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Summary 

	 The Tobacco and Vapes Bill represents the latest attempt to 
create a ‘smoke free’ society through legislative means. The 
most striking measure is the plan to raise the age of sale of 
tobacco by one year every year until no adult can legally purchase 
a product that millions of people enjoy or take comfort from. 

	 The unintended consequences of ‘creeping prohibition’ are 
potentially very serious. Banning the sale of tobacco to an 
increasing number of adults each year will almost certainly 
drive more people to purchase tobacco from the black market, 
increasing criminality and further reducing tax revenues.

 
In Australia, where the war on tobacco and vapes is several stages 
ahead of the UK, there has been a wave of fire bombings as 
criminal gangs target rival groups and legitimate retailers. 
It is not being alarmist to predict a similar situation in the UK 
as prohibition extends to future generations and illegal tobacco 
proliferates.

	 The war on tobacco could even make cigarettes ‘cool’ and even 
fashionable again, with smoking seen as an act of ‘soft’ rebellion 
after decades of falling out of favour with younger people.

  
Smoking rates have been in decline for decades in the UK and 
are currently at their lowest recorded levels in all age groups. 
The measures in the Tobacco and Vapes Bill are therefore 
unnecessary and ill-timed when there are so many more 
important issues for government to address at home and 
abroad.

 
Most important, by restricting the choices adults can make for 
themselves, the generational tobacco ban denies adults the right 
to take responsibility for their own health, infantilising future 
generations for decades to come.
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Foreword 

The Tobacco and Vapes Bill, which is currently progressing through 
Parliament, includes what is without doubt the most misguided and 
illiberal anti-smoking measure since the workplace smoking ban 
outlawed smoking in every pub and private members’ club almost 
20 years ago.

At least smokers had the option of going outside to smoke, and some 
proprietors went to the trouble of providing comfortable outdoor 
smoking areas. But if parliamentarians support the Tobacco and 
Vapes Bill in its present guise, the age of sale of tobacco will rise 
by one year every year until no adult, whatever their age, will be 
permitted to legally purchase any tobacco product in the United 
Kingdom.

In the meantime, the immediate target of the policy are young adults 
who are old enough to drive a car, join the army, purchase alcohol, 
AND VOTE, but will not be considered old enough to buy tobacco. 
(The irony, of course, is that the government responsible for the bill 
also wants to lower the voting age to 16, which would allow children 
aged 16 and 17 to vote in the next general election.)

As this paper by Rob Lyons suggests, the impact of a generational 
sales ban could be far reaching, and not in a positive way. Far from 
achieving the government’s target of a smoke-free society by 2030, 
a generational ban is certain to fuel the black market and put even 
more money into the hands of criminal gangs and other illicit 
traders.

The evidence from the tobacco turf war that is raging in Australia 
should be a warning to the UK government, but tobacco control is 
no longer about public health. It’s an ideology and, in the war on 
tobacco, law-abiding consumers and retailers are collateral damage.
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Interestingly, the public shows little enthusiasm for the Tobacco 
and Vapes Bill. A recent poll ranked it ninth out of ten in terms of 
importance when rated against other government bills progressing 
though parliament. Likewise, when asked to rate government 
priorities, ‘tackling smoking’ came last in a list of ten issues 
presented to respondents. Fewer than two in five (39 per cent) 
considered the issue important, compared to the 88 per cent who 
said the government should improve the health service, address the 
cost of living (87 per cent), or care for the elderly (also 87 per cent).

The bill follows a long list of anti-smoking legislation that includes 
not only the workplace smoking ban, but subsequent legislation 
such as the tobacco display ban, plain packaging, and the ban on 
flavoured tobacco (most notably, menthol cigarettes).
 
Enough is enough. The generational ban is a desperate attempt to 
achieve the smoke-free target that was announced at the fag end of 
Theresa May’s disastrous period as prime minister. Furthermore, the 
actual policy was announced by another Tory prime minister, Rishi 
Sunak, who produced it, like a rabbit from a hat, during a speech at 
the Conservative Party conference in Manchester in October 2023. 
As we said at the time:

“Prohibiting the sale of cigarettes to future generations of adults 
won't stop people smoking. It will simply drive the sale of cigarettes 
underground and into the hands of criminal gangs. Smoking rates 
have been falling for decades. The idea that any government would 
prioritise tackling smoking at a time when the country faces far 
more important challenges at home and abroad is frankly obscene.”

That remains our position today. We therefore urge the current 
Labour government, even at this late stage, to abandon the 
generational ban – a policy that could have significant consequences 
for law and order, and personal liberty – in favour of a more 
pragmatic, less idealistic, approach to tobacco control.

Simon Clark 
Director, Forest 
October 2025
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The price of prohibition 

Smoking rates have been falling in the UK for decades. In 1974, when 
the UK government started monitoring smoking rates, 46 per cent 
of adults smoked.1 The latest figures from the Office for National 
Statistics (ONS) suggest this has fallen to 11.6 per cent.2 Most of the 
decline occurred before the most swingeing measures to reduce 
smoking rates,3 such as the ban on smoking in indoor ‘public’ places 
and workplaces – introduced between 2006 and 2007 in the four 
UK nations – and the introduction of ‘plain’ packaging, which was 
completed in 2017.

To some extent, the decline in the number of smokers in recent 
years reflects a shift from smoking to vaping. The latest ONS figures 
suggest that ‘5.1 million adults aged 16 years and over (9.8 per cent) 
currently use an e-cigarette daily or occasionally in Great Britain in 
2023, based on the Opinions and Lifestyle Survey (OPN)’, although 
many vape users are also current smokers.4

Either way, smoking rates in the United Kingdom have been in decline 
for decades, yet the Tobacco and Vapes Bill, which has already been 
passed by the House of Commons and is currently being considered 
by the House of Lords, will do something unprecedented: it will 
prohibit the sale of tobacco to all future generations of adults in the 
UK. Anyone born on or after 1st January 2009 will be banned from 
buying cigarettes and other tobacco products, legally at least. This 
may be slow-motion, or ‘creeping’, prohibition, but it is prohibition 
nonetheless. 

1 Adult smoking habits in Great Britain: 2014, Office for National Statistics,
18 February 2016 
2 Adult smoking habits in the UK: 2023, Office for National Statistics, 1 October 
2024 
3 The adult smoking rate fell from 45.6% in 1974 to 22% by 2006. See ‘Smoking 
statistics’, Action on Smoking and Health, November 2024, Table 2 
4 Adult smoking habits in the UK: 2023, Office for National Statistics, 1 October 
2024 
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The generational tobacco ban 
 
The idea of banning anyone born after a certain date from buying 
tobacco products has been kicking around tobacco control circles 
for years. In 2014, for example, the British Medical Association 
(BMA) voted to lobby the government to introduce a ban on anyone 
born after 2000 from buying cigarettes.5 

One country that went further is the Himalayan state of Bhutan 
which introduced a near blanket ban on tobacco sales in 2010. But as 
a blog article for BMJ Tobacco Control noted in 2023, after Bhutan 
subsequently reversed the ban: ‘Despite the existence of a robust 
legal and regulatory framework for tobacco control, smuggling 
and a black market for tobacco was rampant in Bhutan. Tobacco 
use in Bhutan has not decreased significantly, with a tobacco-use 
prevalence of 24.8 per cent and 23.9 per cent as per the STEPS 2014 
and 2019 respectively.’6

More recently, New Zealand’s parliament passed a law in December 
2022 that would have banned anyone born after 1st January 2009 
from buying tobacco products.7 However, the Labour administration 
that introduced the legislation was defeated in a general election 
in October 2023 and the policy was subsequently axed by the new 
centre-right coalition government before it could take effect.8

Which brings us to the final months of Rishi Sunak’s Conservative 
government in the UK, which announced its own generational ban, 
inspired ironically by New Zealand, in October 2023.9 The Sunak 
government’s Tobacco and Vapes Bill was introduced in March 2024 

5 Haroon Siddique, ‘Doctors vote for ban on UK cigarette sales to those born after 
2000’, Guardian, 24 June 2014 
6 Kashish Aneja and Sanjana Gopal, ‘Bhutan reverses sales ban on tobacco’, BMJ 
blogs, 1 February 2023 
7 Tess McClure, ‘New Zealand passes world-first tobacco law to ban smoking for 
next generation’, Guardian, 13 December 2022
8 Eva Corlett, ‘New Zealand scraps world-first smoking ‘generation ban’ to fund 
tax cuts’, Guardian, 27 November 2023
9 Prime Minister's Office, 10 Downing Street and The Rt Hon Rishi Sunak MP, 
‘Prime Minister to create “smokefree generation” by ending cigarette sales to 
those born on or after 1 January 2009’, 4 October 2023 

The generational tobacco ban 
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but failed to complete its passage through parliament due to the 
sudden and unexpected announcement of a general election in July 
2024. However, the new Labour government has taken up the idea 
and introduced its own bill.

Section 1(1) of the revised Tobacco and Vapes Bill introduces the 
generational ban as follows:

	 It is an offence to sell any of the following to a person born on or after 
1 January 2009 – 
(a) a tobacco product; 
(b) a herbal smoking product; 
(c) cigarette papers

Sir Keir Starmer’s government claims the measure will help to 
create ‘a smoke-free generation, gradually ending the sale of tobacco 
products across the country and breaking the cycle of addiction and 
disadvantage’.10 The assumption is that, as adults are progressively 
prohibited from purchasing tobacco legally, they will never take up 
the habit, and smoking will eventually disappear.
 
Lord Bethell, a former Conservative health spokesman in the House 
of Lords, has gone one step further, tabling an amendment to the 
Bill that would prohibit the sale of tobacco products to anyone from 
1st January 2040, confirming that complete prohibition is often the 
real goal of many tobacco control advocates.11

The assumption that smoking will simply go away seems optimistic. 
Few people have their first drag by buying a packet of cigarettes 
themselves. They start experimenting by smoking other people’s 
cigarettes. It’s illegal to sell cigarettes to anyone under 18, even as 
the law stands today. If children do buy cigarettes, it’s either from 
retailers who are not checking their age, or they ask other people to 
go into the shop on their behalf. These workarounds will soon be 
used by over-18s too. 

10 Department of Health and Social Care, ‘The Tobacco and Vapes Bill 2024’, 
13 November 2024 
11 Tobacco and Vapes Bill: running list of all amendments in committee of the 
whole house, House of Lords, 28 April 2025 
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The existence of underage smoking is evidence that age restrictions 
are never entirely effective. Nor is this confined to teenagers aged 
16 and 17 who are ‘nearly legal’. According to Action on Smoking 
and Health, for example: ‘In 2023, 11 per cent of 11- to 15-year-olds 
had ever tried smoking, three per cent currently smoked and one 
per cent smoked regularly. This is equivalent to around 400,000 11- 
to 15-year-olds in England that have tried smoking and 120,000 that 
currently smoke.’12

If the Tobacco and Vapes Bill survives in its current form the 
absurdities will grow and grow. Within ten years a 29-year-old will 
be allowed to buy cigarettes legally, but a 28-year-old, who may be 
no more than a day or two younger, will be denied that same right. 
Currently, once you are legally an adult at the age of 18, you are 
considered old enough to make such choices for yourself. Under the 
proposed legislation, the ability to make a considered choice of your 
own will become irrelevant in the eyes of the law.
 
 

 
Since the generational ban applies to the sale rather than the 
purchasing of tobacco, the onus will be on retailers to check the 
customer’s age. If there is any doubt about a buyer’s age, retailers will 
have to ask for identification. Spotting the difference between an 
18-year-old and a slightly younger teenager is hard enough already, 
so much so that many retailers have ‘Challenge 21’ or even ‘Challenge 
25’ policies that request ID if anyone looks younger than those ages. 
Younger adults who smoke therefore have to carry passports, driving 
licences or other ID to avoid being turned away at the till.

Distinguishing between older consumers – those in their later 
twenties or thirties – will be far more difficult, to the point where 
millions of people will be subject to routine ID checks, something 
the country has not previously embraced or supported. Worst of 
all, it could create unnecessary friction between adult consumers 

12 Young People and Smoking, Action on Smoking and Health, March 2025 

The problem of enforcement 
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and retailers at a time when retail crime is already “spiralling out of 
control”.13

This could include an increase in attacks on staff. As the Guido 
Fawkes website noted last year: ‘According to the British Retail 
Consortium, there were 1,300 instances of shop workers being 
verbally or physically assaulted every day in 2024, with a vast 
proportion spurred by asking for ID. According to JTI [Japan 
Tobacco International], the physical and mental impact on shop 
staff is estimated to cost UK retailers £3.3 billion annually. And that,’ 
added Guido, ‘is without this ludicrous new law.’14

The other side of enforcement is trading standards. Someone has to 
check that retailers are abiding by the law and that job falls to trading 
standards officers. Unfortunately, there are plenty of incentives not 
to abide by the law, not least because some hard-pressed retailers 
will be loath to refuse a sale. Under this new law, failing to check 
the buyer’s age or selling illicit tobacco will become even more 
commonplace. Last year, Dr Pete Cheema OBE, chief executive of 
the Scottish Grocers’ Federation, told The Herald newspaper: ‘The 
lack of enforcement on issues such as illicit trade, and sellers illegally 
distributing age-restricted products to youngsters, is nothing short 
of shocking.’15

In an article for Convenience Store earlier this year, a shop owner 
in the south east of England said: ‘The government and trading 
standards don’t have the resources to manage it. We are trying to 
run honest and professional businesses with all the diligence in 
place, but this does not allow for us to do this is in a constructive 
and reasonable way. We are going to face a backlash from people.’16

13 ‘Retail crime “spiralling out of control”’, British Retail Consortium, 30 January 
2025
14 ‘Smoking ban sparks retail turmoil’, Guido Fawkes, 5 November 2024 
15 Rebecca McCurdy, ‘Generational smoking ban “breaking point” for retailers’, 
The Herald, 26 February 2025 
16 Sunneva Moore, ‘Retailers have their say on the generational tobacco ban’, 
Convenience Store, 26 March 2025 
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As already noted in relation to the prohibition of alcohol in 
America, history suggests that if someone wants to buy a product, 
and can’t do so legally, they will turn to illegal sources. It is a truism 
that banning popular products doesn’t curtail their use, it simply 
changes the supplier. While the coffers of retailers, manufacturers, 
and governments suffer, criminals thrive.

This is evident already in the UK when it comes to tobacco products. 
For example, at the time of writing, a quick look at price-comparison 
website Trolley lists a range of brands with prices ranging from 
£12.50 to £18.40 for a pack of 20 cigarettes. These prices, exorbitant in 
comparison to many other countries, not to mention the unregulated 
black market, are the result of significant annual hikes in tobacco 
duty. Specifically, the minimum excise tax per 1,000 cigarettes has 
risen from £268 in May 2017 to £446 in October 2024.17

It’s no wonder, then, that the black market is thriving. As Dr 
Christopher Snowdon, head of lifestyle economics at the Institute 
of Economic Affairs, has pointed out: ‘The number of duty-paid 
cigarettes sold plummeted from 23.6 billion in 2021 to 13.2 billion in 
2024, a decline of 44.4 per cent. In the same period, sales of duty-
paid hand-rolling tobacco (HRT) have dropped from 8.6 million 
kilograms to 4.5 million kilograms, a decline of 47.6 per cent.’ This 
huge drop in legal sales can’t be explained by the modest fall in 
smoking rates. The impact on revenue has been stark. Despite the 
increase in tax rates, notes Snowdon, ‘tobacco duty revenue fell from 
£10.4 billion in 2021 to £8.4 billion in 2024’.18

Illicit trade and crime 
 

17 HM Revenue & Customs, ‘Historical Tobacco Duty rates’, updated 30 May 2025 
18 Christopher Snowdon, ‘The black market for tobacco is out of control’, Institute 
of Economic Affairs, 17 March 2025 

Black market sales and tax revenue 
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When legitimate businesses want to gain market share they have 
to compete on price, quality and service. When illegal businesses 
want to do the same, the temptation is to resort to violence and other 
criminal behaviour. In 2024 the HM Revenue & Customs and Border 
Force produced a policy document, ‘Stubbing out the problem: A 
new strategy to tackle illicit tobacco’. The many issues were laid out:

	 The illicit tobacco market is dominated by OCGs [organised 
crime groups] that operate internationally and involve 
themselves in a number of other crimes. The harm caused by 
these groups is far wider than just those linked to smoking. For 
example:

•	 human trafficking victims are often used in the production 
of illicit tobacco products, working in inhumane conditions 
against their will

•	 tobacco OCGs often also smuggle and supply other criminal 
commodities including drugs

•	 they are often violent criminals that use weapons in our 
communities

•	 the proceeds of tobacco fraud are laundered, funding other 
crime as well as further tobacco fraud

•	 they sell tobacco products to children who would otherwise 
be unable to legally purchase tobacco products and become 
smokers

 
If rising criminal activity associated with the illicit tobacco trade is 
bad in the UK, it’s far worse in Australia where the federal government 
has taken anti-tobacco measures to new extreme’s. A lengthy article 
by Nino Bucci in the Guardian in November 2024 began:

Turf wars Down Under 

Illicit trade and crime 
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	 There are three tobacconists in a strip of no more than a dozen 
shops on the same side of a street in Melbourne’s west. Earlier 
this year, someone reached between the metal bars protecting 
one shop, smashed the front window and flung a Molotov 
cocktail inside.

	 Eight days later, a driver rammed the security screen at a second 
store and tried to set it alight before fleeing. A jerry can was left 
on the street as if in homage to the failed arson.19

These were not isolated incidents. Bucci notes that there had been 
more than 120 fire bombings since the start of 2023. The key has been 
the steep rise in tobacco excise duty, making cigarettes increasingly 
unaffordable to ordinary Australian smokers. Illegal cigarettes 
and tobacco sell at half the inflated price of legal ones, no doubt 
providing a sizeable profit for the criminals who sell them. 

Drive-by shootings are more commonly associated with drug turf 
wars in America, but they are now part of the tobacco turf wars in 
Australia.20 One high-level gang member was shot dead in broad 
daylight, with his involvement in illegal tobacco thought to be partly 
responsible.21 As Christopher Snowdon points out, even ABC News 
has pointed to excessively high cigarette taxes as the source of the 
problem.22

Not only have successive Australian governments lauded their anti-
tobacco policies, despite the obvious blowback in terms of serious 
crime, they have also targeted the most obvious alternative for 
smokers – vapes. In 2024 the federal government banned the sale 
of vapes except in pharmacies, prohibited most imports of vapes, 
set the maximum strength without prescription to 20mg, restricted 
flavours to mint, menthol and tobacco, and banned disposable 

19 Nino Bucci, ‘Burning out: how Australia’s bid to cut smoking rates exploded 
into suburban tobacco wars’, Guardian, 1 November 2024 
20 Holly Hales, ‘Drive-by shooting targets tobacco store amid gang wars’, North-
West Star, 13 September 2024
21 Lucy Mae Beers, ‘Robert Issa killed in Craigieburn shooting outside Melbourne 
shopping centre’, 7 News, 8 October 2023 
22 Christopher Snowdon, ‘How Australia punished smokers and normalised fire-
bombs’, The Critic, 24 October 2024 



15

vapes. In other words, the vapes that were available were limited in 
strength and flavour, and could not be bought from ordinary shops 
or petrol stations. Moreover, some leading pharmacies don’t even 
want to stock them.23

This is counterproductive, to say the least. If the aim is to nudge 
current smokers towards a reduced risk alternative, this is the 
exact opposite of what should be done. In Australia there has been 
something of a panic about teenagers taking up vaping. But there 
is little evidence that vapes are a ‘gateway’ to tobacco. If anything, 
they compete with smoking.24 A randomised controlled trial 
reported in 2023 showed that people given vapes, with only modest 
encouragement to use them, quit smoking in far greater numbers 
than those not given vapes.25

The upshot of Australia’s crackdown has been an expanding black 
market in vapes. The same dubious storefronts selling duty-unpaid 
tobacco products are also selling vapes, presumably to anyone with 
the money to buy them. Unsurprisingly, in relation to both smoking 
and vaping, these products will not be subject to the safety and 
quality standards that legal products would face.

If you think there may be some local factors that explain the violence 
and turf wars in Australia, you would be wrong. Commenting on 
social media in response to Dr Snowdon’s article about Australia, 
Professor Marewa Glover, a Māori behavioural scientist and advocate 
for tobacco harm reduction policies, wrote: 

	 When New Zealand raised tobacco excise tax to the highest in 
the world relative to income, ram-raid robberies of cigarette 
retailers’ convenience stores and petrol stations [and] violent 

23 Hilary Whiteman, ‘Australia restricts vape sales to pharmacies in “world-lead-
ing” move to cut nicotine use’, CNN, 1 July 2024 
24 Pesola F, Phillips-Waller A, Beard E, Shahab L, Sweanor D, Jarvis M, Hajek P. 
Effects of reduced-risk nicotine-delivery products on smoking prevalence and 
cigarette sales: an observational study. Public Health Research 2023;11(07). 
25 Matthew J Carpenter, et al, ‘Effect of unguided e-cigarette provision on uptake, 
use, and smoking cessation among adults who smoke in the USA: a naturalis-
tic, randomised, controlled clinical trial’, eClinicalMedicine, Volume 63, 102142, 
September 2023 
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attacks on shop staff spiked. New Zealand’s sensible response 
to curb the damage was to regulate and allow access to low-risk 
alternatives to cigarettes (vaping and heated tobacco products) 
and promote switching from smoking to vaping.

High taxes and restrictions on reduced risk alternatives to 
combustible tobacco are a recipe for criminal activity. With rising 
duties on tobacco and a gradual retreat from the UK’s relatively 
liberal approach to vaping, the government is in danger of creating 
the same conditions for the kind of criminality seen in Australia and 
New Zealand.

 
By placing ever greater restrictions on tobacco – and explicitly 
making cigarettes verboten for younger adults – another unintended 
outcome is that smoking could become edgy, rebellious, and even 
fashionable.

It’s already a trend. Last year, Olivia Petter, an award-winning 
journalist, broadcaster and podcaster, wrote that 2024 was ‘the year 
that smoking has officially become “cool” again’.26 Whether it was 
the catwalks of London Fashion Week, pop stars like Charli XCX, or 
actors like Anya Taylor-Joy, being photographed with a fag in your 
hand is the new way to seem ironic, an outsider who doesn’t give a 
damn about ‘the rules’. Designers are even producing such oddities 
as perfume ‘with accents of nicotine’ and cigarette-butt earrings.27 
There’s even an Instagram account, @cigfluencers, with nearly 
75,000 followers.28

Writing for The Atlantic late last year, Nicholas Florko noted the 
same trend happening in America. Discussing the graphic warning 
labels familiar to Brits, he wrote: ‘Trying things that the authorities 
say you shouldn’t was a cherished pastime of humanity long before 

26 Olivia Petter, ‘Is smoking “cool” again? Why cigarettes have been dominating 
on our screens and catwalks’, Independent, 29 February 2024 
27 Hikmat Mohammed, ‘In Fashion, Smoking Is Still for the Hot and Cool’, Wom-
en’s Wear Daily, 5 November 2024 
28 @cigfluencers, Instagram 

How to make cigarettes cool 
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cigarettes ever came on the scene. (Forbidden fruit, anyone?) In 
fact, there’s research suggesting that graphic warning labels could 
backfire because they cause “psychological reactance”, a boomerang 
effect that occurs when a perceived loss of freedom prompts users to 
pursue a behaviour they’re told to avoid.’29

In a bloody-minded defence of personal freedom against the 
constant lecturing by governments and public health campaigners, 
there is now a ‘soft rebellion’ going on, with smoking as its totem.30 
How much more fashionable will smoking become when the sale of 
tobacco to younger adults is illegal?

 
One of the legacies of the UK’s departure from the European Union 
has been the way Northern Ireland has been left, in effect, with one 
foot in both the EU Single Market and the UK market. Any UK laws 
that apply to Northern Ireland must also comply with EU rules. 

The Republic of Ireland has legislated to raise the smoking age to 21 
from 2028. In tandem with the UK’s generational ban, this will create 
farcical anomalies, as Baroness Hoey pointed out in The Spectator:

	 Starting in February 2028, adults under the age of 21 in the 
Republic of Ireland will be barred from buying tobacco at home 
but will still be able to nip across the border to stock up in 
Northern Ireland. But once the UK’s generational smoking ban 
begins, the farcical cross-border relay will reverse, with 22-year-
olds banned from buying tobacco in Belfast still free to do so in 
Dublin.

	 As the years go by, the legal absurdity only deepens. A 43-year-
old won’t be able to buy a pack of cigarettes in Enniskillen legally, 
but a 44-year-old will – while just down the road in Donegal, 
both can freely. It’s amusing, yes, but smugglers, criminal gangs 

29 Nicholas Florko, ‘The Allure of Smoking Rises Again’, The Atlantic, 5 December 
2024 
30 Chloe MacDonnell, ‘Smoke signals: from Charli xcx’s nuptials to The Bear, 
cigarettes are everywhere’, Guardian, 25 July 2025 

The trouble with Northern Ireland 
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and the paramilitary remnants already involved in illicit trade 
will soon realise how profitable it is to run cigarettes across the 
border.31

That’s assuming the EU even allows the generational ban to apply 
in Northern Ireland. As Baroness Hoey also points out, the EU’s 
Tobacco Products Directive ‘prohibits member states from banning 
any product that complies with the EU’s tobacco regulations’. When 
the Irish government briefly contemplated a ‘generation ban’ on 
tobacco sales in Ireland, ministers had to accept it was incompatible 
with EU law.32 Meanwhile, the Tobacco and Vapes Bill could create 
further disparity between Northern Ireland and the rest of the 
United Kingdom.

 
Anti-smoking campaigners would have us believe that a majority of 
people in Britain support a generational ban on the sale of tobacco. 
In reality, public opinion is rather more nuanced on the issue and, as 
always, it depends on the question being asked. For example, a poll 
conducted by Yonder Consulting for Forest in August 2025 found 
that 59 per cent of respondents thought that if a person can vote, 
drive a car, join the army, buy alcohol, and possess a credit card at 
18, they should also be allowed to buy tobacco. Fewer than a third 
(29 per cent) said they shouldn’t be permitted to purchase tobacco 
products at 18, while eleven per cent said ‘don’t know’.33

Likewise, polls have found consistently that ‘tackling smoking’ 
comes low, and often last, on a list of issues the public thinks 
the government should prioritise. According to another survey 
conducted by Yonder in August 2025, the most important priorities 
for government are improving the health service, and addressing 
the cost of living. This is followed by caring for the elderly, national 
security, and the housing crisis. Tackling illegal immigration and 

31 Kate Hoey, ‘Britain’s smoking ban will inflict havoc on Ireland’, The Spectator, 
1 May 2025 
32 Ireland maintains ‘smokefree generation’ plan is precluded by EU law, Irish 
Legal News, 5 July 2024
33 Yonder Consulting, 2,007 adults, 22-24 August 2025

Public opinion 
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climate change were also considered significantly more important 
than tackling smoking which ranked last on a list of ten topical 
issues.34

A third poll attracted a similar response to a question about 
government priorities in relation to the National Health Service. 
While 88 per cent of respondents said addressing ambulance 
response times and A&E waiting times was the most important issue 
facing the NHS, 87 per cent said staff shortages, and improving access 
to GP surgeries, 83 per cent said addressing care for the elderly, and 
investing in new hospitals and infrastructure. Meanwhile, 77 per 
cent said addressing increasing demand for mental health support, 
and 74 per cent said addressing ongoing disputes with doctors and 
nurses, and health inequalities. In contrast, only 44 per cent said 
‘tackling smoking’ was an important priority for the NHS.35

Significantly, only two in five adults think the bill that will ban 
the sale of tobacco to all future generations of adults in the UK is 
important. According to another Yonder poll, the Tobacco and Vapes 
Bill was rated ninth out of ten government bills that are currently 
progressing through parliament. 71 per cent of respondents said the 
Crime and Policing Bill was the most important, followed by the 
Border Security, Asylum and Immigration Bill (69 per cent), and 
the Children’s Wellbeing and Schools Bill (68 per cent). The least 
important bills, according to the survey of over 2,000 adults, were 
the Tobacco and Vapes Bill, which was rated important by 42 per 
cent of respondents, and the House of Lords (Hereditary Peers) Bill 
(28 per cent).36

At a time when the UK government is facing serious problems on 
multiple fronts, at home and abroad, it makes very little sense to 
devote precious parliamentary time and money on an issue that the 
majority of people do not consider an important priority.

34 Yonder Consulting, 2,017 adults; 18-20 August 2025
35 Yonder Consulting, 2,017 adults; 18-20 August 2025
36 Yonder Consulting, 2,009 adults; 12-14 September 2025
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There is a clear risk that the Tobacco and Vapes Bill, as it currently 
stands, will incentivise crime, creating major issues for consumers, 
retailers, and trading standards’ officers. If, however, the government 
is determined to pursue its ‘smoke free’ ambition, we believe there 
are more effective and more liberal ways to reduce smoking rates 
that do not infringe significantly on consumer rights, or infantilise 
future generations of adults:

•	 Explore why people smoke 
Instead of punishing smokers for their habit, or prohibiting the 
sale of tobacco to future generations of adults, the government 
should commission impartial, third party research into why 
people smoke. In our view, it’s no coincidence that the majority 
of current smokers come from poorer backgrounds. Instead 
of forcing smokers to quit a habit that may offer some people 
comfort, we urge the government to do more to improve 
housing conditions and the area in which they live. In other 
words, tackle the reasons why many people smoke rather 
than forcing them to quit a habit that may provide comfort in 
difficult circumstances. 

•	 Encourage smokers to switch to reduced risk products 
Vaping has been a major free market success story, helping 
millions of smokers to quit their habit by switching to a 
reduced risk product. Other reduced risk options include 
heated tobacco and nicotine pouches. For the reasons outlined 
in this paper, prohibition is not a science. Often, it doesn’t 
work. Bullied by the state to quit, many smokers will simply 
“reach for their fags in defiance”. Instead, the correct response 
is to make it easier, not harder, for smokers to switch to reduced 
risk products. Further restrictions on the sale and promotion 
of products like vapes, heated tobacco, and nicotine pouches 
will almost certainly discourage existing smokers from making 
that leap. Either way, consumers must be allowed to choose to 
change their lifestyles for themselves rather than have change 
forced upon them. 

Alternatives to a generational ban
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•	 Raise the legal age of sale of tobacco from 18 to 21 
For multiple reasons we believe it is wrong to ban the sale of 
tobacco to future generations of adults. We believe strongly 
that, if you are legally an adult at 18, you should be treated 
like one, and that means being given the freedom to purchase 
alcohol and tobacco, plus greater responsibility for your own 
health. If, however, the government is determined to raise the 
age of sale of tobacco, the obvious alternative is to raise it from 
18 to 21, bringing the UK into line with countries such as the 
USA and, more important, Ireland where the age of sale will 
rise to 21 in 2028, and thereafter may be copied by other EU 
member states following the next Tobacco Products Directive 
which is currently expected in 2029. 
 
Although raising the age of sale seems absurd when voting 
rights are to be extended to 16- and 17-year-olds in the UK, 
if the logic of the generational ban is to reduce the risk of 
someone ‘getting hooked’ on smoking when they are still a 
teenager, then raising the legal age of sale to 21 ought to satisfy 
that concern. Those aged 21 and above would still have the 
right to purchase tobacco legally, without being infantilised 
long into their adult years.
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