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Harm Reduction: A smart path for smokers

Young Pakistani smokers, especially those aged 18 to 35 and
with higher education levels, are increasingly turning to
tobacco harm reduction (THR) products such as e-cigarettes
and nicotine pouches to quit smoking. However, lack of
medical and scientific knowledge about these products—par-
ticularly among those most likely to try them—often leads to a
relapse into traditional cigarette smoking, a new study finds.
The study, conducted by the Alternative Research Initiative
(ARI) in Islamabad and Rawalpindi, surveyed 405 adult smok-
ers to assess their demographics, smoking behaviors, percep-
tions of THR products, and quit attempts. The findings reveal
clear patterns: younger adults and those with higher educa-
tion are more likely to experiment with THR products.

Each additional year of age reduces the likelihood of using THR
products by 6%, while each higher level of education increases
it by 8.7%. Employment and higher daily cigarette consump-
tion also raise the likelihood of trying these alternatives by
43.3% and 6.8%, respectively.

Yet despite these promising trends, significant gaps remain.
Knowledge about the safety and effectiveness of THR products
is limited. Many smokers do not distinguish between the risks
of combustible cigarettes and alternative nicotine products.
Misperceptions—often reinforced by misinformation from
both the tobacco control community and healthcare provid-
ers—can discourage smokers from exploring safer options.
Alarmingly, 70% of Pakistani doctors surveyed mistakenly
believe that nicotine itself causes cancer, highlighting the
urgent need for professional education and public awareness.
Pakistan faces a growing public health crisis. Every year,
tobacco claims over 160,000 lives, contributing to heart
disease, lung cancer, COPD, and other preventable illnesses.
Despite decades of awareness campaigns, taxes, and legal
restrictions, smoking remains widespread—particularly
among young adults and men in low- and middle-income
households. Traditional cessation approaches, while impor-
tant, have not fully stemmed the tide. It is time for Pakistan to
embrace a new, evidence-based strategy: tobacco harm

reduction.

Harm reduction acknowledges a simple truth: quitting
smoking entirely is extremely difficult for many adults. For
those who cannot—or will not—quit immediately, safer
alternatives can drastically reduce the damage caused by
combustible cigarettes. THR products, such as e-cigarettes,
nicotine pouches, and other nicotine replacement therapies,
eliminate exposure to the toxic smoke that drives most
tobacco-related disease. They are not risk-free, but they are far
less harmful than traditional cigarettes.

The study also highlights the role of motivation in smoking
cessation. Most respondents (50.78%) relied on willpower
alone, while (46.88%) preferred other approaches, including
THR products such as nicotine replacement therapy or
over-the-counter aids. Smokers who have attempted to
quit—even unsuccessfully—are far more likely to adopt THR
products, suggesting that exposure and education can
influence behavior. Willpower alone is rarely sufficient. Safe,
regulated access to THR products, combined with accurate
information and guidance, could provide a realistic and
potentially life-saving alternative.

Policy and regulation will be crucial. Pakistan must ensure THR
products are accessible to adult smokers while preventing
uptake among youth and non-smokers. Clear labeling, quality
standards, and targeted educational campaigns can maximize
benefits and minimize unintended risks. With careful
oversight, harm reduction can complement traditional
cessation programs rather than replace them.

The stakes are high. Every year, thousands of Pakistanis die
prematurely from smoking-related diseases. Harm reduction is
not a cure-all, but it is a practical, science-backed tool that can
save lives today. By embracing evidence-based strategies and
empowering smokers with safer choices, Pakistan can finally
make meaningful progress against its tobacco epidemic.
Quitting is hard—but making smoking safer doesn’t have to
be.
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Smokers’ corner

Ramazan and tobacco

AS we are approaching the holy month of Ramazan, tobacco
users may take it as a valuable opportunity to take a
life-changing step and quit the deadly addiction of tobacco
consumption. Research reveals alarming statistics: 5,000
smokers are hospitalised daily, and over 180,000 people die
annually in Pakistan alone due to tobacco-related diseases.
Shockingly, over 40 per cent of our adult population uses
some form of tobacco. Tobacco use, regardless of the mode of
usage, is a major cause of lung, brain and heart diseases,
besides causing 20 different types of cancers. Ramazan'’s
discipline and restraint offer a perfect chance to break free.
Millions of Muslims worldwide quit tobacco during this
month, and our countrymen should consider joining this

movement. Tobacco, without a doubt, reduces life expectancy
and life quality.

As a physician, | have witnessed the devastating impact of
tobacco-related diseases. | can only plead with all tobacco
users to quit the habit, leveraging the holy month’s discipline
and support. Withdrawal symptoms are temporary, lasting
only two to four weeks, and can be managed with willpower
and by the use of certain medications. Let us make this
Ramazan the start of a tobacco-free life.

Prof Javaid Khan

President, Pakistan Chest Society (Sindh)

Karachi

https://www.dawn.com/news/1973339, Letter to editor taken from Dawn.com
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By Doris Taylor

February is Heart Health Month—a time when the world
celebrates love and hearts.

But the most powerful act of love you can offer isn't found in
flowers, dinners, or grand gestures—it is the choice to protect
your heart from the harm from smoking.

As the co-founder and CEO of Organamet Bio, Inc., a company
dedicated to saving lives by bioengineering personalized
human hearts, and a member of Global Action’s Board of
Directors, smoking cessation is an issue close to my heart.
Every day, your heart beats more than 100,000 times to carry
you through your joys, stresses, dreams, and purpose. Heart
disease remains the leading killer of men, women, and
children worldwide, while smoking cigarettes is the leading
preventable cause of death.

Smoking directly damages your heart and blood vessels—not
just your lungs. Every cigarette sends toxins into your blood-
stream that injure the arteries. Nicotine, the addictive chemi-
cal in cigarettes and other tobacco products, forces your heart
to beat faster and harder. Long-term, inhaling the smoke from
cigarettes exposes your heart and other organs to more than
70 carcinogenic compounds. These cancer-causing agents
cause life-threatening damage long before you notice any
symptoms.

For women, the danger is even greater. A woman who smokes
faces a substantially higher risk of a heart attack than a man

who smokes. That risk rises further with hormonal birth
control.

Your heart has incredible strength. But even the strongest
engines cannot run on fumes.

Your heart’s health is one of the reasons why quitting smok-
ing is so important. And fortunately, the beneficial effects of
cessation are almost instantaneous:

. Within 20 minutes: Your heart rate begins to calm.
. Within 12 hours: More oxygen returns to your blood.
. Within 1 year: Your risk of heart attack is cut in half.

You don't have to quit alone—in fact, there are many tools
that can help you quit, including nicotine patches, lozenges,
or gum. However, these tools may not be enough for every-
one.

Tobacco harm reduction, or switching from combustible
cigarettes to alternative forms of nicotine, such as e-cigarettes
or nicotine pouches, can help reduce your long-term health
risks—including those to your heart. While these products are
not risk-free, they eliminate the most dangerous component
of cigarettes: smoke.

If you're thinking about quitting, or you have and you're
struggling, remember that breaking free of cigarettes isn’t just
a health choice: It's an act of radical self love and courage, and
a declaration that your future matters. You deserve a heart

that beats freely for the people and passions you love.
https://globalactiontoendsmoking.org/global-action-community-newsletters/

Generational smoking ban for UK edges closer to reality

Plans to create an entirely smoke-free generation have
received backing from both Houses of Parliament.

Peers approved the Tobacco and Vapes Bill at its third
reading, aiming to prevent anyone currently aged 17 or
younger from ever buying cigarettes.

Under the proposed law, shopkeepers will be prohibited
from selling tobacco, herbal smoking products, or cigarette
papers to individuals born on or after 1 January 2009. Adults
attempting to purchase vaping or nicotine products for
children will also face fines.

Ministers are set to gain new powers to control the flavours
and substances in smoking products, including vapes,
alongside regulating their packaging's appearance, size,
texture, and shape.

The Bill requires further parliamentary agreement before it
can become law.

“Smoking'’s the number-one preventable cause of death,
disability and ill health, and tobacco claims around 80,000
lives every year,” health minister Baroness Merron told the
Lords.

She said: “And whilst tobacco remains the greatest threat, this
legislation is about protecting future generations not only
from the harms of tobacco but from nicotine addiction”
Conservative shadow health minister Lord Kamall warned
that ministers were set to gain “a considerable degree of
delegated power” to decide rules governing flavouring,
advertising restrictions and the creation of vape-free places.
“We want regulations to be grounded in evidence,” he said.
“Regulations must not impose unnecessary burdens on
retailers, especially corner shops and other small retailers,

and does not impose burdens on the hospitality sector.

“And regulations must recognise concerns of former smokers
who rely on particular vape products and descriptors as part
of their pathway from smoking and not ban products that
might make smoking cessation more difficult.

“We particularly welcome the commitment to a review of this
act after a reasonable period of years — that review will
matter.”’

Lord Kamall said “a permanent and ever-widened prohibition
on tobacco sales to an increasing share of the adult popula-
tion may drive some”to buy from the black market.

Jamie Strachan, operations director at VPZ, a vaping retailer
with more than 190 shops throughout the country, said:
“Passage of the Tobacco and Vapes Bill marks an important
moment for public health policy in the UK.

“Responsible regulation is essential to protect young people
and we have long supported measures that maintain high
retail standards while ensuring adult smokers can still access
safer alternatives to combustible tobacco, however, the
continued presence of high-capacity disposable devices
designed to circumvent existing limits risks undermining
both consumer protections and responsible retailers.

“As the Government now develops the detailed regulations
that will implement the legislation, strong enforcement and
clear product standards will be critical.

“The success of the new framework will depend on strong
enforcement against non-compliant products and clear
regulatory standards that support responsible retailers.”

https://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/home-news/smoking-vap-
ing-uk-ban-government-bill-b2935278.html
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STOCKHOLM - A major new scientific review reveals that oral
nicotine pouches show all the signs of being the safest and
most effective method of helping smokers to give up deadly
cigarettes.

The comprehensive study by leading nicotine researcher Dr
Konstantinos Farsalinos finds that modern tobacco-free
nicotine pouches sit at the very bottom of a sliding scale of

Chemical Exposure Analysis

Health Risk Comparison

to cigarettes”, it finds.

The report concludes that

sufficient nicotine delivery to d
curb cravings and displace
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Nicotine pouches emerging as the safest alternative for smokers

Major Scientific Review

tives ever developed for smokers who can't or won't quit.
They deliver nicotine without combustion, without tobacco
and with dramatically lower exposure to toxic chemicals. This
is exactly what tobacco harm reduction looks like in practice”
While long-term epidemiological data on nicotine pouches is
still developing, the review draws on extensive evidence from
Swedish snus — which has not been linked to lung cancer or
significant cardiovascular disease - to support a strong
“bridging” argument for the safety
* of these tobacco-free products.
The report finds little evidence
that nicotine pouches act as a
gateway to smoking and says
healthcare professionals should
consider promoting them as
substitutes for smoking.
Dr Human said: “At a time when
millions of Europeans still smoke,
we should be accelerating access
to lower-risk alternatives, not
restricting them.
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danger based on chemical exposure. Harmful chemicals from
pouches are“largely unde-
tectable or present only at l/-.w
smokers who switch to @

nicotine pouches experience w

reductions in toxicant !

exposure comparable to

quitting smoking entirely,

combustible tobacco.

“The weight of evidence in

this new report is compelling,” said Dr Delon Human, leader of
Smoke Free Sweden and former Secretary-General of the
World Medical Association.

negligible levels compared
while benefiting from 1
“Nicotine pouches are proving to be one of the safest alterna-

“Countries like Sweden have

shown what'’s possible when
smokers are given real choices. Punitive regulation risks
locking people into cigarettes, the most dangerous form of

nicotine use.”
https://tobaccoharmreduction.net/article/safer-nicotine-pouches-smokers/

‘Swap to Stop’sees 125,000 turn to vapes to quit

New research from the National Institute of Health and Care
Research (NIHR) Policy Research Unit in Addictions at King's
College London and University College London has found that
the introduction of the Government’s Swap to Stop scheme
resulted in a significant increase in the number of people
using vapes (also known as e-cigarettes) to help quit cigarette
smoking.

The research, published in Addiction, found that approximate-
ly 125,000 people in England started using vapes to try and
quit smoking in the year following the introduction of the
Government backed initiative designed to encourage people
to quit smoking by providing free vape starter kits alongside
behavioural support.

Researchers in this study used data from the Smoking Toolkit
Study, which conducted monthly telephone interviews of
adults over 16 to identify the number of people attempting to
quit smoking and the approach they used.

An analysis of the data found that, between December 2023 -
when Swap to Stop was first introduced - and December 2024,
there was a sustained 1.5 percentage point increase in people
in England using vapes in attempts to quit smoking in the past

year.
Previous studies have shown that those using vapes were
significantly more effective than nicotine replacement therapy
in people seeking to quit smoking, with one study finding that
1in 5 participants are able to quit smoking when provided
with a combination of free vapes and support.

Dr Vera Buss, Senior Research Fellow in Behavioural Science at
University College London and the study’s first author said, “It’s
great news that around 125,000 people in England tried to
quit smoking using vapes after the swap to stop scheme was
introduced. People who use vapes are about 50% more likely
to quit smoking successfully than those who use nicotine
replacement therapy, and quitting smoking substantially
reduces the risk of many serious diseases.”

The researchers suggest that, given the success of the scheme,
policymakers in England should consider continued funding
for the programme, and other countries could consider the
option of similar models if this is possible within their national
tobacco control strategies.

https://www.kcl.ac.uk/news/gov ernent-swap-to-stop-scheme-sees-approximate-

ly-125000-more-people-using-vapes-to-try-and-quit-smoking-cigarettes

Established in 2018, ARl is an initiative aimed at filling gaps in research and advocacy on ending combustible smoking in a generation. Support-

ed by the Global Action to Ending Smoking (GA), ARI established the Pakistan Alliance for Nicotine and Tobacco Harm Reduction (PANTHR) in
2019 to promote innovative solutions for smoking cessation.

To know more about us, please visit: www.aripk.com and www.panthr.org

Follow us on www.facebook.com/ari.panthr/ | https://twitter.com/ARI_PANTHR | https://instagram.com/ari.panthr

Islamabad, Pakistan |

Email: info@aripk.com




