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TOBACCO |

DECENT WORK

How tobacco control contributes to achieving Sustainable Development Goal 8

BACKGROUND

In September 2015, the UN General As-
sembly formally adopted the Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs). The goals
call for all countries to eliminate poverty
and hunger worldwide, protect the cli-
mate, promote decent work and improve
public health.

Goal three (health) includes the im-
plementation of the WHO Framework
Convention on Tobacco Control (FCTC).
With good reason, considering the fact
that seven million people die each year
as a result of consuming addictive tobac-
co products.! This is the leading prevent-
able cause of death through non-com-
municable diseases (NCDs).

Tobacco control is also relevant for
the achievement of other development
goals. For example, the reduction of to-
bacco consumption and production con-

for all

DECENT WORK AND ECONOMIC GROWTH

Goal 8: Promote sustained, inclusive and sustainable eco-
nomic growth, full and productive employment and decent work

tributes to the eradication of poverty and
hunger (SDGs 1 and 2)2 and significantly
influences the attainment of decent work
(SDG 8).

OCCUPATIONAL HEALTH NEEDS SMOKE
FREE ENVIRONMENTS

Secondhand smoke causes 886,000
deaths each year.3 Substances con-
tained in secondhand smoke increase
the risk of developing lung cancer or suf-
fering a stroke and can cause chronic-ob-
structive pulmonary disease (COPD).4

Some of these risks are amplified if the
concerned individual is at the same time
exposed to other substances, such as
asbestos.>

Globally, 433,000 people die each year
because they were exposed to second-
hand smoke at work. That is almost half
of all deaths caused by secondhand
smoke, and almost 20% of the 2.3 mil-
lion deaths caused by occupational dis-
eases and injuries.6 Secondhand smoke
at work furthermore causes 14.4 million
disability-adjusted life-years (DALYs).”
Many of the risks related to work can
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RISKS OF
TOBACCO GROWERS
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be reduced, but not entirely eradicated
because they are directly linked to ma-
terials required in production. This is
different when it comes to secondhand
smoke: Deaths and diseases would be
entirely avoidable if all workplaces were
smoke free. Additionally, this would sig-
nificantly reduce the number of work-
place fires. The National Health Service
Scotland estimates that about 20% of
fires at work in Scotland are started by
cigarettes or discarded matches.8

sion and suicidal tendencies. In severe
cases, contaminated individuals are at
acute risk to suffocate.13

In addition, the tobacco plant itself
contains the water- and liposoluble neu-
rotoxin nicotine, that can be absorbed
through the skin, especially when the
tobacco leaves are wet. This causes
an acute nicotine poisoning, known as
Green Tobacco Sickness (GTS). It leads
to dizziness, nausea, vomiting, diar-
rhoea, headache and muscle weakness.

on Tobacco Control (FCTC).

TOBACCO CONTROL IS PART OF THE DEVELOPMENT GOALS

With SDG 3, the United Nations want to “ensure healthy lives and pro-
mote well-being for all at all ages®. This includes target 3.a, which aims
to strengthen the implementation of the WHO Framework Convention

There is no safe level of exposure to to-
bacco smoke. Only a 100% smoke free
environment is a sufficient protection.9
Comprehensive smoke free laws are in
place in 55 countries, covering 1.5 bil-
lion people worldwide (about 20% of the
world‘s population).10 The least protect-
ed remain workers in bars, restaurants
and pubs — only 36% of countries have
implemented legislation that prohibits
smoking in these venues.

OCCUPATIONAL INJURIES IN TOBACCO
GROWING

More than 17 million people around the
world work in tobacco farming, primari-
ly in low- and middle-income countries
where labour standards are often low.12

Tobacco growing is shaped by inten-
sive use of pesticides and other chemi-
cal inputs. Occupational injuries like poi-
sonings are prevalent (SDGs 8.8, 3.9).
Smallholder farmers often lack protec-
tive clothing, or the protection they have
access to is not appropriate for the cli-
matic conditions they work in. They often
use hand-held sprayers, increasing their
risk of exposure significantly. Poisonings
with organophosphates and other agro-
chemicals cause nausea, headache,
dizziness, neurological damage, depres-

Severe cases need emergency care in
hospital to treat the resulting dehydra-
tion.14 GTS is prevalent among tobac-
co workers: A study in Southern Brazil
showed that 9.6% of men and 15.7%
of women had experienced at least one
episode in the past growing season.’s
According to a study in North Carolina,
a tobacco worker had a 20% chance of
having a GTS event during any given
week in harvest season.16

In this context, the widespread child
labour in tobacco growing is particular-
ly alarming. Children are working in the
fields in virtually all top tobacco growing
countries, including Brazil, Indonesia,
Malawi, Argentina and the USA.17

Because of the hazardous work that
puts children at risk of poisonings and
other injuries, child labour in tobacco
growing is a violation of ILO Convention
No. 182 against the worst forms of child
labour as well as Articles 28, 31 and 32
of the UN Convention on the Rights of
the Child (SDGs 4, 8.7).18

Furthermore, tobacco estates in Malawi
have been found to use forced labour.19
The tobacco workers' union TOAWUM
complains that tobacco companies deny
them basic rights to freedom of associ-
ation and collective bargaining, as en-
shrined in ILO Conventions No. 98 and
154 (SDG 8.8).20

WHAT NEEDS T0 BE DONE

Sustainable Development Goal 8 hugely
benefits from tobacco control. The imple-
mentation of Article 8 of the WHO FCTC
(Protection from secondhand smoke)
significantly contributes to decent work-
ing conditions (SDG 8.8), by substantially
reducing occupational diseases and in-
juries.

There is an urgent need to promote oc-
cupational health and safety for tobacco
farmers and workers and to reduce the
specific risks associated with tobacco
growing (GTS). More research into short-
and longterm consequences of GTS and
effective prevention measures is neces-
sary. Additionally, medical personnel in to-
bacco growing regions should be trained
to diagnose cases of GTS and how to
treat them (SDG 8.8, FCTC Art. 18).21

Child labour in tobacco growing has to
be eradicated (SDG 8.7). To achieve this,
manipulations of leaf prices by corpora-
tions and the power imbalance between
smallholder farmers and multinational to-
bacco companies have to be addressed.
Thus it can be ensured that tobacco
growers do not have to use the unpaid la-
bour of their children to make ends meet.
In the long run, governments should pro-
mote and support alternative livelihoods
for tobacco smallholders (SDGs 8.2.,
8.3, FCTC Art. 17) to achieve a sustain-
able work environment with less risks of
occupational injuries and diseases (SDG
8.8), and to eradicate poverty in tobacco
farming regions (SDG 1).

Tobacco industry interference prevents
the International Labour Organization
(ILO) from effectively fighting for smoke-
free workplaces and push for tobacco
workers’ rights. The ILO should stop its
public-private partnerships with tobacco
companies and their affiliated organiza-
tions by adopting the UN model policy
against tobacco industry interference.22
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