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Editorial

Vaping may be slowing Australia’s tobacco control 
progress
Michelle I Jongenelis1 , Mike Daube AO2

Australia has long been recognised as a world leader in 
tobacco control. A suite of evidence-based tobacco control 
measures over recent decades has resulted in substantial 

reductions in the proportion of adults who report smoking 
daily and concomitant increases in the proportion of those who 
report having never smoked.1 Rates of daily smoking among 
adolescents are impressively low at less than 2%.1

Research published in this issue of the Medical Journal of Australia 
suggests these outcomes have been put in jeopardy by the 
emergence of vapes in Australia. Egger and colleagues2 explored 
trends in adolescent smoking prevalence before and after the 
introduction of vapes on the Australian market. Using data from 
eight Australian Secondary Students’ Alcohol and Drug Surveys 
administered between 1999 and 2022–2023, they conducted an 
interrupted time series analysis on the smoking behaviours of 
over 170 000 adolescents (12–17-year-olds).

Substantial declines in the prevalence of tobacco smoking 
were observed, a testament to Australia’s continuing tobacco 
control efforts. Between 1999 and 2022–2023, the proportion of 
adolescents who had ever tried smoking decreased by 74.4% 
(from 52.7% to 13.5%), while the proportion who reported 
smoking in the past month or past week decreased by 85.5% 
(from 23.4% to 3.4%) and 89.1% (from 19.2% to 2.1%) respectively. 
By contrast, the results related to vaping are sobering: between 
2017 and 2022–2023, the proportion of adolescents who reported 
they had ever vaped more than doubled, increasing from 13.5% 
to 29.9%. The proportion of those who reported vaping in the past 
month increased from 4.2% to 15.7% over the same period. This 
increase is consistent with findings from research conducted 
internationally3-5 and coincides with the emergence of cheap, 
disposable vape products. Made with nicotine salts rather than 
freebase nicotine, these products have a lower pH, reducing 
the harshness of the inhaled aerosol and making them highly 
palatable, addictive, and easy to inhale.6,7 Throw in a flavour of 
some sort (eg, watermelon ice crush, unicorn milk, gummy bear) 
and make them easy to conceal, and you have a product that 
is highly appealing to young people, especially those who were 
previously nicotine naïve.

A particularly concerning finding of Egger and colleagues is the 
slowing in the rate of decline in smoking-related behaviours, 
with results indicating that there would be fewer adolescents 
smoking today had vapes not entered the Australian market 
— a trend that has also been observed in New Zealand.8 
Specifically, results suggest that the emergence of vapes may 
have contributed to an extra 74 adolescents out of every 1000 
having tried smoking, and an extra 16 out of every 1000 smoking 
weekly. Although the cross-sectional nature of the data means 
causality cannot be assumed, results were largely consistent 
across a number of sensitivity analyses that varied the timing 
of the onset of the effect of vaping and controlled for the 

affordability of tobacco cigarettes, attesting to the robustness of 
the findings.

It is important to look beyond the statistics. Behind each number 
is an adolescent who was on their way to living a tobacco- and 
nicotine-free life. Tobacco companies claim to want “a smokeless 
world”,9 but 75 years after conclusive evidence that smoking causes 
lung cancer,10,11 they continue to sell and promote their lethal 
products, and oppose and undermine evidence-based action to 
reduce smoking and protect young people. It was only a matter 
of time before the industry responded to a shrinking cigarette 
market by producing a range of products designed to addict a 
new generation to nicotine. And respond they did, investing 
substantially in vape product development and promotion12 
along with a growing range of other nicotine products.

In response to increased rates of vaping, the Australian 
Government introduced the Therapeutic Goods and Other 
Legislation Amendment (Vaping Reforms) Act 2024, which was 
designed to reduce both the supply and demand of vape 
products. The supply of vapes via retailers such as tobacconists 
and convenience stores is prohibited, while those who wish to 
use vapes to quit smoking can purchase products that meet 
the Therapeutic Goods Administration’s standards from 
pharmacies. This controlled supply model has been strongly 
supported by the public health community, teachers and parents, 
with over 80 organisations calling for decision makers to pass 
the legislation.13 There was little opposition, other than from the 
tobacco and vape industries and their allies.

The findings published by Egger and colleagues demonstrate 
just how important vaping prevention approaches — such as 
the controlled supply model — are at protecting tobacco control 
efforts from industries determined to undermine public health 
policy. Our response to vapes can certainly be improved. For 
example, there is no doubt that enforcement efforts in some 
jurisdictions have been slow, and must be greatly enhanced.14,15 
Cross-jurisdiction information sharing is key, and those states 
that are lagging must learn from the experiences of those that 
have acted early and decisively to shut down illegal retailers and 
strengthen legislation, such as South Australia and Queensland.

Beyond this, we must ensure that the emergence of vapes, oral 
nicotine pouches, and other nicotine products does not distract 
us from the action needed to reduce the toll of death and disease 
caused by smoking, and to protect new generations from the 
harms being perpetrated by predatory industries. Egger and 
colleagues rightly call for integrated and comprehensive tobacco 
and vaping control strategies. It is time for these to include 
approaches that involve phasing out the commercial tobacco 
industry and, following the example set by other countries such 
as Canada16 and the United States,17 require that the industry 
pay for the costs our society incurs as a result of its activities.
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