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The Illicit market 

Three main types of 

illicit tobacco: 
 

- Smuggled non-

duty paid 
 

- Counterfeit 
 

- ‘Illicit whites’ 



Why is illicit tobacco an issue? 

ALL tobacco kills one in two long-term 
users, over 4,000 chemicals, 60+ cancer 
causing ingredients 

Illicit tobacco: 

• Its availability provides an easy source of 
tobacco for children 

• Low prices enable smokers to remain 
hooked 

• A problem in deprived areas 

 



Illicit tobacco market share 

2000 – 2001  

Cigarettes - 21% 

HRT - 63% 

 

2013 – 2014  

Cigarettes - 10% 

HRT - 36% 
 
HMRC tax gap mid point 

estimates  

 



The Tackling Illicit Tobacco for 

Better Health Partnership 

2007: Summit held in North of England 

2009: World-first programme launched.  Aims: 
to reduce supply and demand as part of 
broader tobacco control 

2011: South West programme launched 

2013: Partnership established 

2014: West Yorkshire and York programme 
launched 

 



Elements of success - partnerships 

Key partners 
 

Fresh 

Tobacco Free Futures 

Smokefree South West 

Smokefree Yorkshire and 

Humber 

Department of Health 

HM Revenue and Customs 

Local authority regulatory 

services 

Trading Standards regional 

intelligence teams 

Public Health teams 

Police 

National Health Service 



Latest figures North East  

• ? 
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What type of health warning is on the 
illicit tobacco you purchase?

Warning in foreign language No health warning
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When you buy illicit cigarettes or tobacco 
in the UK, are they:

UK purchase but cheaply priced
Counterfeit / fake
A foreign brand not normally found in the UK



KEY FACTS: 
2015 North East Illicit Tobacco Study 

 • Illicit market volume share unchanged from 2013 (9% of 
tobacco market) 

– 55% of buyers purchase from only one source; 22% use a 
variety of sources 

– A quarter of illicit buyers purchase all tobacco through 
illicit channels (17% in 2013) 

• Offers of illicit tobacco are up from 9% in 2013 to 12% 

– More than a third of current smokers have tried illicit 
tobacco – half of which have gone on to become regular 
illicit buyers 

– Young, male and struggling smokers continue to be the 
main target of illicit sellers 

• Comfort levels in 2015 most closely match that from 2011 

– This is despite notable increase in discomfort recorded 
between 2011 and 2013 
 

 



Elements of Success  

• Building Stakeholder Support 

• Changing perceptions 

• Gathering Intelligence 

• Taking action 

• Reinforcing key messages 

• Challenging the tobacco industry  

 



Building stakeholder support 

Get Some Answers 

 

 

 

Keep It Out  

 

 

 

What’s the real cost? 



Action, success and messages  



 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

  

 

Challenges  
JTI press quotes  
 
‘Undercover investigators highlight ‘widespread’ illicit 
tobacco trade in Gateshead’ 
 

• ‘Illegal cigarettes seized as part of a raid on Tyneside could 
contain human faeces, rat droppings or dead flies.' 

 

‘Durham bar staff, greengrocers and landlords caught 
selling illegal cigarettes in probe’ 

 

• ‘One in 10 cigarettes in the UK is from an illegal source, and 
illicit cigarettes often contain harmful chemicals banned by 
law from UK brands’ 

 



Highlighted as best practice 

• UK Centre for Tobacco and Alcohol Studies 

“The programme offers an exemplar of partnership working 

which has shown great promise in terms of finding 

impactful consumer messages about the harmfulness of 

illicit tobacco to communities, raising awareness of the 

issue, increasing intelligence and changing behaviours and 

therefore deserves to be widely disseminated.” 

• All Party Parliamentary Group on Smoking and Health inquiry 

into illicit tobacco  

• National Audit Office report on tobacco smuggling 

• Public Accounts Committee report on tobacco smuggling 

• HM Revenue and Customs tobacco smuggling strategy 

• HM Government’s tobacco control plan for England 



Conclusions 

• Must be placed within broader tobacco 

control  and public health strategies 

• Aim to reduce the demand for and the 

supply of illicit tobacco 

• Work across geographical boundaries 

• Coordinate action between agencies 

• Place within an international context 

• Protect activity from the interests of the 

tobacco industry  



Conclusions 

• Positive leadership to encourage and 

support localities to work collaboratively 

• Build on existing strategic partnerships 

• Continue monitoring the illicit tobacco 

market 

• Continue to focus on broad tobacco control 

• Protect activity from industry interference 

• Develop options for further regulation e.g.   

tobacco licensing regime 

 



Thank you 

Any questions? 

 

Tackling Illicit Tobacco for Better Health 

 

www.illegal-tobacco.co.uk 
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