Radetzkystraße 2
1030 Vienna
Austria
Brussels, 30 April 2015
Open letter for the attention of Sabine Oberhauser, Minister for Health
Reinhold Mitterlehner, Vice Chancellor of Austria, Federal Minister of Science, Research and the Economy
Subject: EPHA contribution to the draft Austrian tobacco legislation in progress
Dear Mme Oberhauser,
I am writing to you in response to the draft tobacco legislation that is currently in progress. On behalf of the
European Public Health Alliance (EPHA), I would like to take this opportunity to congratulate Austria for its
willingness to take this bold step forward in the fight against tobacco related harm.
In Austria the prevalence of smoking is still increasing while the habit is imposing an enormous health and
economic burden on the country’s society. Tobacco consumption causes several cancers and
cardiovascular diseases (CVD), including heart disease and stroke, as well as different respiratory and lung
diseases such as chronic obstructive pulmonary disease (COPD).
Austria is one of the last EU countries where the minimum age for purchasing tobacco is 16 years
old while in most countries it is 18 years old. The Eurobarometer found an increase of smoking
prevalence in Austria from 31% (2006) to 33% (2012). In addition to this, a WHO 2009/2010 study
showed that Austria had one of the highest rates of 15-year-olds who smoke at least once a week in
Europe (29% of girls, 25% of boys)1. In 2006 state revenues from the cigarette consumption of minors in
Austria amounted to 60.5 million Euro2. In 2005, the percentage of undiagnosed chronic obstructive
pulmonary disease (COPD) was 88,5%. For the years 2010, 2015 and 2020 GOLD stage I-IV COPD was
projected to rise by 7.8%, 16.1% and 24%, respectively34.
Measures to prevent tobacco related harm, such as strong anti-tobacco legislation, are absolutely
necessary to forestall the projected burden of tobacco related diseases in Austria. The new Austrian
tobacco law under preparation is a unique opportunity to raise standards of tobacco legislation, and
therefore to protect the health of every Austrian citizen, including non-smokers who suffer from passive
smoking.
Recalling the recent call of the European Network for Smoking and Tobacco Prevention (ENSP) 5, we would
like urge you to consider the following elements in the new Austrian anti-tobacco law
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More restrictions on advertising and display of tobacco for young people is strongly
recommended in order to decrease the number of adolescent smokers as evidence shows that
smoke-free policies reduce tobacco use among youth6.
There is evidence that raising the minimum age of tobacco sale is an efficient policy measure7.
The proper enforcement of the new anti-tobacco law is essential.

In addition, based on the WHO Framework Convention on Tobacco Control guidelines8, the European
public health community strongly recommends the introduction of plain standardised packaging.
Increasing the size of warning messages enhances the effectiveness of the warning amongst both young
and adult smokers and non-smokers. In 2010, Uruguay implemented health warnings covering 80% of both
the front and back of tobacco packaging. Since then, cigarette consumption has decreased by an average
of 4.3% per year, while in its neighbouring country, Argentina, it has decreased by 0.6%. Similarly, the
prevalence of tobacco use in Uruguay has decreased by 3.3% a year; more than twice as much as
Argentina.9 Other countries like Canada10 and Australia,11 with comprehensive tobacco control strategies in
place including large pictorial health warnings, have seen significant annual decreases in youth smoking.12
As you know, Ireland became the first country in Europe to ban branded cigarette packets on 3rd March,
when the legislation to introduce standardised packaging of tobacco has passed all stages in Parliament
while both France and the United Kingdom are in the process of adopting similar legislation. Austria could
follow these examples by introducing plain packaging as this is fully in line with article 24.2 of the
revised Tobacco Products Directive (TPD): “This Directive shall not affect the right of a Member State to
maintain or introduce further requirements, applicable to all products placed on its market, in relation to the
standardisation of the packaging of tobacco products, where it is justified on grounds of public health,
taking into account the high level of protection of human health achieved through this Directive.” 13
In light of the alarming increases in smoking prevalence in Austria, strong anti-tobacco measures cannot
wait until 2018. Therefore, the European Public Health community strongly recommends the adoption
of strong anti-smoking measures as of May 2016 in line with the implementation deadline of the revised
TPD.
Yours sincerely,

Peggy Maguire
EPHA President
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