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The
Financial Express

30 July 2012

Law minister promises
tougher tobacco law

The Law Minister Sunday assured anti-tobacco campaigners
of plugging the loopholes in the Tobacco Control Law to make
it 'strong’ for public health's sake, reports bdnews24.com.

"I'll see how we can make it strong and updated so that none
can exploit its loopholes," Shafique Ahmed said at a
discussion meeting where tobacco victims also spoke.

The Ministry of Health and Family Welfare started amending
the 2005 Tobacco Control Law over two and a half years ago
to give it more teeth to deter people from the habit.

A study had showed more than 43 per cent Bangladeshis aged
15 and above consume tobacco in some form. Estimates
66"|'|| see how we can suggest 57,000 people die of tobacco related illness while

make it strong and nearly 300,000 suffer disabilities in Bangladesh.
But it was reported earlier that the Ministry of Finance
updated S0 th_at_ none recalled the draft when the Health Ministry was about to place
can exploit its it in the Cabinet meeting on Dec 19, 2011.

loopholes," Shafique Health Minister AFM Ruhal Haque acknowledged the fact on
Ahmed said at a May 17 at a function and said the law would be passed after

. ; ; the June budget session.
discussion meeting - _
The Law Minister, however, said he could not understand why
where tobacco it was taking time to pass the draft.

victims also Sp0ke- aa He said after the Cabinet meeting, the law would come back to
his ministry and then he would take care of strengthening it. "
assure you about it."

Speaking at the discussion, Consumers' Association of
Bangladesh's President Quazi Faruk said they were fighting a
tough battle against tobacco advocates in Bangladesh.

"It becomes very tough as we are not getting government
support.”

President of the US-based Campaign for Tobacco Free Kids
(CTFK) Matthew Myers, who is in Dhaka on a two-day visit,
said tobacco killed thousands of lives but "we all know how to
prevent (them)."
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8 June 2012

Budget draws anti-tobacco backlash

Nurul Islam Hasib The budget for 2012-13 fiscal has
sparked an intense backlash from anti-tobacco activists who
say it brings 'cheers' to the tobacco industry instead of
protecting public health. Much to their chagrin, Finance
Minister A M A Muhith ‘ignored' every quarter's request on
tobacco taxation in his proposed outlay and surprisingly did
not utter a single word on locally made hand-rolled, cheaper
bidis and smokeless tobacco.

Even more than 60 Members of Parliament (MPs) wrote to the
National Board of Revenue (NBR) for the first time this year
before the beginning of budget session with a call to slap
increased taxes on tobacco products particularly on bidis that kill
'poor and unsuspecting' people. The Minister in his budget speech
on Thursday said: "Considering the harmful effects of smoking,
we are committed to reduce the use of tobacco every year."

But he proposed only 3 percent more supplementary duty on
the cheapest brand of cigarettes and 1 percent on the other
three slabs. Economists as well as anti-tobacco activists had
demanded lifting price slabs and slapping 70 percent taxes on
all tobacco products. The supplementary duties will now be
39, 56, 59 and 61 percent from existing 36, 55, 58 and 60
percent. Without abolishing price slabs of cigarettes, the
Finance Minister proposed 10 percent price hike in all four
slabs that economists earlier argued only benefited tobacco
manufacturers. "Once again the strong demands for protecting
public health have been ignored (in the proposed budget),"
said Taifur Rahman, an expert on tobacco economics. He said
the Finance Minister's silence on bidi taxation has 'surprised’
them as economists, doctors, and MPs this year joined anti-
tobacco activists to make the Finance Minister understand the
danger backed with evidence. "Increasing price slabs by 10
percent would give industries opportunities to earn millions of
taka in additional profits." "It will raise prices of cigarettes,
but the amount will be so tiny that it'll not deter smokers," he
said, "industries have now got what they wanted.” Rahman
said no additional tax has been proposed for the smokeless
tobacco, the consumption of which is increasing by the day.
With 20 percent supplementary duty, bidis currently enjoy
lowest tax rates. Health Minister AFM Ruhal Haque in a press
conference earlier said they requested the NBR to increase the
supplementary duty on bidi to 30 percent. A doctors' platform
United Forum Against Tobacco presented the victims of
cheaper tobacco products who are mostly poor to media
before budget session began.

Economists in a study showed if government levied 70 percent
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taxes on bidis and cigarettes, it would have encouraged nearly
11 million smokers to quit, and keep 10.5 million youths
away from taking up the habit.

The study also showed the government's earnings from the
tobacco taxation would have been Tk 22.2 billion more in the
first year. On the other hand, thousands of lives would have
been saved in Bangladesh where more than 150 people are
estimated to be dying every day due to tobacco-related illness.
"But all these demands and appeals for protecting public
health have been overridden by the Finance Minister's
sympathy for the tobacco industry,” Rahman, also the
coordinator of Campaign for Tobacco Free Kids in
Bangladesh, said. He believed the need for cutting tobacco
use that kills 57,000 people in Bangladesh each year has been
‘ignored’ once again by the Ministry of Finance, which has
earlier been seen as a 'stumbling block' to reducing tobacco
harms in Bangladesh.

Health minister Ruhal Haque earlier said the draft of the
amended 2005 Tobacco Control Act has been stuck with the
Ministry of Finance. Even before that, bdnews24.com found a
letter from tobacco giant British American Tobacco to the
Finance Minister stopped the process to frame a tougher anti-
tobacco law. Study showed with 43.3 percent adults smoking
or chewing tobacco, the medical cost of the habit is twice the
revenue the government earns from the tobacco industry.

The Health Minister said they had also demanded 2 percent
'health tax' on tobacco products as the use of tobacco has
burdened the health system with over 350,000 people
sufferings from tobacco-related diseases.
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bdnews24.com In a distinctive approach, MPs have written
to the National Board of Revenue (NBR) and the Finance
Ministry with a call to slap higher taxes on tobacco products
considering the harm it inflicts on the people.

Anti-tobacco activists handed over at least 31 such letters until
Thursday to the NBR Chairman in an apparent effort to
counter pressure by the tobacco industry on the government
before the national budget. Reports have it that the industry
has also managed letters from some MPs like yesteryears
suggesting NBR not to increase taxes on tobacco particularly
on hand-roll bidis arguing that it employs poor people and
generate revenue. But anti-tobacco activists this year have
gathered convincing evidence against the argument with
several Bangladesh researches showing around 65,000
workers, far below the industry's claim of 'millions of
worker's, work in 117-bidi factories, and the real prices of
tobacco have, indeed, fallen due to faulty taxation.
Economists say if specific tax of Tk 34 per 10 cigarettes, Tk
4.95 per pack of 25 bidis were levied ending existing price
slabs, the government would earn Tk 22.2 billion more in
revenue from those products even though 10.4 million people
will have quit the habit. Thousands of lives would be saved in
Bangladesh where more than 150 people are estimated to be
dying every day due to tobacco-related illness.

"We could convince MPs this year,” Taifur Rahman,
Bangladesh Coordinator of Campaign for Tobacco Free Kids
told bdnews24.com after emerging out of the NBR office on
Thursday when a group of activists handed over 20 demi-
official (DO) letters of Ms to NBR chief. bdnews24.com saw
the list that includes the Minister for Civil Aviation and

ENewNation

MPs demand
more taxes on tobacco

Tourism Muhammad Faruk Khan and six MPs from the
reserved women seat. Faruk Khan wrote to Finance Minister
Abul Maal Abdul Muhith suggesting specific taxation of
tobacco products as demanded by economists.

In the letter citing global experiences, he said taxation played
a big role in controlling tobacco uses. Dr Mostafa Jalal
Mohiuddin, in his letter, said tobacco industries had been
making 'false' claims to keep their businesses unharmed
saying 'increasing tobacco prices will shrink employment
opportunities. In reality, he argued, only such industries
benefited from tobacco trade causing harms to all including
farmers, workers and its users. He argued in the letter that an
increase in tobacco prices through taxation will help workers
to switch from their 'miserable’ jobs in tobacco factories.
Taifur said they had written to all MPs with fact sheets and
research reports and also spoken in person before convincing
them to write letter to NBR. "Interestingly, a couple of those
MPs earlier sent letters not to tax bv idis. When we made
them understand the fact, they have written for increased
taxes." Taifur said tobacco industries managed only 10 letters
so far this year from MPs. NBR Chairman Nasiruddin Ahmed
at an international conference in March said more than 120
MPs had written to the NBR not to increase tobacco taxes
before 2011-2012 budget.

He said collective pressure from politicians and industries
stopped them increasing taxes on bidis as several MPs are
involved in the tobacco business. Bangladesh ranks 20th
among the tobacco-producing nations and the prices of
tobacco here are said to be the cheapest in the world.




Battle Over Bidi 'Myths'!

Faisal Mahmud A few months back, a significant
journalistic research work was conducted by two reporters-
Amin Al Rasheed of ABC radio and Sushanta Sinha of ATN
News. They broke the myth of the country's Bidi industry!

The research conducted throughout the country in all Bidi
producing regions found that the total number of workers in
the whole Bidi industry is no more than 65,000 completely
contrary to the popular belief that about 25 lakh workers are
actively involved with the industry. Their work is important as
there was no consistent data available about the Bidi industry
and that gap has always been utilized by the tobacco industry

« Basing on such
‘ghost data’ they
recently said that
if the government

fails to remove
discrepancy in
taxes on Bidi in
the upcoming
budget, lakh of
Bidi labour will
become jobless.»y

to create myths around the sector. The data came out from the
investigation of this duo can be termed as 'reliable’ as they had
done the whole work with a mixture of field trips and proven
scientific methods of data collection. Incidentally, a separate
research team from USA recently conducted another study on
the country's Bidi industry and found that the number of
workers in this sector is less than 85,000.

Nonetheless, their research work has been completely ignored
by some of the country's intellectuals as they still said in
different meetings, workshops and TV talk shows that more
than 20 lakh workers are actively engaged in this sector. This
somehow ruins the noble campaigns of the country's dedicated
anti tobacco campaigners as eminent personalities like
National Human Rights Commission (NHRC) chief Dr

theindependent
25 May 2012

Mizanur Rahman, Dhaka University Professor Dr Mesbah
Kamal, Dr Pias Karim of BRAC University, and
parliamentarian Hasanul Haqg Inu have started to bat for Bidi
butts! They have been repeatedly mentioning that more than
25 lakh labors are working in Bidi sector despite it is proven
that prior to that research of the two mentioned journalists
there was no actual data available to make such comment.
Basing on such 'ghost data' they recently said that if the
government fails to remove discrepancy in taxes on Bidi in
the upcoming budget, lakh of Bidi labour will become jobless.
Incidentally they were confronted with the real data by some
journalists (including this reporter) while they were making

= e R 2

such comments. Unfortunately, they, with all their intellect,
refused to acknowledge the truth. Dr Meshah Kamal said that
imposing taxes on Bidi will close down the industry and the
market will be flooded with cheap cigarette. "Already 100 of
Bidi factories have been closed down due to high taxes and
hundreds of thousands of workers including female workers
become jobless because of that", he commented.

NHRC chairman, a very well known face in the media even
said that the state should protect the interests of poor workers
engaged in bidi factories. Drawing the attention of National
Board of Revenue (NBR) chairman to the plight of bidi
workers, Dr Rahman said NBR chairman's decision to
increase taxes on bidi manufacturing should be given up in the
interest of millions of poor bidi workers. Another intellectual
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(not named in lieu of respect) even go as far as by
saying that the anti-tobacco campaigners are
working for foreign powers so that a cottage industry
like Bidi will be destroyed and the local market get
flooded with cheap foreign cigarette. Country's anti
tobacco campaigners however have vehemently
opposed this view of the intellectuals. An anti
tobacco activist who preferred to be unnamed said
that a strong pro-tobacco lobbying group are
motivating this intellectuals. "Just before the budget
session, their active pro-Bidi propaganda raises lot
of question”, said the activist.

It is to be noted that in last year, just before the
budget session more than 50 Members of Parliament
(MPs) have come out to oppose the move of raising
tax and VAT on tobacco products, especially on bidi.
Sources said that in this year, campaign of similar
sort has been planned. This year, anti tobacco
campaigners have also prepared for a battle. Sources
said that they have also bagged the support of a

Th. . b q number of lawmakers who will send letters to the
IS IS an absur NBR for raising taxes on Bidi.

allegation made againSt "In fact this is the only way to cut tobacco use-

us. Bidi has the lowest raising taxes. No matter how many awareness
campaigns against tobacco you are conducting, those

p053|b|e price and the will of no use at the end unless you have raised the
poor peop|e of rural area taxes", Taifur Rahman, coordinator of the USA
. based Campaign for Tobacco Free Kids (CTFK)

can well afford it. We said. "In fact tobacco companies want us-the anti
want it to be made costly tobacco activists to stick just with the awareness

campaigns so that they can control the policy", he
so that they are forced to added.

leave it. This doesn't _ _ o

Rahman said that, no anti-tobacco activists are
mean that we want them working for the cigarette industry. "This is an absurd
to switch to cheap allegation made against us. Bidi has the lowest
. . possible price and the poor people of rural area can
mgarettes. In reallty we well afford it. We want it to be made costly so that
are also actively Working they are forced to leave it. This doesn't mean that we
. . want them to switch to cheap cigarettes. In reality
for Increasing the taxes we are also actively working for increasing the taxes
on cheap cigarettes too on cheap cigarettes too", he said. He said that
Pakistan have successfully controlled the
consumption of Bidi by raising taxes which
significantly reduce their overall consumption of
tobacco. "If a politically imbalanced country like

them can do it, why not we can", he questioned.
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Tobacco

prices 'falling, use growing'

Dhaka,(bdnews24.com) In a startling revelation,
a report says tobacco prices have been falling
steadily since 2003 in Bangladesh due to ‘faulty’
taxation, encouraging new users.

It says the real prices have, indeed, fallen as the
different taxes were levied on different price slabs
and were never based on inflation. Increasing real
incomes have made the tobacco products
affordable, the report notes and suggests specific
cigarette tax of Tk 34 per 10 cigarettes, Tk 4.95
per pack of 25 bidis and ending existing price
slabs. "It would encourage nearly 7 million
cigarette and 3.4 million bidi smokers to quit and
keep 10.5 million youths away from taking up the
habit," Prof Abul Barkat, the lead author of The
Economics of Tobacco and Tobacco Taxation in
Bangladesh' said while revealing the report.

Prof Barkat said, "If the government adopts the
policy, it will earn Tk 15 billion more in tax
revenue from cigarettes and Tk 7.2 billion from
bidis." Thousands of lives would be saved in
Bangladesh where more than 150 people are
estimated to be dying every day due to tobacco-
related illness. He said the most effective way to
reduce tobacco use is to raise the price of tobacco
through tax increase and ensuring that the tax
increases are reflected in prices.

bdnews24.com
17 May 2012

There is an inverse relationship between tobacco
product prices and consumption. Falling cigarette and
bidi prices lead to increases in smoking while rising
prices will reduce smoking. "A 10 percent increase
in average cigarette prices in Bangladesh will lead to
an over 5 percent reduction in cigarette consumption,
while a 10 percent increase in average bidi prices will
reduce their consumption by almost 7 percent," Prof
Barkat maintained.

Also the Chairman of state-owned Janata Bank, he
warned that rising incomes could lead to significantly
more smoking in Bangladesh 'unless steps are taken
to reverse this trend’. The finds o the Bloomberg
Philanthropies-funded study came out on Thursday,
weeks before the 2012-13 fiscal budgets which will
be presented in Parliament on June 7.

As tobacco industries fight every year to block tobacco tax increase to
keep their sales intact, anti-tobacco activists and civil society members
this year raised their voice against the move. The government hiked
cigarettes prices in different slabs and supplementary duties imposed on
cigarettes vary from 36 percent to 60 in four tiers. It is only 20 percent
in bidis. The different price tiers, anti-tobacco activists say, rather
helped people to switch from costlier to cheaper ones. Prof Barkat said
in the last decade, taxes were not adjusted to inflation, and worse, not
to income. "That's why consumption soared,” he said, adding bidi
consumption has outpaced population growth.

"Cigarette use rose by 40 percent between 1997 and 2010, from 50.9
billion to almost 71.4 billion cigarettes in Bangladesh. Between 1997
and 2010, bidi use rose by 80 percent, from 43 billion to over 81 billion
bidis." As tobacco industries argue they pay Tk 73 billion in revenues,
Prof Barkat said his conservative estimates found the economic costs of
tobacco use was Tk 147.70 billion including healthcare and lost
productivity costs. "Employment in tobacco cultivation and
manufacturing constitutes only 0.5 percent of total labour force."”

Fearing a loss of revenue, the Ministry of Finance recently shot down
plans for a tougher tobacco control law. Speaking at the report
launching, Health Minister AFM Ruhal Haque hoped they would be
able to pass the law after budget session, overcoming all 'hurdles'. The
minister said the economic aspects of tobacco use would give 'new
insights' into the fight against tobacco industries. Bangladesh ranks
20th among the tobacco-producing nations and the prices of tobacco
here are said to be the cheapest in the world.
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