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9.

Ignores the harmful effects of a vaping flavour ban on adults

The Netherlands still has a real adult smoking problem. Adult smoking prevalence is 22.4% (3 million
adults age 18 and over), peaking at 32% in the 18-24 young adult age group. Smoking rates are
significantly higher among people with lower or middle levels of education than those with higher
education. 1 In contrast, 3.1% of Dutch adults sometimes used e-cigarettes.2 By contrast, in the United
States, cigarette use in the 18-24 age group is 8%, and any combustible tobacco use is 11.2%, about onethird the level of the Netherlands. However, e-cigarette use in this age group is 9.3%.3 However, the
government appears determined to discourage switching from smoking to vaping even though this is an
effective strategy to reduce smoking.
The evidence strongly supports vaping as a pathway to quitting smoking. The evidence comes from
multiple sources, each with its own strengths and weaknesses, but taken together make a strong case –
and stronger than the conventional smoking cessation treatments. British smoking cessation expert,
Professor Robert West, summarised the state of evidence in a 2019 presentation. 4 The slide from
Professor West’s presentation above summarises his view of the evidence, and a link to the full
presentation is provided at the footnote.

The following provides an overview of studies that support the evidence framework articulated in
Professor West’s presentation.
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•

Randomised controlled trials. Several recent trials show positive results.5 6 The most substantial
clinical trial to date showed e-cigarettes with approximately twice the smoking cessation efficacy of
NRT.7. There is an accumulating evidence base: the Cochrane Review now recognises evidence of
efficacy, albeit somewhat qualified by the small number of studies. 8

•

Observational data. There is evidence that smokers who use e-cigarettes are more likely to quit
smoking than those who do not.9 10

•

Population trends. There is evidence that as the prevalence of e-cigarette use increases in a
population, smoking cessation activity also increases.11 12 13 14

•

Modelling studies. Modelling studies based on the experience so far show very substantial public
health potential even when parameterised with sceptical assumptions.15 16

The testimony of users really matters. Millions of former smokers will testify that e-cigarettes –
especially in non-tobacco flavours – were important in assisting their efforts to stop. Collections of
testimonials provide compelling evidence of smoking cessation success stories.17 Though this type of
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evidence is often dismissed as ‘anecdote’, no-one trying to understand the impact of vaping on health
would ignore user experience.18 A detective would not ignore witnesses’ testimony but include it in
building a case drawing on multiple strands of evidence (forensic, phone records, identification, financial
records, witnesses, etc.)
Strong evidence that flavours play an important role in adult smoking cessation. Further, it is clear that
adults make extensive use of non-tobacco flavours, including fruit and candy, even though these may be
considered childish, or even ‘kid-appealing’. One study found 68% of American adult e-cigarette users
had used non-tobacco flavours in the past 30 days. Of these, 45% had used fruit, 44% menthol or mint,
and 26 per cent candy, chocolate or other sweet flavour.19 Russell and colleagues conducted a large
survey of US users: 20 The data show extensive and increasing use of non-tobacco flavours in the United
States. See the chart showing high preferences for flavours among adults (authors’ annotations in red):

The adult behavioural and supply-side response to a flavour ban is difficult to predict. Still, the
government did not attempt to estimate these effects in the justification for the flavour ban. There is
some evidence suggesting that the availability of non-tobacco flavours helps some adult smokers
transition completely away from smoking.21 In Section 7 above, we set out a range of possible
behavioural responses to a flavour ban, some of which increase harm. However, given that smoking is
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far more harmful than vaping, the impact of only a small uptick in smoking would overwhelm any
conceivable benefits from reductions in vaping.
Dutch vapers are trying to use vaping for harm reduction, but the government seems determined to
obstruct them. In 2018, the Supplementary module of the Lifestyle Monitor asked about the user
motives of Dutch e-cigarette users (multiple answers were possible):22
•

44.2% wanted to quit smoking tobacco cigarettes.

•

29.3% wanted to smoke fewer tobacco cigarettes.

•

21.3% cited the lower cost of e-cigarettes as a motive.

•

16.6% cited convenience, no ashes or less fire hazard.

•

14.4% said they liked e-cigarettes better than regular tobacco products

All of these are good reasons to use e-cigarettes. The government should not be putting itself in the way
by obstructing the uptake and continuation of vaping as an alternative to smoking.
There is economic evidence that e-cigarettes function as an alternative to cigarettes, not as a
complement. Economic data suggest that when policies are used to make e-cigarettes less attractive,
then smoking increases. For example, studies of the effects of e-cigarette tax increases suggest tax
increases cause e-cigarette consumption to fall and cigarette consumption to rise for adults23
We find that higher e-cigarette tax rates increase traditional cigarette use and reduce ecigarette use. Cross-tax effects imply that the products are economic substitutes.
Though a flavour ban is not the same as a tax increase, both have the effect of making e-cigarettes less
attractive to the user—both taxes and a flavour ban risk triggering a substitution effect, causing an
increase in cigarette use. Policy analysis in this field suggests that the welfare costs of activating such
substitution pathways via misguided policies could be high.24
It is beyond reasonable doubt that e-cigarettes effectively help people stop smoking, and the reason is
obvious. As well as all the evidence discussed above, there is also a case grounded in common sense.
Vaping replaces more of the experience of smoking (effective delivery of nicotine in a similar way to
smoking, throat sensation, flavour, hand-to-mouth movement, behavioural ritual and cultural or identity
aspects) – but at a much lower risk to health. The underlying public health model is different from
conventional smoking cessation treatments. With nicotine replacement therapy or prescription

22

Trimbos Institute in collaboration with CBS and RIVM. LSM-A Resources / Lifestyle Monitor. 2018. Cited at reference 17 in
Netherlands Expertise Centre for Tobacco Control. Elektronische sigaretten (e-sigaretten). Trimbos-instituut 2020 [link]

23

Pesko MF, Courtemanche CJ, Maclean JC. The effects of traditional cigarette and e-cigarette tax rates on adult tobacco
product use. J Risk Uncertain 2020;60(3):229–258. [link]

24

Kenkel DS, Peng S, Pesko MF, Wang H. Mostly harmless regulation? Electronic cigarettes, public policy, and consumer
welfare. Health Econ [Internet] 2020 [cited 2021 Jan 23];29(11):1364–1377. [link]

Public submission – Regulation of e-cigarette flavours – Detailed discussion
medications like Varenicline or Bupropion, the aim is to manage withdrawal and craving on the pathway
from smoking to abstinence. In contrast, vaping is a rival consumer proposition available to smokers, for
those who want it, replacing one pleasure with another

