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Major Trends in the third Monitoring Period

• Tobacco workers at risk of COVID-19 and industry pressure to

manufacture: Focus on Indonesia and Argentina

• Tobacco bans and the developing situation in South Africa.

• Surveying smoking habits during COVID-19: Industry response to

research and attempts to align with public health.

• Industry social media marketing exploiting COVID-19

The WHO released a statement on May 11, 2020 saying that smoking 

is a risk factor for COVID-19, urging smokers to quit and warning people 

away from “unproven interventions”. 

Corporate social responsibility (CSR)

• Corporate COVID-19 response: BAT highlighted it’s CSR and

COVID-19 work plan in an open letter to the public from Chief

Executive Jack Bowles. PMI and Altria both highlighted their

COVID-19 CSR and general organisational plans in Annual General

Meetings.1 2 See STOP’s analysis of the PMI AGM slides here,

including PMI’s reported >$30 million CSR donations.

• In Costa Rica, PMI donated 40,000 N95 face masks to the

government.3

• South Korean tobacco company and PMI partner KT&G donated

$82,0000 worth of COVID-19 test kits to Indonesia.4

• Altria donated $90,000 to COVID-19 relief efforts in Kentucky, USA.5

• JTI donated over $150,000 and PMI over $650,000 to Turkish

COVID-19 relief funds.6

• Vaccine development: BAT’s Kentucky BioProcessing say it is ready

for human trials of its COVID-19 vaccine.7

Additional Resources

GGTC regularly updates this thorough list of country specific tobacco 

industry donations during COVID-19, compared with the economic costs 

of tobacco. 

http://www.exposetobacco.org/
http://www.exposetobacco.org/
mailto:bath@exposetobacco.org?subject=COVID-19%20Monitoring
https://www.who.int/news-room/detail/11-05-2020-who-statement-tobacco-use-and-covid-19
https://www.bat.com/group/sites/uk__9d9kcy.nsf/vwPagesWebLive/DOBPBP5R/$FILE/medMDBPBNHY.pdf?openelement
https://exposetobacco.org/wp-content/uploads/STOP-comments-on-PMI-AGM-slides.pdf
https://ggtc.world/2020/04/23/tobacco-industrys-covid-donations-vs-economic-cost-of-tobacco/
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Tobacco Workers and Manufacture During 
Pandemic

Increased pressure and interference from the tobacco 

industry to reopen factories, or to persist with production 

against the advice of health authorities, has increasingly 

placed their staff at risk. This has resulted in quarantines, 

positive COVID-19 tests and deaths.

• Argentina: Massalin Particulares, a subsidiary of PMI

in Argentina, published a letter in local newspapers

calling for their factories to reopen.8 The PMI annual

shareholders meeting on May 6th  mentioned Argentina,

warning of increased risk of illicit trade due to a national

shortage of tobacco stocks.9 Restrictions were lifted on

May 10 and the company claimed it could restock the

nation within one week.10

	ǟ BAT is yet to restart tobacco production in Argentina

due to provincial restrictions.11  

• Indonesian Workers: 500 staff from PMI’s Sampoerna

factory were placed under quarantine following the

deaths of two tobacco workers and the positive testing

of a further 63.12 Health authorities have recalled

cigarettes produced in the factory.13

• Pakistan: Continued production at the Pakistan Tobacco

Company factory (a subsidiary of BAT) has resulted in 89

positive COVID-19 cases.14

Policy Interference and Tobacco Regulation

• South Africa tobacco ban: Following BAT’s cessation

of legal action, The Fair Trade Independent Tobacco

Association (FITA) has paused court proceedings against

the South African government, thanks to government

“concessions” after concerns over the illicit trade

argument.15 16

	ǟ The industry has used academic research in South 

Africa to legitimise front organisations like PMI’s 

Foundation for a Smoke-Free World. The University 

of Cape Town published a study which found that 

16% of respondents had successfully quit smoking 

during lockdown and that 90% had managed 

to purchase cigarettes despite the ban.17  FSFW 

President Dereck Yach referenced the study to 

say that bans on cigarettes fail.18 In contrast, a 

study by the Human Sciences Research Council in 

South Africa(HSRC) found that 88% of respondents 

were unable to obtain cigarettes and had reduced 

consumption.19

	ǟ Japan Tobacco International has joined other 

industry members in urging the government to 

reconsider its tobacco ban.20 

Additional resources

GGTC’s list of bans and contemplated bans per country: 

Bans/ Contemplated Bans on Tobacco/ Vaping Products

Academic Research of Industry Interest

• Stories about the ‘protective effect’ of smoking against 

COVID-19 have been reported in the UK tabloid media21 

and repeated by industry friendly commentators such as 

Christopher Snowdon22. Recent high-quality studies 

show increased COVID-19 severity23 and mortality24 in 

smokers.

• PMI’s front group, the Foundation for a Smoke-Free 

World (FSFW) published its “State of Smoking Poll”, The 

study reported increased quit attempts, but no 

reductions in tobacco product consumption in the

USA, Italy, UK, South Africa and India and an increase

in purchasing cut. The latter part of these findings 

contrast with the studies by HSRC[i] and UCT[ii] in South 

Africa and polling by ASH in the UK,[iii] which report 

reductions in tobacco product consumption and 

increased efforts to quit.

ǟ FSFW President Dereck Yach also published an article
in the Times of India quoting ASH UK’s Deborah 
Arnott in an attempt to claim alignment between the 
Foundation and a respected public health expert. 
In 2019 ASH signed an open letter to the WHO 
Executive Board urging them not to engage with 
FSFW.

Additional resources

See the British Medical Journal blog for the latest updates 

on the science of COVID-19 and tobacco.

https://tobaccotactics.org/wiki/tobacco-smuggling/
https://tobaccotactics.org/wiki/foundation-for-a-smoke-free-world/
https://ggtc.world/2020/04/23/bans-contemplated-bans-on-tobacco-vaping-products/
https://tobaccotactics.org/wiki/christopher-snowdon/
https://tobaccotactics.org/wiki/foundation-for-a-smoke-free-world/
https://tobaccotactics.org/wiki/foundation-for-a-smoke-free-world/
https://www.smokefreeworld.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/05/FSFW_COVID-19-Flash-Poll_Summary-Report_2_28_NA_MPpic.pdf
https://docs.cdn.yougov.com/h3fyf97ah6/YG-Archive-05052020-ASHcovid19.pdf
https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/blogs/voices/a-holistic-approach-to-pandemic-recovery/
https://blogs.bmj.com/tc/2020/03/26/covid-19-and-smoking-resources-research-and-news/
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Tobacco Product and Brand Marketing During 
COVID-19

•	 The Campaign for Tobacco-Free Kids have been 

investigating and reporting instances of tobacco 

companies using the lockdown and stay at home advice 

to promote their brands on social media: BIG TOBACCO 
IS EXPLOITING COVID-19 TO MARKET ITS HARMFUL 
PRODUCTS. One example being BAT’s Glo facemasks 

worn by influencers in Kazakhstan, as reported here by 

STOP’s Andy Rowell and seen in this image:

•	 CTFK reports that PMI has referred to COVID-19 on 

social media to promote special offers and home 

delivery on its vape products “in at least 18 countries 

(Albania, Bosnia, Bulgaria, Canada, Greece, Germany, 

Italy, Latvia, Moldova, Netherlands, New Zealand, 

Poland, Portugal, Romania, Spain, Switzerland, UK, and 

Ukraine)”.25 

•	 In Mexico a report was published on how “The tobacco 

industry takes advantage of a pandemic despite selling 

a product that aggravated COVID-19”, which details PMI 

and BAT social media campaigns promoting deals and 

free trials on their vape products.26

Future briefings

We welcome any contributions on issues mentioned in this 

update or anything related to COVID-19 and the Tobacco 

Industry. Contact us at bath@exposetobacco.org. The next 

update will be on June 4, 2020. 

Visit the Tobacco Tactics COVID-19 page for further 

information. 

https://www.tobaccofreekids.org/media/2020/2020_05_covid-marketing
https://www.tobaccofreekids.org/media/2020/2020_05_covid-marketing
https://www.tobaccofreekids.org/media/2020/2020_05_covid-marketing
https://theconversation.com/coronavirus-big-tobacco-sees-an-opportunity-in-the-pandemic-138188
https://saludjusta.mx/wp-content/uploads/La-IT-se-aprovecha-de-la-pandemia-.pdf
https://saludjusta.mx/wp-content/uploads/La-IT-se-aprovecha-de-la-pandemia-.pdf
https://saludjusta.mx/wp-content/uploads/La-IT-se-aprovecha-de-la-pandemia-.pdf
mailto:bath@exposetobacco.org?subject=COVID-19%20Monitoring
https://tobaccotactics.org/wiki/covid-19/
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