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Second-hand smoke and its health impact:

Strong messages on passive smoking

at the 16th annual Congress of the 

European Respiratory Society

A large European study demonstrates that exposure to second-hand smoke has serious long-term respiratory health consequences.

And banning smoking in the workplace can reduce lung cancer incidence by up to 8% and asthma by up to 30%, according to a study spanning 14 European countries. 
Yet many European countries are still dragging their feet deplorably on anti-smoking legislation, according to a Belgian researcher who presents a most alarming “hit parade”.

The broad-ranging ECRHS I and II (European Community Respiratory Health Survey) projects continue to provide extremely valuable data on Europeans’ respiratory health.

Among the latest results to be presented at the 16th annual congress of the European Respiratory Society (see also our press release entitled “Environment in infancy may have greater impact than smoking”) are those presented in Munich by Christer Janson, of Uppsala University in Sweden, and obtained from a study that covered over 4,200 non-smoking adults, aged from 26 to 57, in 14 countries. The researchers sought to assess the impact on these subjects of exposure to other people’s smoke (passive smoking).

The nine-year interval between the two ECRHS phases allowed Janson and his European colleagues to identify the patients who had recently been exposed to passive smoking (6.7% of the sample, new passive smokers in ECRHS II) and those who had been exposed during the whole study period (16.9%). 

The information came from questionnaires completed by the participants at the beginning and end of the study, which also made it possible to compile a checklist of possible respiratory symptoms. Additionally, there was objective measurement of their respiratory function (by spirometry) at the study’s outset and at the end.

Persistent cough twice as frequent 

The results presented at the ERS Congress are extremely alarming. “Recent exposure to second-hand smoke is linked with a 77% higher risk of wheezing and breathlessness than that seen in unexposed individuals. And the risk of chest tightness at night is 80% higher”, Janson announced in Munich.

The figures are just as worrying for people who have been subjected to passive smoking throughout the study period. They are 69% more likely to wheeze during exertion and twice as likely to have a persistent cough. (All figures are adjusted for gender, age, educational level and body mass index.)

Yet Janson was also able to bring some good news to the Congress: since the ECRHS began, the number of non-smokers exposed to passive smoking in Europe has decreased by 50%, no doubt as a result of the measures adopted in many countries to curb smoking more generally.

Cut bronchial cancer by up to 8%

Passive smoking is a common phenomenon in European workplaces, and workplace smoking bans are the focus of another pioneering study presented at the ERS Congress. Led by Maritta S. Jaakkola, of the Universities of Birmingham (UK) and Oulu (Finland), it set out to assess how many respiratory and cardiac conditions could be prevented through this type of legislation.

Jaakkola’s study was based on a review of health effects related to passive smoking and data on workplace exposures covering 14 European countries and the United States.

She presented the Munich audience with an impressive set of results. No less than 7.5 million people are exposed to second-hand smoke in the workplaces of these 14 EU countries, and 24.6 million US workers have the same problem.

On this basis, her team drew up a European passive smoking map, which shows that Spain and the Netherlands have the highest proportion of adult passive smokers, with 32-54% and 29-38% respectively. The lowest percentages are seen in the Nordic states that led the way in anti-smoking legislation: Finland, for example, has only 4-8%. 

Taking into account the relative risks of each second hand smoke-induced disease, Jaakkola was able to calculate the benefits of workplace smoking bans.

She found that they would reduce lung cancer and coronary artery disease by 4-9% in countries such as Spain and the Netherlands, and help prevent 8-32% of chronic obstructive pulmonary disease (COPD), asthma and severe pneumonia.

Belgium, Germany, France and the UK, which have slightly less exposure, could see a reduction of 4-18% in these diseases.

Major boost for public health

“With current levels of passive smoking in the workplace, appropriate legislation could provide major public health benefits”, Jaakkola announced at the Congress. 

She cites the case of her native country, Finland, which adopted a ban on smoking in most workplaces as far back as 1995, and extended it to cover restaurants and bars in 2000. This led to a tenfold reduction in workplace passive smoking: before the law came into force, one-third of workers said they were exposed to second-hand smoke for more than four hours a day, but this figure fell to only 3% once the ban was in place. 

More recently, a similar study in Ireland, where smoking in public places was prohibited in March 2004, has confirmed the benefits of anti-smoking legislation.

“The track record of national legislation banning smoking in the workplace shows that it can significantly reduce workers’ exposure to second-hand smoke and improve their cardiac and respiratory health”, Jaakkola concluded.

EU “hit parade”

Sadly, national anti-smoking legislation is lagging far behind the times in Europe, and varies widely from one country to the next.

This deplorable state of affairs was highlighted by Luk Joossens, of the Association of European Cancer Leagues, who addressed the Congress as part of the symposium on “Tobacco control in Europe: what are the priorities?” 

Using a very detailed scale with a whole series of tobacco-control measures, and taking data from a questionnaire completed by correspondents in some thirty European countries, he drew up a sort of “hit parade” of national legislations.

He took into account, for example, bans on smoking in restaurants or public transport, provision of help to smokers wishing to stop and public funding for the relevant treatments, prohibitions on tobacco advertisements, and the price of the most popular cigarettes.

A number of countries are likely to be displeased by the findings he revealed to the Congress, although some attained good scores, including Ireland (74), the UK (73), Norway (71) and Iceland (70) out of a maximum of 100 points

But Luxembourg (at the bottom of the list with 26 points) or Austria and Spain (with 31 each) can hardly be happy with their scores. Nor, indeed, can Switzerland, Germany or Greece, with 35, 36 and 38 respectively, just outside the bottom third of the table.

In the middle are Belgium (50), the Netherlands (52), France (56) and Italy (57), all lagging up to 10 points behind Finland or Sweden. 

“The cigarette price, smoke free legislation and the budget are what makes the big difference”, Joossens emphasised in Munich. “For example, the UK, which scores quite high, spends over two euros per capita, and Iceland, also close to the top, has a law requiring at least 0.9% of consumer spending on tobacco to be channelled into anti-smoking measures.”

While Germany, by way of contrast, spends just one euro cent per capita!

So Europe still has plenty of work to do…
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	NOTE TO THE MEDIA:

These communications will be developed during a Press Conference to be held in the Munich Congress Media Centre.
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