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1. About the Royal College of Physicians of Ireland 

The Royal College of Physicians of Ireland (RCPI) has a longstanding record of leadership in the 

area of public health policy. We have convened several policy groups comprised of Members, 

Fellows and Trainees from a range of medical specialities within RCPI; representatives from 

other medical and healthcare professions; and relevant advocacy organisations. Members of 

these groups have worked together to review the scale of a range of public health and 

healthcare-related issues in Ireland, to examine the evidence for effective interventions and 

to develop recommendations to prevent illness and to promote wellbeing amongst the public.  

As a healthcare organisation representing thousands of doctors on the frontline of our health 

services, we represent a patient-focused, independent voice in the national debate on 

addressing the harm caused by tobacco. Members of the RCPI Policy Group on Tobacco are 

doctors working in the Irish health system, many of whom treat patients with serious 

cardiovascular and respiratory diseases and cancers caused by smoking. Our doctors want to 

take action to prevent more lives being lost by reviewing the latest evidence and proposing 

practical ways to reduce smoking prevalence in Ireland. 

The RCPI Policy Group on Tobacco was established in 2014 and is chaired by Prof Des Cox, 

Consultant in Paediatric Respiratory Medicine at Children’s Health Ireland, Crumlin. From 

2020, the Policy Group on Tobacco and the Institute of Public Health (IPH) have entered a 

collaboration to increase the impact of research and advocacy in the area of tobacco use for 

both the IPH and the Royal College of Physicians of Ireland.  

This group has been a strong supporter of Tobacco Free Ireland (2013), the first policy 

document to be launched under the Healthy Ireland framework and which has set a target for 

Ireland to be tobacco free (i.e., with a smoking prevalence rate of less than 5%) by the year 

2025.  

The group has also supported the introduction of standardised packaging for tobacco products 

and legislation to ban smoking in cars with children present, among other measures. 
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2. Summary of recommendations 

Ireland is a world leader in tobacco control. Ireland was the first country in the world to 

introduce a Workplace Smoking Ban in 2004 and the first country in Europe to introduce 

legislation for standardised packaging for cigarettes.  

In 2013, the Irish government set out the goal of becoming tobacco free (reducing the national 

smoking prevalence rate to 5%) by 2025.1 Much work has been done by Government to bring 

us closer to this target and we commend these efforts. However, sustained commitment is 

needed and there is much work that remains to be done. Ireland’s tobacco control success 

story can easily change if by 2025, Ireland is significantly off this 5% target.  Notwithstanding 

the progress of actions under Tobacco Free Ireland in 20202, a focus on fiscal measures 

remains of utmost importance in reaching this target. 

The COVID-19 pandemic emphasised how important it is to strongly encourage people to quit 

smoking. There is evidence that smokers are at a higher risk of severe complications with 

COVID-19 infection, are more likely to be hospitalised, and have a more prolonged recovery 

from COVID-19 than non-smokers. 

 

Recommendations for Budget 2022 

1. Delivering on the Government target to be tobacco free by 2025, and the commitment in 

the Programme for Government3 to increase excise duty on tobacco, the Royal College of 

Physicians of Ireland recommends that the price of a packet of 20 cigarettes be increased 

to €20 by 2025. To reach this price from the current price of €14, an annual increase of  €2 

is required each year for the next three years.   

2. There should also be a proportionate increase on related products on an annual basis. 

While there has been progress in this area in recent budgets, the elimination of the price 

differential between roll your own products (RYO) and cigarettes in particular is a priority.   

 

1 https://health.gov.ie/wp-content/uploads/2014/03/TobaccoFreeIreland.pdf  

2 https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/8aaf0-tobacco-free-ireland-2020-annual-report/  

3 https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/7e05d-programme-for-government-our-shared-future/  

https://health.gov.ie/wp-content/uploads/2014/03/TobaccoFreeIreland.pdf
https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/8aaf0-tobacco-free-ireland-2020-annual-report/
https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/7e05d-programme-for-government-our-shared-future/
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3. The revenue generated from this additional tax should be ring-fenced for funding health 

services. 

4. Once again, RCPI calls for increased funding for tobacco anti-smuggling measures.  

5. Supporting the Government mission on ‘A Green New Deal’3 (outlined in the Programme 

for Government), and using the Environment Fund, a levy on tobacco products to offset 

the environmental cost of littering caused by smoking should be introduced.  

6. A further increase in funding for advertising campaigns promoting an anti-tobacco 

message. 

7. We have previously recommended that significant funding be ring-fenced for research. 

We are recommending that a research fund of approximately €500,000 over the next five 

years (indexed to the annual tax income on tobacco products) be created for the purpose 

of generating new tobacco control measures that will support the government in its move 

towards the goal of a tobacco free Ireland.  

8. Introduction of a targeted taxation regime to specifically discourage ‘vaping’ and e-

cigarettes as outlined in the Programme for Government3.  
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9. The healthcare burden of tobacco 
 

• According to the World Health Organisation (WHO), there are approximately one billion 

smokers worldwide and tobacco related diseases remain the leading causes of 

preventable deaths. 4 

• One in every two people who smoke will die from a smoking-related disease.5 Irish 

research shows that in 2013, a total of 5,950 premature deaths were attributed to 

smoking and exposure to second-hand smoke, along with over 200,000 hospital 

episodes.6 

• The economic costs to the state are significant. It is estimated that the total cost to the 

health service is over €460 million. The total estimated cost of lost productivity is over €1 

billion.6  

• Despite these serious health effects, a significant proportion of the population are current 

smokers (just under 1 in 5 people). The 2019 Healthy Ireland Survey7 found that  

• 17% of those surveyed were current smokers, with 14% smoking daily and 3% 
occasionally. 

• Prevalence of smoking declined from 23% in 2015 to 17% in 2019. 

• 46% of all who have smoked in the 12 months prior to the survey made an attempt 
to quit during that period and 25% of attempts to quit were successful. 

• 67% of those who tried to quit smoking in the 12 months prior to being surveyed 
did so due to concerns about their health.  

• Surveys conducted by the Central Statistics Office in 2020 found that many people (30.5%) 

increased their tobacco consumption during the first wave of the COVID-19 pandemic and 

accompanying lockdown, while a much smaller proportion of people  (8.6%) reduced their 

 

4 https://www.who.int/gho/tobacco/use/en/ 

5 https://ash.ie/2018/03/30/one-in-two-people-who-smokes-will-die-from-a-smoking-related-

disease/ 

6 An assessment of the economic cost of smoking in Ireland (2016). ICF International. 

7 IPSOS MRBI Healthy Ireland Survey (2019). 
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consumption.8  A subsequent survey in November 2020 found again that more people 

increased consumption than decreased consumption (27.4% of people said their 

consumption had increased, while 17.4% said their consumption was lower than pre-

COVID levels). 9 

• The COVID-19 pandemic emphasised how important it is to strongly encourage people to 

quit smoking. There is robust evidence that smokers are at a higher risk of severe 

complications with COVID-19 infection. 10 Smokers are more likely to have significant 

cardiopulmonary co-morbidities which means they are more likely to be hospitalised and 

have a more severe outcomes compared with non-smokers. 11 There is also evidence 

demonstrating that smokers have a more prolonged recovery from COVID-19 and are 

more likely to experience sequelae including neurological disability. 12. In addition, the 

very act of smoking itself involves fingers touching lips which increases the possibility of 

viral transmission. 

 

 

 

 

8 Social Impact of COVID-19 Survey April 2020 https://www.cso.ie/en/releasesandpublications/ep/p-

covid19/covid-19informationhub/socialandwellbeing/socialimpactofcovid-19survey/  

9 Social Impact of COVID-19 Survey November 2020 Well-being and Lifestyle under Level 5 

Restrictions https://www.cso.ie/en/releasesandpublications/ep/p-sic19wbl5/socialimpactofcovid-

19surveynovember2020well-beingandlifestyleunderlevel5restrictions/  

10 Vardavas CI, Nikitara K. COVID-19 and smoking: A systematic review of the evidence. Tob Induc Dis. 

2020;18:20. Published 2020 Mar 20. doi:10.18332/tid/119324 

11 Reddy RK, Charles WN, Sklavounos A, Dutt A, Seed PT, Khajuria A. The effect of smoking on COVID-

19 severity: A systematic review and meta-analysis [published online ahead of print, 2020 Aug 4]. J 

Med Virol. 2020;10.1002/jmv.26389. doi:10.1002/jmv.26389 

12 Archie, S.R., Cucullo, L., 2020. Cerebrovascular and Neurological Dysfunction under the Threat of 

COVID-19: Is There a Comorbid Role for Smoking and Vaping? International Journal of Molecular 

Sciences.. doi:10.3390/ijms2111391 

https://www.cso.ie/en/releasesandpublications/ep/p-covid19/covid-19informationhub/socialandwellbeing/socialimpactofcovid-19survey/
https://www.cso.ie/en/releasesandpublications/ep/p-covid19/covid-19informationhub/socialandwellbeing/socialimpactofcovid-19survey/
https://www.cso.ie/en/releasesandpublications/ep/p-sic19wbl5/socialimpactofcovid-19surveynovember2020well-beingandlifestyleunderlevel5restrictions/
https://www.cso.ie/en/releasesandpublications/ep/p-sic19wbl5/socialimpactofcovid-19surveynovember2020well-beingandlifestyleunderlevel5restrictions/
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10. Tobacco-Free by 2025 
 

• Tobacco control has been a major political success story for Ireland, particularly in 

relation to the ban on smoking in workplaces, which placed Ireland as a world leader 

in tobacco control, making international headlines for all the right reasons. Ireland 

was the first country in the world to introduce this Workplace Smoking Ban in 2004 

and the first country in Europe to introduce legislation for standardised packaging for 

cigarettes.  

• In 2013, the Irish government set out the goal of becoming tobacco free (reducing the 

national smoking prevalence rate to 5%) by 2025. 1 Decreases in prevalence have been 

realised; at the time Tobacco Free Ireland was published, smoking prevalence was 

22% while the most recent Healthy Ireland survey reports a smoking prevalence of 

17%.7 

• Successive increases in excise duty on tobacco products have contributed to this 

reduction, as have tobacco cessation initiatives.  

• Other legislative measures such as the ban on smoking in workplaces, introduction of 

standardised packaging and the more recent ban on smoking in cars with children 

present10 highlight the political commitment to reducing the use of this extremely 

harmful product. 

• COVID-19 significantly disrupted the tobacco control work of the Department of 

Health, the Health and Wellbeing Programme and the Health Service Executive in 

2020. However, the most recent annual report of Tobacco Free Ireland2 notes 

progress on implementation of the Tobacco Free Ireland action plan in the following 

areas 

o Continued promotion of tobacco free environments, with local initiatives 

creating tobacco free areas around playgrounds and parks, e.g. launch of the 

Not Around Us campaign in Clare.  

 

10 https://health.gov.ie/healthy-ireland/tobacco/smoking-in-cars-with-children-present/ 
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o Publication of the Health Research Board's evidence review on the potential 

health harms of electronic cigarettes and heated tobacco products.  

o Launch of a new QUIT marketing campaign, The Last Stop, by the HSE Tobacco 

Free Ireland Programme and HSE national communications.  

o Completion of 7,534 inspections by the Environmental Health Service, with a 

compliance rate of 86.7%. 

o The inclusion of information on the dangers of tobacco use in Healthy Choices 

1, the first substance misuse module of the Junior Cycle SPHE resource, aimed 

at first year students.  

o  Increase in price and minimum excise duty on tobacco products for Budget 

2021.  

• Such progress is to be welcomed. However sustained attention and commitment to 

tobacco control, is required to reach the 5% target by 2025. Fiscal measures continue 

to be of importance in Ireland’s success story in tobacco control.  
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11. Recommendations for budget 2022 
 

To reduce the prevalence of smoking, its associated health effects, and the economic costs to 

the state, we recommend the following measures for inclusion in Budget 2022. 

1.1. Excise duty  

Delivering on the Government target to be tobacco free by 2025, and the commitment in 

the Programme for Government to increase excise duty on tobacco, the Royal College of 

Physicians of Ireland recommends that the price of a packet of 20 cigarettes be increased 

to €20 by 2025. To reach this price from the current price of €14, an annual increase of  €2 

is required each year for the next three years.   

There should also be a proportionate increase on related products on an annual basis. 

While there has been progress in this area in recent budgets, the elimination of the price 

differential between roll your own products (RYO) and cigarettes in particular is a 

priority.   

The revenue generated from this additional tax should be ring-fenced for funding health 

services managing tobacco related diseases. 

Once again, RCPI calls for increased funding for tobacco anti-smuggling measures to 

ensure the excise duty increases have the desired effect 

 

• The Programme for Government – Our Shared Future3 includes an action to increase the 

excise duty on tobacco in the years ahead. This is aligned with the Tobacco Free Ireland 

commitment to reducing smoking prevalence to 5% by 2025.  

• While there have been increases in excise duties in recent budgets, further increases are 

needed to reach this target.   

• RCPI continues to support the view expressed in Tobacco Free Ireland that the excise 

duty charged on both manufactured cigarettes and roll your own (RYO) tobacco should 

be increased in each budget. RYO tobacco contains just as many toxins as manufactured 

cigarettes and there is no reason why less tax should be placed on RYO tobacco . 

Evidence shows that, just like manufactured cigarettes, increases in the price of RYO 

cigarettes leads to decreases in consumption rates. In Ireland, we have seen a significant 
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increase in the use of RYO tobacco since 2008.13 14While there has been progress in this 

in recent budgets, there should be a complete elimination of the price differential in 

order to reduce the overall prevalence of smoking in Ireland. 

1.2. Environmental levy on all tobacco products 

Supporting the Government mission on ‘A Green New Deal’, and using the Environment 

Fund, we recommend introduction of a levy on tobacco products to offset the 

environmental cost of littering caused by smoking.  

• Environmental sustainability and green policies are of increasing importance in Ireland and 

globally. The Programme for Government– Our Shared Future3, under its mission for ‘A 

Green New Deal’ references introduction of new levies through expansion of the 

Environment Fund. A levy for littering caused by smoking could be introduced as part of 

this measure. 

• Cigarette butts are the most commonly discarded piece of waste globally and pose a 

serious litter and toxic waste disposal problem. Globally, cigarette butts have consistently 

comprised 30–40% of all items picked up in annual international coastal and urban clean-

ups.15 

• The World Health Organisation has said that the environmental impacts of cigarettes 

cause extensive harms to the environment across the lifecycle of tobacco, from 

production to cultivation farming, to manufacturing, transport and through to consumer 

waste. 16 The WHO recommends action on the environmental impact of tobacco including 

“Adopt and implement Extended Producer Responsibility regulations requiring tobacco 

producers to finance independently established and managed stewardship organizations 

to prevent, reduce and mitigate tobacco product waste, as well as other life cycle stages 

of tobacco, where possible”. 

 

13 http://www.tobaccoinduceddiseases.org/The-growth-of-Roll-Your-Own-RYO-cigarettes-in-Ireland-
exploring-the-experiences-of,84126,0,2.html 

14 https://www.hse.ie/eng/about/who/tobaccocontrol/research/ryo-report-2017-key-patterns-and-

trends.pdf 

15 https://truthinitiative.org/research-resources/harmful-effects-tobacco/tobacco-and-environment  

16 https://apps.who.int/iris/bitstream/handle/10665/255574/9789241512497-eng.pdf 

http://www.tobaccoinduceddiseases.org/The-growth-of-Roll-Your-Own-RYO-cigarettes-in-Ireland-exploring-the-experiences-of,84126,0,2.html
http://www.tobaccoinduceddiseases.org/The-growth-of-Roll-Your-Own-RYO-cigarettes-in-Ireland-exploring-the-experiences-of,84126,0,2.html
https://www.hse.ie/eng/about/who/tobaccocontrol/research/ryo-report-2017-key-patterns-and-trends.pdf
https://www.hse.ie/eng/about/who/tobaccocontrol/research/ryo-report-2017-key-patterns-and-trends.pdf
https://truthinitiative.org/research-resources/harmful-effects-tobacco/tobacco-and-environment
https://apps.who.int/iris/bitstream/handle/10665/255574/9789241512497-eng.pdf
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• In Ireland, cigarette-related litter constituted the highest percentage (54.1 %) of litter 

pollution in 2013 while the cost to the state of responding to cigarette litter in Ireland is 

estimated to be around €69 million. 17 

• Tobacco manufacturers should be made financially responsible for cleaning up and safely 

disposing of tobacco product waste. 

 

1.3. Anti- tobacco advertising campaigns and cessation services 

We recommend a further increase in funding for advertising campaigns promoting an 

anti-tobacco message.  

• Multiple studies have demonstrated the positive impact of anti-tobacco advertising 

campaigns on getting people to quit smoking. 18 19 20  

• Mass media campaigns are cost effective, result in more adults quitting smoking and 

lead to significant decreases in health-care related costs due to smoking related 

illnesses. 

• The QUIT campaign in Ireland has been very successful in promoting and advertising 

the dangers of tobacco smoking. In 2020 there was a 20% increase was seen in the 

number people signing up for online support to quit and a 24% increase in visits to 

Quit.ie.2 Details of campaign activity included: 

o  290,857 visits to Quit.ie 

o  197,481 unique visitors to Quit.ie 

 

17 An assessment of the economic cost of smoking in Ireland (2016). ICF International. 

18 Wakefield MA, Durkin S, Spittal MJ, et al. Impact of tobacco control policies and mass media 

campaigns on monthly adult smoking prevalence. Am J Public Health. 2008; 98(8):1443–1450 

19 National Cancer Institute. The role of the media in promoting and reducing tobacco use. Tobacco 

Control Monograph No 19 (NIH Pub No 07-6242). Bethesda, MD: U.S. Department of Health and 

Human Services, National Institutes of Health, National Cancer Institute; 2008. 

20 Wakefield MA, Loken B, Hornik RC. Use of mass media campaigns to change health behaviour. 

Lancet. 2010 published online October 7. 10.1016/S0140-6736(10)60809-4 
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o  7,755 activated Quit plans 

o 4,236 calls to Quitline Service 

o 2,768 leads generated through Facebook 

• The high impact national media campaigns created by QUIT.ie need to be supported 

and sustained moving forward. €1.7 million was invested in the QUIT campaign in 

2020. This was a decrease from €1.8 million invested the previous year.2 This figure 

needs to be increased if we are to reach the goal of a Tobacco Free Ireland by 2025.  

• We also recommend increased investment in tobacco cessation programmes that 

have been proven to work- for example the HSEs tobacco cessation programme. 17 

• Increased taxation on tobacco products should result in increased revenue for 

public health programmes and advertising campaigns to assist in tobacco control. 

The increased funding to tobacco cessation services and advertising campaigns will 

result in better health outcomes for people who decide to quit smoking. This will 

lead to dramatic savings and decrease the significant burden of tobacco related 

diseases on our healthcare system.  

1.4. Ring-fenced funding for research 

We have previously recommended that significant funding be ring-fenced for research. 

We are recommending that a research fund of approximately €500,000 over the next 

five years (indexed to the annual tax income on tobacco products) be created for the 

purpose of generating new tobacco control measures that will support the government 

in its move towards the goal of a tobacco free Ireland.  

• In Ireland, there is a long history of strong anti-tobacco legislative measures being 

introduced by successive governments and Ireland leads the way in tobacco control 

in many respects.  

• However, there is no ring-fenced funding for research into tobacco control research 

in Ireland despite tobacco being the leading cause of preventable deaths nationally.  

 

17 https://www.hse.ie/eng/about/who/tobaccocontrol/cessation/ 
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• The prevalence of tobacco smoking is decreasing over time due to increased taxation 

on tobacco products and strict legislative measures.  

• As prevalence reduces, the incremental challenge in effecting further reductions 

increases as many of the big policy levers have been deployed. 

• We will need to get smarter in our response and new knowledge through research will 

be instrumental. Therefore, further research is needed into how we can decrease our 

prevalence further and to better inform government policy going forward.  

• Although tobacco control measures in Ireland have been extremely successful to 

date, challenges remain if Ireland is to continue to be a world leader on tobacco 

control.  

• The trends of tobacco smoking are changing worldwide, and more research is needed 

to study which evidence-based strategies to reduce tobacco smoking will work best 

in Ireland.  

• Innovative approaches may be needed to reach the 5% target for smoking prevalence 

and must be underpinned by research.  

• We are recommending that a research fund of approximately €500,000 over the next 

five years be created for the purpose of generating new tobacco control measures 

that will support the government in its move towards the goal of a tobacco free 

Ireland.  

• We recommend that this fund be co-ordinated through the Health Research Board 

(HRB) and be designated specifically for researchers in the area of tobacco control. 
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1.5. Taxation on nicotine inhaled products 

We recommend introduction of a targeted taxation regime to specifically discourage 

‘vaping’ and e-cigarettes as outlined in the Programme for Government  

 

• The HRB review on e- cigarettes, published in October 2020, found that e-cigarettes 

are no more effective than approved and regulated nicotine replacement therapies 

(NRTs) to help people stop smoking. The review also found that adolescents who used 

e-cigarettes where three to five times more likely to start smoking tobacco cigarettes 

than those who never smoked e-cigarettes. 21 

• E-cigarettes are not harmless and long-term health effects beyond 24 months are not 

researched. The review found that acute effects of e-cigarettes included poisonings, 

burns, blast injuries, lung injury and asthmatic attacks. It also found that chemicals in 

e-cigarettes may cause tissue and cell damage and some are agents that may cause 

cancer in the long-term.  

• The Programme for Government included introduction of a “targeted taxation regime 

to specifically discourage ‘vaping’ and e-cigarettes” and should be introduced without 

delay.   

 

21 https://www.hrb.ie/publications/publication/electronic-cigarette-and-smoking-cessation-an-

evidence-review/returnPage/1/  

https://www.hrb.ie/publications/publication/electronic-cigarette-and-smoking-cessation-an-evidence-review/returnPage/1/
https://www.hrb.ie/publications/publication/electronic-cigarette-and-smoking-cessation-an-evidence-review/returnPage/1/
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