The 2026 Tobacco and Vapes Act – on to the tobacco endgame.
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The goal of the tobacco endgame is that no one starts to smoke, that everyone who smokes is supported to quit, and that reductions in consumption and profitability mean that the tobacco industry, which continues to be the main barrier to progress, ceases to be commercially viable[1 2].  Passage of the 2026 Tobacco and Vapes Act[3] into UK law [Box 1]  is a milestone on this journey, and exemplifies the “forward-looking tobacco control measures” called for by Article 2.1 of the WHO Framework Convention on Tobacco Control (FCTC)[4 5].

The UK’s first comprehensive tobacco control plan, the 1998 White Paper “Smoking Kills", set the stage for policies that included a steep tobacco tax escalator, raising the legal age of tobacco sales from 16 to 18, smokefree laws, advertising and sponsorship bans, and the introduction of standardised packaging.[6] A measure of their success is that the rate of regular smoking among 15 year olds in the UK, having been essentially static between 1982(25%) and 2002(23%), had fallen to only 2.2% by 2023[7]. Nevertheless, more than 5 million people in the UK still smoke[7], two out of three people who continue to smoke will die as a result,[8] and smoking costs the UK economy around £40 billion/year[9].

There is no safe age to start smoking, and the Tobacco and Vapes Act’s headline measure is the introduction of a generational ban on the sale of tobacco products (see Box 2 for definitions). It will be illegal, as of 2027, to sell any tobacco product, as well as herbal smoking products, and cigarette papers to anyone born on or after 1st January 2009, eventually ending the tobacco industry’s ability to recruit new smokers. The Act explicitly states that heated tobacco products are indeed tobacco products, ending an ambiguity that the tobacco industry has been exploiting to advertise them.  The generational sales ban will also be simpler for retailers, where age verification will now require remembering only a single date (the Association of Convenience Stores has launched a “Decline09” campaign in preparation). Of note, arguments that it is incompatible with EU law have been comprehensively rebutted[10]. 

Box 1 The UK Tobacco and Vapes Bill 2026 – Summary and timeline

October 2026
Minimum age of sale of 18 for all consumer nicotine products (currently only in place for e-cigarettes and tobacco, but not novel products like pouches) as well as non-nicotine vapes

Ban on the free distribution of vapes and other consumer nicotine products.

Fixed penalty notices: trading standards officers can issue these for breaches of age of sale, proxy sale, free distribution, and display restrictions regulations 

A ban on vape (and other nicotine products) vending machines.

Excise tax on vape fluid takes effect [not part of the Act]

1st Jan 2027
Generational sales ban commences - it will never be legal to sell tobacco products, herbal smoking products, and cigarette papers to anyone born on or after 1st Jan 2009

June 2027
Ban on advertising and sponsorship of vapes and consumer nicotine products.

2027-2029 will require regulations following public consultation and regulations

Require retail licensing: Creates a retail licencing scheme in England and Wales for all tobacco and nicotine products (Scotland and NI have a retail register scheme). 

Powers to extend smoke-free places legislation from indoor to specific outdoor public places and to introduce heated tobacco and vape-free spaces. 

Regulate the branding, promotion, sponsorship, packaging, point of sale, contents and device design of all tobacco and nicotine products, existing and future, supported by a registration scheme for all tobacco and nicotine products (with pre and post market powers).
This includes powers to potentially regulate and/or ban cigarette filters.







Box 2 The UK Tobacco and Vapes Bill 2026 - product definitions 

Tobacco product: a product consisting wholly or partly of tobacco and intended to be smoked, sniffed, sucked, chewed or consumed in any other way.

Tobacco related device: a device, other than a vape, which enables a tobacco product to be consumed (for example, a heated tobacco device or pipe), or an item which is intended to form part of such a device.

Vape: a device which vaporises substances, other than tobacco, for the purpose of inhalation through a mouthpiece (whether or not it also vaporises tobacco), and is not a medical device or a medicinal product, or an item which is intended to form part of such a device (including anything intended to be attached to it with a view to imparting flavour).

Nicotine product: 
(i) any device (other than tobacco products or vapes) which is intended to enable nicotine to be delivered into the human body, or an item which is intended to form part of such a device.
(ii) nicotine, or any substance containing nicotine, which is intended to be delivered into the human body, or any item containing this.















In contrast to alcohol, there has been no requirement in the UK to have a license to sell tobacco, vapes or other nicotine products. To remedy this, the Act provides primary legislative powers for retail licensing, with the licensing scheme itself to be established and operationalised through secondary legislation. This will be a step change in enforcement as it allows for licenses to be withdrawn for breaches of the rules, but it is crucial that regulations are drafted in a way that also gives local authorities power to limit licenses on public health grounds over time. In addition, trading standards officers will also now have powers to issue fixed penalty notices for breaches of age of sale, proxy sale, free distribution, and display restrictions. The proceeds of these fines are required to be used for the enforcement of tobacco and vape legislation. 

E-cigarettes can be an effective tool to help smoking cessation[11], but although substantially less harmful than smoking they are not harmless[12 13], meaning use by non-smokers and especially children, whose lungs are still developing, should be avoided[14]. Current (in the last month) use of e-cigarettes by 11-15 year olds was only 1% in 2013 and 2% in 2021, however by 2025 this had increased to 5%, driven largely by the advent of cheap disposable devices[15]. A key regulatory failure is that the aggressive marketing of these to appeal to children and young people[16-18] has until now been allowed, in particular by the choice of the previous UK government to vote down a measure that would have given it powers to limit this in 2021[19].
 
Following the Act, the existing ban on all tobacco advertising and sponsorship will be extended to cover vaping and other nicotine products. The Act closes the loophole that has allowed free distribution of nicotine products to under 18s and bans sale of all nicotine products as well as non-nicotine vapes to under 18s. The existing ban on tobacco vending machines will be extended to include vending machines for nicotine products. The Act also allows for places to be designated as free of vapes and heated tobacco products. An excise tax on vape fluid comes into force in October this year, which will both raise revenue for tobacco control and direct HMRC and Border Force resources towards controlling illicit trade. This and other measures in the Act that reduce the appeal, affordability, and availability of vapes to young people, mirror measures that have been effective in reducing youth smoking[6 7 20 21]. 
The government now has power to regulate the packaging and design of all tobacco and nicotine products and establish a new product registration system to facilitate this. The tobacco industry has been adept at finding loopholes, so an approach which is both comprehensive and designed to be future-proof, is welcome, ensuring that measures introduced will apply not only to existing products like e-cigarettes, but also to any future developments.

With a generational sales ban, the UK is now embarked on the tobacco endgame, but a number of measures are needed to accelerate this.  First, although government funding of comprehensive smoking cessation services, mass media campaigns, and enforcement has been announced for 2025/26, this must be sustained beyond the current financial year. Second, swift introduction of regulations to restrict displays and standardise the packaging of nicotine products so that they are unappealing to children, while not discouraging to adults who wish to use them to quit smoking. Third, there is no safe level of exposure to passive smoke. Government should resist industry lobbying, extend its ambition and make outdoor hospitality settings smoke-free as well, protecting staff and customers. This is of particular urgency given the increasing popularity and accompanying health harms of Shisha smoking[22].  Fourth, government should now consult and then act on its power to introduce a ban on cigarette filters. Filters are actively harmful, giving false reassurance that sustains smoking behaviour while providing no protection to the health of users[23]. Moreover, the trillions discarded into the environment annually are a major source of marine microplastic pollution[23 24].  Finally, the tobacco industry is only profitable because it has not been required to pay for the health, economic, and environmental harm it causes[9 24]. The same profitability underpins its power to influence and delay tobacco control globally. The UK Treasury should  lead the way by introducing a profit cap on UK tobacco sales called for by the All Party Parliamentary Group on Smoking and Health[1]. Such a polluter pays levy would both raise an estimated £700m per year to fund tobacco control and other public health measures but would also begin to impact directly on the tobacco industry’s business model and sustainability.
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