Donohoe MT. US attempts to scuttle World Health Organization’s international tobacco treaty. The Oregonian 2003 (2/24/03), editorial – web publication: www.oregonlive.com/opinion.

To the Oregonian:

In the United States, tobacco claims 440,000 lives per year and is responsible for $75 billion in direct medical costs (7000-8000 deaths and $1.5-$2 billion per year in Oregon). Medical care and lost productivity due to tobacco use costs each US citizen $475 per year. Worldwide, 4.2 million people per year die prematurely from tobacco-related diseases. By 2030, the WTO predicts that smoking will become the leading cause of death worldwide, killing 10 million persons per year.
Cigarettes are the most marketed products in the world, products which when used as directed cause enormous suffering and death. US tax money has been used to assist corporations in their marketing efforts to attract overseas smokers in the developing world, particularly women and children, to compensate for small declines in smoking prevalence at home. In my internal medicine practice, I see many individuals who, hooked as teens, now cough and wheeze their way through each day, shackled to oxygen tanks, growing emaciated and dying painfully from emphysema, cancer and heart disease. Many of them are un- or underinsured, unable to afford the inhalers and other prescription drugs necessary to ease their suffering. Many will soon lose basic health services due to the state’s budget crisis and the failure of Measure 28.
The World Health Organization has spent the last three years crafting a global treaty on tobacco control. Currently 190 countries are working on finalizing the treaty, which proposes to exempt tobacco control from free trade challenges, limit tobacco advertising, crack down on tobacco smuggling, standardize packaging (banning such deceptive terms as “light” and “mild”) and improve warning labels. US opinion surveys show overwhelming public support for the goals of the treaty. Despite this, the US delegation to the treaty talks is attempting to scuttle the agreement in the name of free speech and free trade. This is not surprising given the current administration’s strong ties to big tobacco. President Bush’s Chief of Staff, Karl Rove, was a lobbyist and strategist for Phillip Morris (now Altria), the world’s largest multinational tobacco company; Daniel Troy, now the Food and Drug Administration’s chief counsel, represented the tobacco industry when it sued the FDA over tobacco ad regulation; and Secretary of Health and Human Services Tommy Thompson received $72,000 in campaign contributions from Phillip Morris executives when he was governor of Wisconsin, and has also advised the primary tobacco lobbying firm in Washington, DC. Tobacco companies have given more than $20 million to Republican candidates for federal office since 1997; Phillip Morris has been the leading overall campaign contributor to Republicans since 1989.
The administration’s efforts to scuttle another major public health treaty, as they did with the Kyoto Protocol on environmental pollution and global warming, show a callous disregard for human health. Furthermore, its laissez faire attitude toward national tobacco regulation, in the face of the huge economic burden consequent to tobacco use and growing state and federal budget deficits, illustrates its contempt for the health and economic well-being for our citizens. I ask readers to contact President Bush and their Senators and representatives and urge them to support the WHO’s treaty, and to cease their attempts to weaken its important public health provisions; to support legislation to limit tobacco advertising (particularly that which influences children), provide for more pronounced warning labels, limit workplace smoking and increase tobacco taxes; and to stop using our tax dollars to promote smoking overseas. Instead, this money should be used to fund smoking education and cessation programs, as well as medical care for victims of tobacco-related diseases (indeed, for all Americans).
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