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Comments of the Health 21 Hungarian Foundation (Egészségünkért a XXI. 
Században Alapítvány) to the Green Paper entitled “Towards a Europe Free 

from Tobacco Smoke: Policy Options at EU Level” 
 
Introductory remarks 
 
The Health 21 Hungarian Foundation (Egészségünkért a XXI. Században 
Alapítvány) welcomes the elaboration of the Green Paper entitled “Towards a Europe 
Free from Tobacco Smoke: Policy Options at EU Level” and also the opportunity to 
comment on it. 
 
The elaboration of this paper and the making of further steps to provide European 
citizens adequate protection from the harmful effects of passive smoking is very 
timely. First, it recognises the experience of countries which have already enacted 
smoke-free laws. Since March 2004, when the first European country, Ireland has 
introduced a complete smoking ban at all workplaces many European countries 
followed suit in enacting new smoke-free legislations. The up to three years’ 
experience gathered by these countries indicate that smoking bans work, they are 
able to provide healthier working environment and conditions to employers, they 
have got positive health impact, they do not harm businesses and their public support 
increases over time. Second, this year’s WHO World No Tobacco Day focuses on 
smoke-free environments, which could also help in raising awarenness on the 
importance of preventing passive smoking. 
 
Hungary is far from being a leader in tobacco control among European states; it only 
ranks 15th on the 28 country list of European states compiled based on the strength 
of their overall tobacco control efforts.1 At the same time, Hungarians are among the 
heaviest smokers in Europe, with overall daily smoking prevalence of 33% (2006).2 It 
is also and unfortunately a world leader if morbidity and mortality from lung cancer.  
 
Sadly, consecutive Hungarian governments have not taken proper initiatives to curb 
the tobacco epidemic. When contemplating tobacco-related regulations or legislation, 
economic and financial or even political aspects have always been more intensely 
taken into consideration than health. Tobacco companies, which entered the 
Hungarian market in early 1990s have been offered huge tax discounts; in spite of 
this three out of four companies which entered the Hungarian market left and closed 
their production facilities by late 2004.  
 
A EU-level regulation on smoke-free environments would expectably help the future 
development of national tobacco control policies, especially in countries with weaker 
smoke-free regulations, such as Hungary. 
 
Should the Commission propose a total ban or a ban with exemptions? 
 
The Commission should propose a total ban of smoking in all workplaces and public 
places. Making exemptions would mean that some employers get protection from 
passive smoking, while others do not. Discrimination based on occupation and post 
would be incompatible with constitutions in many countries. 
 
The Hungarian Constitution recognises the right of all Hungarians to a healthy 
environment and to the highest achievable level of health. The actual Hungarian 

                                                 
1http://tobaccocontrol.bmj.com/cgi/content/full/15/3/247/T4  
2http://www.ode.hu/ode/pdf/ODE%20dohanyzasmonitor%202006.pdf  

http://tobaccocontrol.bmj.com/cgi/content/full/15/3/247/T4
http://www.ode.hu/ode/pdf/ODE dohanyzasmonitor 2006.pdf
http://www.ode.hu/ode/pdf/ODE dohanyzasmonitor 2006.pdf


Comments on the Green Paper – Health 21 Hungarian Foundation 

2 

smoke-free regulations discriminate based on occupation, which is clearly 
unconstitutional.  
 
Also, smoke-free regulations work as public health interventions: many countries’ 
experience indicate that less opportunities for smoking means less tobacco products 
consumed. Comprehensive tobacco control policies, comprising of many 
interventions, are the most effective, but if cost-efficiency is concerned, legal and 
regulatory means – such as smoking bans – provide the best returns in form of better 
health for the investment. 
 
Which policy instrument should the Commission propose? 
 
The Commission should propose a regulatory mechanism for the protection of 
European citizens from passive smoking which is mandatory for all Members States. 
We think the development of a directive is necessary. This can be done by enacting 
a new, separate directive on public and workplace smoking, but it can also be 
ensured by amending existent directives, such as the Framework Directive on 
Workplace Safety and Health 89/391/EC or the Dangerous Substances Directive 
67/548/EEC as mentioned in the V.5. para of the Green Paper.  
 
Hungary has never taken into consideration any recommendations related to tobacco 
use, let that be of the WHO or the EC. Only directives are transposed – even those 
with some reluctance. Let not forget the delayed introduction of the 2003/33 
advertising directive, which has only been transposed into the national law in late 
2006, after the European Commission sent a “reasoned opinion” to Hungary.3 
 
For the Hungarian tobacco control community, a binding EU-level regulation of 
smoking in public would be the most helpful. Having that in place it would be easier 
to advocate for stronger national legislation. 
 
Are there any quantitative or qualitative data on the health, social and 
economic impact of smoke-free policies which should be taken into account? 
 
Classification tobacco smoke a class A carcinogen would provide the necessary 
scientific impetus for creating a European-wide regulation to prevent involuntary 
inhalation of tobacco smoke. In 2005, the California Environmental Protection 
Agency produced a vast report of the available background information necessary for 
identification of tobacco smoke as a toxic air contaminant.4 The European 
Commission should make efforts to achieve the same at EU level and to use this 
argument as a reason for developing a directive to prevent European citizens from 
passive smoking.  
 
In November 2006 a detailed economic analysis of social costs related to smoking in 
Hungary has been performed. According to this study the impact of smoking on the 
Hungarian society is huge. In 2004 22,200-22,900 deaths (19,900-20,600 men and 
2,300 women) were caused by smoking, these represent 17.1-17.7% of all deaths 
occuring in those aged 35+. In men, however, 30-31% of all deaths are caused by 
smoking. 
 

                                                 
3http://europa.eu/rapid/pressReleasesAction.do?reference=IP/06/435&format=HTML&aged=0
&language=EN&guiLanguage=en and 
http://europa.eu/rapid/pressReleasesAction.do?reference=IP/06/1374&format=HTML&aged=
1&language=EN&guiLanguage=en  
4http://www.arb.ca.gov/regact/ets2006/ets2006.htm  
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Further comments and suggestions 
 
The European Commission’s actual international tobacco control initiative, the HELP 
campaign is an important tool for raising awareness on tobacco and keeping tobacco 
control high on national political agendas. HELP campaign-related activities in 
Hungary have been found very helpful in mobilizing local communities for 
participating in more and visible community actions which aim at controlling tobacco 
use. The Commission should continue funding international campaigns after the end 
of the HELP campaign in 2008.  
 
The Commission should also find the necessary mechanisms – financial and 
administrative – to continue working with European and national tobacco control 
networks and coalitions. These could enhance the local impact of European-level 
tobacco control efforts. Also, funding tobacco control research, with special regard to 
policy research is very important. This can be done at regional or European level and 
might be very useful in comparing achievements of different EU countries and 
resulting in recommendations on how to best transpose successful national policies – 
such as smoke-free laws – from one country to another taking into consideration 
local needs and possibilities. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Dr Tibor Szilágyi 
 
Érd, Hungary 
 
4 May 2007 
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