
Fight for right to smoke in Russia

One of the first bills to be considered by the new Russian government in May 2012 was the draft fed-

eral law "On the Protection of the Health of the Population against the Consequences of the Con-

sumption of Tobacco" prepared by the Ministry of Health and Social Development.

I n August 2011, the business news-
paper RBC Daily published in-
formation that such a bill was being

drawn up by medical officials with the
active participation of public figures re-
ceiving grants from the Bloomberg
Foundation for anti-tobacco activities.
After that the ministry had to recall the
draft from other agencies to which it
had been sent for finalisation and pub-
lish it on its website for nationwide dis-
cussion. The bill is a compilation of the
harshest measures against smokers and
the tobacco industry used or even dis-
cussed anywhere in the world. Thus the
bill suggests a ban on selling tobacco
products in retail outlets with an area
smaller than 50 square metres, a display
ban for tobacco products, a complete
ban on advertising tobacco products,
sponsorship and any charitable activ-

ities by tobacco companies regardless
of whether the benefactor is mentioned
publicly.

Tobacco control gone mad

If the bill is approved by the govern-
ment and passed by the parliament,
smoking in Russia will be prohibited vir-

In essence

• Russia plans stiffest anti-smoking

measures

• Major impact on small shopkeepers

• Mass protests by public

tually everywhere except one's home
excluding balconies and sets of stairs in
blocks of flats. All public places, includ-
ing restaurants, hotels, bars, transport
infrastructure and means of transport
down to long-distance trains (seven
days' travel from Moscow to Vladivos-
tok), all official buildings, all work-
places, and so on. The law contains over
20 pages of bans and restrictions, in-
cluding several vague projects like the
introduction of an integrated nation-
wide automated monitoring system to
keep track of every cigarette and every
element of tobacco manufacturing
equipment. Interestingly enough, after
several months of "public debate" and
tens of thousands of suggestions from
citizens, companies, and organisations,
the ministry sent for finalisation vir-
tually the same text ignoring protests
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against even the most odious inno-
vations.

Mass protests from all quarters

Meanwhile, there have been mass pro-
tests and public activity that is unprece-
dented in Russia. Three main groups of
bans can be singled out against which
rallies are the most frequent and occur
throughout the country. First of all
there are unprecedented restrictions on
trade. The government flatly refuses to
introduce licensing of tobacco retailing,
which would, apparently, suit all stake-
holders provided there are reasonable
criteria for obtaining a licence, but is
ready to discuss the uniquely discrimi-
natory idea of a ban on a product cat-
egory by the shop area criterion. Small
retailers and kiosk owners are especially
indignant, as they have already lost the
right to sell beer and are now facing the
threat of tobacco products going to be
taken away from them too. Small-busi-
ness people often accuse retail chains
(supermarkets and other large outlets)
of lobbying for this provision, which is
not unfounded because one of the bill
authors is a close relation to the vice
president for government relations for a
major Russian chain. About two-thirds

of cigarettes are sold through small re-
tail outlets in Russia today, and the bill
steers approximately 200,000 small
companies towards bankruptcy. There
were no non-profit-making organi-
sations in Russia earlier that would unite
small retailers, but now they have
begun to appear and seek to make them-
selves heard. They are actively assisted
by such authoritative or-
ganisations as OPORA
Russia (small and medium
business in all sectors)
and the Russian Cigar
Union.
The second group of pro-
tests unites culture and
museum workers, the ar-
tistic elite, and other re-
cipients of considerable
funds intended to support
their activities from to-
bacco companies. Some
cultural projects, including those that
have received wide international ac-
claim, in music, restoration of works of
art and monuments will have to ter-
minate without support from tobacco
companies. Typically enough, it is only
now that the general public has learnt
about tobacco support for them when
their supervisors have started appealing
to authorities and society in connection
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with the threat of a legislative ban on to-
bacco companies' charity.

Most smokers to ignore the law

The official appearance and formal-
isation of the Russian Smokers' Rights
Movement which was founded on 29

March in Moscow, has also
been unexpected. The
core of the movement is
comprised of cigar
smokers as the most orga-
nised and well-off segment
of consumers of tobacco
products. Most cigarette
smokers have little con-
cern about future laws and
many who know about
the situation do not intend
to comply with the new
bans. The fight continues

every day in every part of the country,
but one typical feature of the authoritar-
ian political system in modern Russia is
that the government almost completely
ignores the opinion, not only of "the
streets", but also the organised public.
Therefore, experts forecast that the bill
will be passed with all its super tough
bans and ridiculous innovations before
the end of the year. Maxim Korolev
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