Strengthening tobacco policy development in Hungary

Background

Smoking is the most important public health issue in Hungary causing in excess of 28,000 deaths per year. About 3.5 million (out of a population of 10 million) Hungarians smoke. The Hungarian prevalence of lung cancer, index disease of smoking, is the highest in the world in both men and women. In addition, cardiovascular diseases, out of which 45% are directly caused by smoking alone, lead the mortality causes in both sexes.  
Moreover, the tobacco epidemic is still spreading. Smoking prevalence among students aged 15-18 increased by 23.8% between 1995 and 1999, and the habit is increasingly taken up at an earlier age. Women’s smoking also rose by about 40% between 1986 and 2001. These unfavourable trends predict further increase of burden related to tobacco consumption.
The magnitude of the problem resulted in some measures aimed at limiting the impact of the tobacco epidemic. These legislative measures are, however, to be enforced and further tobacco control regulation is needed if maximum impact is to be achieved. There is still room for improvement in the comprehensiveness of tobacco control efforts, in adoption of cost-effective interventions, with special regard to the introduction of best international practice and of the recommendation of leading international agencies working in tobacco control (e.g. WHO, UICC, the World Bank). Moreover, a better co-ordination and strengthening of the Hungarian tobacco control community, a more focused policy and media advocacy would enhance the efficiency and cost-effectiveness of sometimes isolated and uncoordinated tobacco control activities. 

Problem identification

International experience indicates that policy and administrative measures are the most effective tools in controlling tobacco. Regular tax raises, sponsorship and point-of-sale advertising bans, decrease of harmful substance content of cigarettes, creation of smoke-free environments, and introduction of financial mechanisms for ensuring sustainable funding for tobacco control interventions are policy measures still to be adopted to form a comprehensive tobacco control policy mix in Hungary. The threats or impediments, which are expected to endanger the adoption and implementation of such a comprehensive policy in Hungary, are – among others – presented in the table below.

	Problem
	circumstances in which the problem emerged

	there is no systematic review of the impact of policies taken against smoking in Hungary


	the parliamentary committee on health and social affairs has recurrently called for research on the effectiveness of tobacco control policy measures

	enforcement of tobacco related laws and regulations is still weak


	there are no incentives aimed at strengthening the work of agencies responsible for the enforcement of tobacco-related regulations, no enough personnel and financial resources for performing regular controls

	no regular communication of efforts of the anti-smoking community towards the public, the media and decision makers


	there are similarities and overlapping among programs and activities, resulting in a waste of time and resources

	there is no co-ordinated advocacy work promoting the introduction of best international practice and further legislative and regulatory measures


	the promotion of the establishment of a dedicated group (in the health ministry) for co-ordinating tobacco control efforts 

information of decision makers on the roles and impact of tobacco control interventions is inadequate

there is a lack of knowledge around the scope of the Framework Convention on Tobacco Control

	there is a lack of advocacy (media and policy advocacy) skills in communities and groups working in tobacco control (e.g. health professionals, health educators, medical students, NGO representatives, the media and decision makers)


	insufficient media coverage of internationally proved effective tobacco control interventions to the media and decision makers

	tobacco industry’s PR and communication is still more effective 


	TI was successful in persuading the previous government on the call for derogation in the introduction of minimum EU tobacco tax level

a BAT director was awarded with a medal for the company’s contribution to solving social problems of the community

	there is a gap in the communication of research data and their use for planning and founding of further policy measures


	there is no regular communication between professionals working in tobacco control

there is no Hungarian tobacco control policy website

there is no regular forum for experience sharing of tobacco control advocates

	derogation request of the Hungarian government on the introduction of the EU minimum tax levels in Hungary (submitted to the EU in April 2002)
	in the wake of 2002 parliamentary elections the former government, learning about their defeated position submitted a derogation request


Arrangements for collaboration on issues of tobacco economics

Economic arguments on the benefits of tobacco control efforts seem to be powerful arguments when promoting or lobbying for further tobacco policy efforts. That is why I welcome OSI’s efforts to help the development of such arguments within the frame of this program. 

I have agreed with Ms Judit Barta, economist of the GKI (Gazdaságkutató Intézet RT, Economic Research Co) to form a team aimed at combining experiences of policy analysis, political mapping and advocacy efforts with the use of new economic arguments towards the promotion of advanced further tobacco policy measures. Ms Barta has about six years experience in preparing economical analyses on social costs of smoking in Hungary. 

Objectives of the project

1. Promoting the introduction of new, stricter tobacco control measures by

· analysing of pro- and anti-tobacco control stakeholders, including positions of main political parties

· reviewing the Hungarian regulation of various aspects of tobacco manufacturing, trade and consumption, and comparison of the Hungarian achievements with the best international practice and/or recommendations of international agencies

· identification of main impediments of further tobacco control regulations in Hungary 

· decreasing the social acceptability of the tobacco industry by revealing their efforts aimed at challenging tobacco control efforts based on the findings of the analysis of formerly secret internal industry documents relevant to Hungary

2. Developing and promotion of further policy recommendations for closing the gap between the best international practice and the Hungarian experience by

· developing policy alternatives, supported by economic arguments

· training of pro-tobacco control stakeholders on tobacco policy measures, and improving their advocacy skills to promote these measures

· launching and testing of improved communication techniques among tobacco control advocates and between professionals, the public, media representatives and decision makers of the parliament and bureaucrats of ministries

Overview of planned activities

1. Analytic work 

· review of best international practice and latest recommendations of international agencies – WHO, WB – on tobacco control;

· SWOT analysis of Hungarian tobacco control activities, with special regard to policy development and implementation;

· analysis of pro- and anti-tobacco stakeholders;

· identification of impediments of the introduction of effective policies (including a review of positions of political parties and key ministry officials  towards tobacco control policies, analysis of parliamentary diaries and submissions of MPs around the parliamentary debate of the two principal Hungarian tobacco control regulations: the 1999 law protecting the rights of non-smokers and the 2000 amendment of the advertising law; 

· strategies, tactics and activities of tobacco manufacturers (main TTCs and their front groups) aimed at influencing the decision making process in the case of tobacco control policy development.

2. Organisation of an intersectoral meeting/forum for decision makers involved in tobacco control (ministries, parliamentarians, experts) on the need for further regulation of tobacco control in Hungary, with special regard to the possible adoption of FCTC.

3. Promotion of an open day in the Hungarian parliament on FCTC and its role in improving the health status of the Hungarian population.

4. Publication of a book in Hungarian on the analysis of and further directions of development of tobacco control policies.

Performance indicators

· recommendations/tobacco policy initiatives submitted to the health ministry

· change in the number of MPs supportive to tobacco control

· number of journalists involved in a listserve for regularly communicating issues related to Hungarian tobacco control policies

· organisation of an intersectoral meeting on trends in tobacco policy development
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