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QUITTING – THE WAY FORWARD – AN EVENING DINNER DEBATE  
ORGANISED BY MS MARIAN HARKIN (MEP)  

MONDAY 29 NOVEMBER 2010, 19:00HRS 

EUROPEAN PARLIAMENT 
 

SPEECH 

Madame Harkin,  

Ladies and Gentlemen, 

I am delighted to be here with you tonight and would like 

to thank Madame Harkin for bringing us together to 

discuss how we can assist our citizens to stop smoking. 

In the 1930s, German scientists showed that cigarette 

smoking caused lung cancer.  

In 1938, a study by a John Hopkins University scientist 

showed a negative correlation between smoking and 

lifespan.  

In 1950, five studies further proved that smoking was 

associated with causing lung cancer.   

Despite all this, more than half century later, almost one 

in every three Europeans are still smoking.    

Haven't they got the message?  
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Some of them did. According to a recent survey, three out 

of ten smokers in the EU have tried to stop in the past 12 

months.  

And almost half of these have tried to quit more than once 

in a year's time.    

Many of those who have managed to stop smoking say 

that advice from a health professional was of great help. 1 

in 5 say they managed because of the use of a cessation 

aid such as nicotine replacement medications.  

So what motivates smokers to stop?   

Again, our recent survey shows that health concerns is 

the main driver for almost three quarters of smokers who 

want to quit. 

Many also stress the influence of their family, partner or 

friends.   

The advice of a doctor or other health professionals, 

society’s disapproval of smoking and smoking restrictions 

in public places are all additional motivating factors that 

lead smokers to consider stopping.  

What conclusions can we draw?  
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First, as personal health is the main driver for quitting, we 

must find better ways to communicate to citizens what 

smoking does to their health.  

And because the opinion of friends, partner and society 

matters, we must ensure that we reach out to all our 

citizens – not just the smokers. 

There are many ways to communicate the health dangers 

of smoking.  Campaigns are one of them. Clear and large 

health warnings on tobacco packs are another. 

The European Commission is supporting Member States 

on both. The Commission has created and funded a 

Europe wide anti-smoking campaign called "HELP – for a 

life without tobacco".  We are focusing this campaign in 

particular on young people. 

The Commission has also developed picture health 

warnings for cigarette packs. And, as you know, health 

warnings such as "tobacco kills" are compulsory in all 

tobacco packs under the tobacco products directive.  

Second, we need to work closely together with health 

professionals to boost their role as advisers in quitting to 

smoke and as role models. They have the opportunity to 

speak to smokers one-to-one on the health risks of 
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smoking and the benefits of stopping. They can provide 

independent advice on different therapies. 

Third, we need to continue working with Member States 

to encourage them to transform their "Smoke free 

commitments" into smoke free laws.  

As our survey has shown, society’s disapproval of 

smoking and smoking restrictions in public places are a 

key reason behind smokers' attempts to quit. 

I therefore encourage all Member States to live up to the 

Council recommendations on Smoke Free Europe they 

have signed up to – and to protect citizens from exposure 

to tobacco smoke in indoor workplaces and public places. 

I know this is not the best way to increase Health 

Ministers' popularity. But I believe it is worth the effort. 

I have been speaking about what motivates smokers to 

stop and how we can help them.  But this is not the only 

question. 

We need to focus on what makes people smoke in the 
first place. 

People start smoking because they are led to believe that 

smoking is cool; it is attractive; glamorous even. 
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People continue smoking because tobacco is addictive – 

and anyone who has tried to quit smoking knows this.  

And people die out of smoking because tobacco is highly 

toxic.  

For too long, tobacco products were dealt with as any 

other product on a supermarket shelf.  

But tobacco is not a product like any other. Tobacco is a 

highly addictive product that kills its users.  

And this is the reason why I believe we need to use all the 

instruments at our disposal to make tobacco less 

appealing, in particular to young people. So that people 

do not start smoking in the first place. 

As you know, the European Commission is currently 

considering the revision of the existing Tobacco Products 

Directive.  

In this context, we are looking at a number of options on 

how to make tobacco products less enticing and to cover 

the whole range of nicotine products on the market.  

I was shocked when I learned that, on average, 1 in 5 of 

Europe's 15 years old smoke.  In a couple of Member 

States it is as bad as 1 in 3!  
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And indeed there is a market of tobacco products out 

there to attract our children and teenagers: I have seen 

vanilla flavoured cigarettes and pink cigarette packs. 

Do we really want to watch and do nothing while children 

and young people smoke away their health and their 

future?  

The adoption last week of guidelines under the 

Framework Convention for Tobacco Control on tobacco 

regulation and smoking cessation are a step in the right 

direction. 

The recent adoption of national laws banning smoking in 

public places is also very encouraging. 

 

Ladies and Gentlemen, 

We are on the right track, but there is a long way to go.  

We must continue to do all we can to make smoking a 

thing of the past. 

More than 110 million smokers in the EU could benefit 

from help today.  
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I hope that by working together to help smokers quit; to 

help Member States in meeting their commitment for 

smoke free environments; and to help create the 

conditions that deter people from smoking in the first 

place; we will be helping to prevent illness, suffering and 

loss of life in the future. 

I wish you all a fruitful debate. 

Thank you. 
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