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Friday, 18 March 2005

Media release

Free alcohol and tobacco trade threatens Pacific Island countries

Public Health Association calls for alcohol and tobacco to be excluded from Pacific free trade agreement

Expanding free trade agreements to include tobacco and alcohol products in the Pacific region could have devastating health effects, according to the Public Health Association of New Zealand.

The Public Health Association supports concerns raised in a report commissioned by the Secretariat of the Pacific Community and tabled at the Pacific Health Ministers Forum in Apia. The report examines the Pacific Island Countries Trade Agreement (PICTA), which includes provisions that signatories must consider the rules that govern trade in alcohol and tobacco by 13 April 2005. 

PHA director Dr Gay Keating says health problems caused by tobacco and alcohol are already serious and increasing in the West Pacific, as well as for Pacific people in New Zealand. She says evidence in other parts of the world shows including tobacco and alcohol in any free trade agreements is likely to result in increased smoking rates and alcohol consumption. 

“There are estimates by 2030 that one in six deaths worldwide will be the result of tobacco use. Liberalising tobacco markets simply means more advertising and more competition, which stimulates demand.”

Widespread alcohol abuse has resulted in many problems, including chronic health conditions, traffic accidents and child abuse and neglect, according to Dr Keating. She says Pacific countries should continue to exclude tobacco and alcohol products from the Pacific Countries Trade Agreement.

“I am heartened that Pacific Island governments have expressed a commitment to the Healthy Islands concept. Pacific island governments must not forget the long-term social, economic and health costs that come from tobacco and alcohol use, Dr Keating says.”

The Public Health Association supports calls in the report for Pacific Island countries to work individually, and together as a region, to strengthen the enforcement of tobacco and alcohol control laws.

For more information

Dr Gay Keating Phone: 021 138 2006

(Dr Keating is attending a conference on Friday 18 March but will answer mobile calls between sessions)

Penny St John (communications advisor) Phone 027 687 3123

What is PICTA?

All Pacific Island countries signed PICTA in August 2001. It established a free trade area consisting of the territories of the parties to PICTA.  It provides for the progressive elimination of tariff and non-tariff barriers to trade between the parties.

Why is PICTA an issue now?

Article 8 (13) of PICTA states that the obligation to reduce and eliminate tariffs under Article 7 shall not apply to tobacco, manufactured tobacco substitutes, beverages (including beer and wine), spirits and vinegar. However within two years of PICTA entering into force (13 April 2005), the parties must consider appropriate rules to govern trade in those goods and insert those rules into PICTA as a new Annex.

