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Tobacco companies blur the lines
Reynolds American purchased Niconovum, a Swedish maker of gum and other
nicotine replacement products, two years ago. Last year, Phillip Morris bought
the rights to a new nicotine-infused aerosol technology that delivers nicotine
directly to the lungs. And British American Tobacco announced a start-up,
Nicoventures, which aims to provide an alternative to cigarettes, without the
‘real and serious health risks of smoking.’ The industry says it is engaged in
harm reduction.

‘We have been trying for some time to see [...] whether people would substitute
cigarettes for smokeless products. There are barriers and a key barrier is the
habits people have,’ says Christopher Proctor, chief scientist at British American
Tobacco. ‘There’s a whole bunch of rituals and other sensations that you don’t
necessarily get with a pure nicotine product.’ Proctor says.

‘The company has to consider how to work with governments and with
consumers to offer things which are much safer than cigarettes,’ Proctor says.
‘Cigarettes are clearly the most harmful way of using tobacco.’ But such moves
have not impressed everyone.



The tobacco industry is already marketing smokeless nicotine replacement
products. Credit: Science Photo Library

‘This is all pretty small beer for a tobacco company with their huge resources,’ argues
West. ‘Obviously they don’t want to damage their market for cigarettes,’ he says, where
the bulk of their profits come from. ‘But if there is a profit to be made out of pure
nicotine delivery systems, I imagine they’d want a bit of that market.’ His guess is that
the industry is ‘engaged in a bit of hedging.’
Like many public health experts, Glynn believes you would not see wholesale
switching to less harmful nicotine products; instead, people would continue
smoking but use other nicotine products in places where smoking is banned,
such as theatres and airplanes. ‘That would actually retard cessation by
allowing people to continue to smoke,’ Glynn concludes.

Nicotine replacement solutions do not offer as quick a hit as lit tobacco.
Cigarettes deliver nicotine quickly to the lungs as they ride on tar particles:
nicotine is quite astringent but the harmful tar component makes it easier to
inhale. Vapour products, on the other hand, do a poor job as the vapour
coalesces in the mouth, where nicotine absorption is slower. ‘You’ve got to find
a way of carrying nicotine on a particle that is going to get it into the lungs,’ says
West, but one which is not harmful. But nicotine is not the only substance of
interest.

The tobacco industry has reason to look more closely at flavourings, because
the FDA could mandate nicotine to be reduced in cigarettes to a non-addictive
level over a ten-year period, notes Glynn. Those other components of tobacco
which would help maintain dependence or sell more products would become
even more important.

‘We want to reduce the public health impact of smoking,’ Proctor says, ‘and we
would expect that the marketplace would evolve from cigarettes to a range of
other products that are a lot safer.’ He describes reservations by ‘some in the



public health community’ as ‘understandable.’ But he adds: ‘There are people in
the public health community who are quite frustrated by the lack of innovation in
the pharmaceutical products. They haven’t been hugely effective for being a
substitute for cigarette smoking. That’s partly because that wasn’t their intent,
as medical products.’

Whether tobacco companies can ever be part of the solution, trust is not in
ready supply from many people. ‘It [tobacco use] is an unequalled risk to the
health of the developing world and increasingly the developed world,’ argues
Michael Fiore of the University of Wisconsin Center for Tobacco Research and
Intervention. ‘The fact that the tobacco industry makes a product which, when
used as directed, kills people – and they have a history of lying and fraud, which
dates many decades – means they cannot be trusted and cannot be part of the
solution.’


