Environmental consequences of tobacco production and consumption.
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Gupta and colleagues1 draw attention to the synergies between air pollution and tobacco exposure and suggest that it may be possible to leverage growing concern about the health impact of air quality to improve the global implementation of tobacco control measures. This is a welcome suggestion, but governments and other agencies should be encouraged to think even more widely when considering the environmental impacts of tobacco production and consumption, as outlined in recent reports.2,3 
Tobacco cultivation requires substantial inputs of (often child) labour, land, fertiliser and water while producing substantial toxicity to land and water ecosystems. Added to land clearance for cultivation, the wood and charcoal burnt in curing tobacco are major contributors to deforestation. Nine out of the ten largest tobacco cultivators are low or middle income countries, and four are defined as low income food deficit countries. Food cultivation has less environmental impact, fulfils an essential human need and is in fact more profitable for farmers.3 With an annual greenhouse gas contribution 84 Mt CO2 eq (Figure 1), the tobacco industry both contributes to climate change and reduces climate resilience, wasting resources and damaging ecosystems necessary for human society. Although the environmental burden falls on countries least able to cope with it, the profits are made by transnational tobacco companies based in richer countries. 
Reducing tobacco consumption needs to be identified as a key lever for delivering across all of the Sustainable Development Goals4,5, not just those directly related to health.
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Figure 1 Annual mass flows across the global tobacco supply chain (adapted from3) 
Note: waste water excludes water losses at the farming and curing stages.
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