
Bhutan joins the global community 
to mark World No Tobacco 
Day (WNTD), highlighting the 

health and other risks associated 
with tobacco use, and advocating for 
effective policies to reduce tobacco 
consumption. It is a great pleasure 
for me to be part of this year’s World 
No Tobacco Day observation. The 
focus of 2020 World No Tobacco Day 
is “Protecting youth from industry 
manipulation and preventing them 
from tobacco and nicotine use”.

Tobacco use continues to be the leading cause of preventable non-
communicable disease, deaths and disability affecting people in the most 
productive years of their lives. Tobacco kills more than 8 million people 
globally every year of which more than 7 million of these deaths are from 
direct tobacco use and around 1.2 million are due to second-hand smoke.
Initiation of tobacco use during childhood and adolescence is strongly 
associated with persistent tobacco use in adulthood. It is therefore extremely 
critical from a public health and well-being perspective to prevent tobacco 
use initiation among children and youth and to provide adequate tobacco 
cessation services to those who are addicted to tobacco. After nearly one 
and a half decade since Bhutan ratified the World Health Organization’s 
Framework Convention on Tobacco Control (WHO FCTC) on 23rd August 2004 
and almost a decade since the country completely prohibited cultivation, 
harvesting, manufacture, supply, distribution and sale of tobacco products 
through the Tobacco Control Act of Bhutan 2010, the tobacco use prevalence 
among youth remains high across the country. Bhutan has been consistently 
monitoring the prevalence of tobacco use among youth at regular intervals 
over the last two decades.
This year Bhutan conducted its 5th Global Youth Tobacco Survey (13-15 
year students). Information generated from these surveys is critical for 
assessing Bhutan’s progress towards tobacco control among youth. The 
trend analysis depicts that, despite strong laws, tobacco use remains high 
in Bhutan and youth start using tobacco at a very young age. Susceptibility 
of youth to tobacco use continues to remain a serious concern in Bhutan. 
Findings from these surveys reveal that more than one out of five students 
(22.2%) currently use tobacco products (2019). The prevalence of current 
cigarette smoking was 14.7%. 12.5% students currently consume smokeless 
tobacco products.
Although Bhutan is not a tobacco cultivator or producer, supply-side 
tobacco control issues very much come into play; illicit tobacco products 
are available and accessible to youth. Despite complete ban on sales of 
tobacco products, the percentage of current tobacco users who actually 
bought cigarettes or other tobacco products from within Bhutan was as 
high as 85.0%. Therefore the Ministry of Health along with our partners are 
currently accessing and carrying out National Interest Analysis for Ratification 
of the WHO FCTC Protocol to Eliminate Illicit Trade in tobacco products.
Currently, we are also facing a devastating global pandemic caused by 
a virus that – in just five months – has been responsible for more than 
5.8 million confirmed cases and over 360,000 deaths. Existing evidence 
suggests that the severity of COVID-19 disease is higher among smokers. 
Smoking weakens lung function, making it more difficult for the body to 
fight off respiratory disease due to the new coronavirus. Tobacco users 
have a higher risk of being infected with the virus through the mouth while 
smoking cigarettes or using other tobacco products. We have witnessed that 
COVID-19 fatalities are higher among people with pre-existing conditions 
including non-communicable diseases such as cardiovascular and chronic 
respiratory conditions, cancer, and diabetes. And we know that tobacco 
use is the main common risk factor linked to all of these diseases.
During this pandemic, we would like to remind our stakeholders that there 
has never been a more appropriate time to support our efforts to prevent 
early tobacco use and support people who are willing to quit tobacco 
use. In addition there is growing evidence suggesting that the severity of 
COVID-19 disease is higher among smokers. Smoking weakens lung function, 
making it more difficult for the body to fight off respiratory disease due to 
the new coronavirus. We also need to protect, to the extent possible, the 
advances we have made in tobacco control, even in difficult times such as 
these. We can’t wait for the industries to change; so our new strategies 
going forward should be:
• Empowering our people to make the right choices through advocacy 

and awareness and encouraging our stakeholders to play a critical role 

in coming up with targeted interventions
• Creating enabling environment instead of stringent measures, through 

collaboration and coordination to prevent tobacco related mortalities
I would like to reiterate my support to our frontline workers and to extend 
my personal gratitude to all indispensable personnel around the country 
for putting their own lives at risk to provide for the basic needs of their 
communities. We are all in this together, and if our actions are unified, we 
will get through this crisis.
Therefore, in maintaining Bhutan a tobacco free nation, we are determined 
to promote tobacco control measures based on current and relevant 
scientific, technical and economic considerations to protect the present 
and future generations from the devastating consequences of  tobacco 
use on health, social and environment and economy.
Lastly, quitting smoking has immediate as well as long-term benefits for 
you and your loved ones.
Make this the year you or someone close to you quits smoking.
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