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KEY TERMS
Sin tax

PLAIN PACKAGING:
“Plain packaging for tobacco products is a good idea”

In May 2016 tobacco plain packaging legislation was enacted in 
the UK, to come into effect after a one-year transitional period 
[Ref: BBC News]. Cigarette packs will now be a single colour, 
which market research claims to be the world’s ugliest, the brand 
name will be written in a standard font, size and location [Ref: 
Brisbane Times], and new health warnings covering 60% of the 
pack will also be introduced [Ref: Guardian]. The UK’s move, 
along with others such as France [Ref: Guardian] and Canada 
[Ref: Guardian], follows in the wake of the Australian Tobacco 
Plain Packaging Act 2011 (TPP) which required all tobacco 
products sold in the country to be sold in ‘plain’, standardised 
packaging, with large graphic health warnings covering the 
majority of the pack [Ref: Australian Government Department 
of Health]. The Australian policy aimed “to get rid of seductive 
and exciting packaging that is specifically designed to appeal 
to young people and make the idea of starting to smoke less 
attractive” [Ref: Guardian], reducing the number of smokers 
long-term, primarily by reducing uptake, rather than directly 
causing current smokers to quit. But critics of the move towards 
plain packaging have attacked the hypocrisy of yet another 
regulation on personal life choices, while continuing to reap the 
benefits of an estimated £14bn in tobacco taxes [Ref: Spectator]. 
Several tobacco companies have also made the case that plain 
packaging legislation has led to “a significant increase in the size 
of the illegal tobacco market”, costing the Australian government 
around AUS$1.42 billion in tax revenue annually [Ref: British 
American Tobacco]. Amid the competing arguments, is plain-
packaging for tobacco products an effective public health policy, 
or is it an illiberal overregulation of our personal life choices?

http://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/sin%20tax
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/business-36200778
http://www.brisbanetimes.com.au/national/does-this-colour-turn-you-off-20120816-24bf4.html
https://www.theguardian.com/science/sifting-the-evidence/2016/may/20/plain-standardised-cigarette-packaging-has-arrived-but-will-it-reduce-smoking
https://www.theguardian.com/society/2015/dec/18/france-votes-for-plain-cigarette-packaging-from-2016
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2016/may/31/canada-cigarette-plain-packaging-tobacco-smoking
http://health.gov.au/internet/main/publishing.nsf/Content/tobacco-plain
http://health.gov.au/internet/main/publishing.nsf/Content/tobacco-plain
https://www.theguardian.com/society/2015/jan/22/plain-packaging-not-deter-smokers-big-tobacco
http://www.spectator.co.uk/2016/12/the-sexy-new-face-of-cigarette-packaging/
http://www.bat.com/plainpackaging
http://www.bat.com/plainpackaging
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PLAIN PACKAGING:
“Plain packaging for tobacco products is a good idea”

THE PLAIN PACKAGING DEBATE IN CONTEXT
Is plain packaging legally sound?
The Tobacco industry has rallied hard to overturn plain packaging 
policies, arguing that it has not been proven to be effective, 
and that they consider it to be unlawful, “because it involves 
governments taking property from businesses – in this case our 
trademarks and other intellectual property – without paying 
for it” [Ref: British American Tobacco]. “In March 2015, British 
American Tobacco launched a legal challenge against the UK 
Government’s decision to implement plain packaging. In an 
initial ruling, the English High Court found against BAT and 
the other tobacco claimants, declaring plain packaging to be 
lawful. However, BAT was granted permission to appeal the 
decision to the Court of Appeal. In November 2016, the Court 
of Appeal upheld the original decision.” [Ref: British American 
Tobacco] Mark Davison, professor of law at Monash University 
in Victoria, described the industry’s argument as “so weak, it’s 
non-existent” [Ref: New Scientist]. He goes on to argue that: 
“There is no right to use a trademark given by the WTO [World 
Trade Organization] agreement. There is a right to prevent others 
using your trademark but that does not translate into a right to 
use your own trademark.” [Ref: New Scientist] Given that the 
tobacco industry claims that plain packaging will not reduce 
smoking rates, some critics question why so much funding and 
effort has gone into challenging the law in the courts, after all: “If 
it won’t work, why is the industry bothering to waste its money 
campaigning so hard against it?” [Ref: New Scientist]

Does plain packaging reduce smoking?
Australian academic, and tobacco control activist Simon 
Chapman has praised plain packaging legislation in Australia as 
an ‘historic decision’, adding that “when the history of the rise 
and fall of tobacco-caused disease is written, it will note this 
momentous initiative” [Ref: New Scientist]. Plain packaging is 
argued to contribute to improving public health, “by ultimately, 
reducing smoking and people’s exposure to tobacco smoke” 
[Ref: Australian Government Department of Health]. World 
Health Organisation’s director-general Dr Margaret Chan has 
stated that removing the branding from tobacco packaging, 
“kills the glamour, which is appropriate for a product that kills 
people.” [Ref: New York Daily News] Following the 2016 post-
implementation review (PIR) into the effects of the Australian 
legislation, Action on Smoking and Health (ash) claim that, “[t]
he analysis estimated that the 2012 packaging changes resulted 
in a statistically significant decline in smoking prevalence [among 
Australians aged 14 years and over] of 0.55 percentage points 
over the post-implementation period” [Ref: ash]. Dr Tasneem 
Chipty, of Analysis Group, studied the smoking prevalence 
data in Australia from December 2012 - December 2015 and 
estimates that, “the 2012 packaging changes resulted in 108,228 
fewer smokers” [Ref: Australian Government Department of 
Health]. The results of the post-implementation review have, 
however, been heavily contested. Analysis from Australian think-
tank the Grattan Institute, shows that whilst smoking rates in 
Australia have declined since the introduction of plain packaging 
legislation, it is quite possible that the driving factor was not 
simply plain packaging legislation, but an additional 42.4% 
increase in tax rate for tobacco products between June 2013 

http://www.bat.com/plainpackaging
http://www.bat.com/plainpackaging
http://www.bat.com/plainpackaging
https://www.newscientist.com/article/mg21028100-100-ignore-big-tobaccos-absurd-fight-against-plain-packs/
https://www.newscientist.com/article/mg21028100-100-ignore-big-tobaccos-absurd-fight-against-plain-packs/
https://www.newscientist.com/article/mg21028100-100-ignore-big-tobaccos-absurd-fight-against-plain-packs/
https://www.newscientist.com/article/mg21028100-100-ignore-big-tobaccos-absurd-fight-against-plain-packs/
http://ris.pmc.gov.au/sites/default/files/posts/2016/02/Tobacco-Plain-Packaging-PIR.pdf
http://www.nydailynews.com/life-style/plain-packaging-cigarettes-stub-desire-smoke-article-1.2659177
http://ash.org.uk/media-and-news/press-releases-media-and-news/australian-government-report-confirms-standardised-plain-packaging-works/
http://www.health.gov.au/internet/main/publishing.nsf/content/tobacco-plain-packaging-evaluation
http://www.health.gov.au/internet/main/publishing.nsf/content/tobacco-plain-packaging-evaluation
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PLAIN PACKAGING:
“Plain packaging for tobacco products is a good idea”

THE PLAIN PACKAGING DEBATE IN CONTEXT CONTINUED...
and June 2015. In fact, they argue that the data suggests that 
smoking rates actually increased by as much as 6% in the first 
year after the legislation was introduced, prior to the increase 
in the excise rate [Ref: Breitbart]. British American Tobacco, 
amongst others, suggest that even if there have been reductions 
in the smoking rates in Australia, this is not due to the effects of 
TPP legislation, arguing that “smoking rates have not deviated 
from historic trends” [Ref: British American Tobacco].

Sin taxes and the nanny state
The policy has come under further criticism from some who claim 
it is nothing more than, “an affront to liberty”, and “another 
example of the nanny state undermining personal responsibility, 
and holding us, the public, in contempt” [Ref: spiked]. Others 
argue that from a practical point of view, it simply does not work, 
and maintain that plain packaging is simply a: “Soviet era-style 
restriction that does not sit well in a liberal democracy” [Ref: 
Guardian], and that “an assault on personal freedoms in the 
name of health is still an assault on democracy” [Ref: Guardian]. 
Commentator Rod Liddle lambasted the policy as a “laughable 
moral compromise, epitomised by the idiocy of not allowing 
tobacco companies to put a nice design on their packets, 
but still greedily taking money from them.” [Ref: Spectator] 
Furthermore, there is a fear among many critics that this is the 
start of a slippery slope towards other unhealthy industries being 
increasingly regulated by so-called ‘sin-taxes’, leading them to 
ask: “How long will it be before public health campaigners call for 
alcohol, fatty food, sugar or even confectionery to be sold in plain 
packaging?” [Ref: Plain Packs Plain Stupid]. Nonetheless, the 
policy has received near universal acclaim from health officials, 

as well as being supported by the World Health Organisation, 
and one columnist notes that, “smoking stands alone in its 
harmfulness…it kills more people than drink, drugs, road 
crashes, all other accidents, suicide and preventable diabetes 
combined” [Ref: Financial Times], meaning the government is 
right to take steps to reduce its prevalence. Moreover, The British 
Lung Foundation argues that the law “will protect children for 
generations … If just a fraction of […] children are discouraged 
from taking up smoking as a result of standardised packaging, it 
will save thousands of lives.” [Ref: British Lung Foundation] So 
are critics right to worry about a slippery slope? Is this another 
example of the ‘nanny state’ interfering with our personal life 
choices? Or do we have a duty to embrace the potential health 
benefits to our society by continuing to reduce the appeal of 
smoking?

http://www.breitbart.com/london/2016/09/08/plain-packaging-not-work/
http://www.bat.com/plainpackaging
http://www.spiked-online.com/newsite/article/plain-packs-an-affront-to-liberty/18396#.WGzTEPmLS72
https://www.theguardian.com/science/occams-corner/2013/jul/23/1
https://www.theguardian.com/science/occams-corner/2013/jul/23/1
http://www.spectator.co.uk/2016/12/the-sexy-new-face-of-cigarette-packaging/
http://www.plainpacksplainstupid.com/issues/
https://www.ft.com/content/de261cd2-9b65-11e1-8b36-00144feabdc0
https://www.blf.org.uk/take-action/campaign-with-us/plain-packaging-for-cigarettes
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PLAIN PACKAGING:
“Plain packaging for tobacco products is a good idea”

ESSENTIAL READING

FOR
From today, cigarette packs will never look the same again 
Daniel Hunt Huffington Post 20 May 2016

If plain packaging does not deter smokers, why was industry 
against it? 
Sarah Boseley Guardian	22 January 2015

Plain packaging for cigarettes would help Britain kick its smoking 
habit 
Dan Poulter Guardian 10 August 2012

Ignore big tobacco’s absurd fight against plain packs 
Simon Chapman New Scientist 27 April 2011

 
AGAINST
The sexy new face of cigarette packaging 
Rod Liddle Spectator 3 December 2016

Plain packs: an affront to liberty 
Ben Kew spiked	25 May 2016

Why tobacco plain packaging could have dangerous unintended 
consequences 
Thomas Boysen Anker The Conversation	19 May 2016

Britain beware: Australia’s data on plain packs isn’t reliable 
Nathan Dabrowski Politics.co.uk	14 March 2016

IN DEPTH
Post-implementation review: Tobacco plain packaging 
Australian Department of Health 2016

Plain packaging of tobacco products 
World Health Organisation 2016

Plain packets may spark a rise in smoking 
Neil McKeganey	 The Times 9 March 2015

http://www.huffingtonpost.co.uk/daniel-hunt/plain-packaging-cigarettes_b_10049324.html
https://www.theguardian.com/society/2015/jan/22/plain-packaging-not-deter-smokers-big-tobacco
https://www.theguardian.com/society/2015/jan/22/plain-packaging-not-deter-smokers-big-tobacco
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2012/aug/10/plain-packaging-cigarettes
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2012/aug/10/plain-packaging-cigarettes
https://www.newscientist.com/article/mg21028100-100-ignore-big-tobaccos-absurd-fight-against-plain-packs/
http://www.spectator.co.uk/2016/12/the-sexy-new-face-of-cigarette-packaging/
http://www.spiked-online.com/newsite/article/plain-packs-an-affront-to-liberty/18396#.WEAVGvmLTct
https://theconversation.com/why-tobacco-plain-packaging-could-have-dangerous-unintended-consequences-59611
https://theconversation.com/why-tobacco-plain-packaging-could-have-dangerous-unintended-consequences-59611
http://www.politics.co.uk/comment-analysis/2016/03/14/cameron-beware-australia-s-data-on-plain-packs-isn-t-reliabl
http://ris.pmc.gov.au/sites/default/files/posts/2016/02/Tobacco-Plain-Packaging-PIR.pdf
http://apps.who.int/iris/bitstream/10665/207478/1/9789241565226_eng.pdf?ua=1
http://www.thetimes.co.uk/tto/news/uk/scotland/article4376655.ece
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PLAIN PACKAGING:
“Plain packaging for tobacco products is a good idea”

BACKGROUNDERS
Plain packaging is an infringement of free speech 
Brendan O’Neill The Australian 26 November 2016

I miss those smoke-filled days with people behaving badly 
Debora Robertson Telegraph 20 September 2016

As Australia shows, plain packaging for cigarettes does not work 
Bretbart 8 September 2016

Will plain packaging on cigarettes stub out desire to smoke? 
Paul Friederichsen New York Daily News	2 June 2016

Plain cigarette packaging has arrived, but will it reduce smoking? 
Olivia Maynard	 Guardian 20 May 2016

The defeat of Big Tobacco on plain packaging is good for 
democracy 
Juliet Samuel Telegraph 19 May 2016

Media Advisory: Standardised plain packaging starts 20th May 
2016 
Action on Smoking and Health (ash) 5 May 2016

No logo 
Economist 4 April 2016

Smoking out the truth on plain packaging of cigarettes 
Terry Sweetman Courier Mail 5 March 2016

The slow-burn, devastating impact of tobacco plain packs 
Simon Chapman The Conversation 3 December 2015

Smoking, democracy, plain packaging and the Soviets 
Richard P. Grant	Guardian 23 July 2013

Tobacco companies versus the plain truth 
Michael Skapinker Financial Times 16 May 2012

Old moralism in new packaging 
Chris Snowdon spiked 24 April 2012

AUDIO/VISUAL
Public health vs individual freedom 
Moral Maze BBC Radio 4 15 February 2014

http://www.theaustralian.com.au/national-affairs/opinion/plain-packaging-is-an-infringement-of-free-speech/news-story/d1009eaa3d28581b5ba38a2a7884b463
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2016/09/20/i-miss-those-smoke-filled-days-with-people-behaving-badly/
http://www.breitbart.com/london/2016/09/08/plain-packaging-not-work/
http://www.nydailynews.com/life-style/plain-packaging-cigarettes-stub-desire-smoke-article-1.2659177
https://www.theguardian.com/science/sifting-the-evidence/2016/may/20/plain-standardised-cigarette-packaging-has-arrived-but-will-it-reduce-smoking
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2016/05/19/the-defeat-of-big-tobacco-on-plain-packaging-is-good-for-democra/
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2016/05/19/the-defeat-of-big-tobacco-on-plain-packaging-is-good-for-democra/
http://ash.org.uk/media-and-news/press-releases-media-and-news/media-advisory-standardised-plain-packaging-starts-20th-may-2016/
http://ash.org.uk/media-and-news/press-releases-media-and-news/media-advisory-standardised-plain-packaging-starts-20th-may-2016/
http://www.economist.com/news/business/21703424-big-tobaccos-controversial-ailing-crusade-against-plain-packaging-no-logo
http://www.couriermail.com.au/news/opinion/smoking-out-the-truth-on-plain-packaging-of-cigarettes/news-story/4f158c5f366ca2650a4a696076c4b2d9
https://theconversation.com/the-slow-burn-devastating-impact-of-tobacco-plain-packs-51727
https://www.theguardian.com/science/occams-corner/2013/jul/23/1
https://www.ft.com/content/de261cd2-9b65-11e1-8b36-00144feabdc0
http://www.spiked-online.com/newsite/article/12373#.WGuHG_mLS70
http://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/b03tt510
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PLAIN PACKAGING:
“Plain packaging for tobacco products is a good idea”

IN THE NEWS
Big Tobacco threatens Supreme Court fight after losing plain 
packaging appeal 
Telegraph 30 November 2016

Plain packaging a hit with anti-smoking advocates, but debate 
about whether it works continues 
CBC News 1 June 2016

Canada to enforce plain packaging in an attempt to curb smoking 
Guardian 31 May 2016

Plain cigarette packaging: what you need to know 
ITV News 20 May 2016

France votes for plain cigarette packaging from 2016 
Guardian 18 December 2015

Smoking soars where packets are plain, says drug misuse expert 
The Times 9 March 2015

Warning that plain packaging will boost tobacco black market 
The Times 25 January 2015

Cigarette plain packaging laws come into force in Australia 
Guardian 1 December 2012

Does this colour turn you off? 
Brisbane Times 17 August 2012

ORGANISATIONS
Action on Smoking and Health (ash)

British American Tobacco

British Lung Foundation

Plain Packs Plain Stupid

http://www.telegraph.co.uk/business/2016/11/30/big-tobacco-threatens-supreme-court-fight-losing-packaging-appeal/
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/business/2016/11/30/big-tobacco-threatens-supreme-court-fight-losing-packaging-appeal/
http://www.cbc.ca/news/health/plain-packaging-cigarettes-liberals-australia-1.3609015
http://www.cbc.ca/news/health/plain-packaging-cigarettes-liberals-australia-1.3609015
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2016/may/31/canada-cigarette-plain-packaging-tobacco-smoking
http://www.itv.com/news/2016-05-20/cigarette-plain-packaging-what-you-need-to-know/
https://www.theguardian.com/society/2015/dec/18/france-votes-for-plain-cigarette-packaging-from-2016
http://www.thetimes.co.uk/tto/news/uk/scotland/article4376674.ece
http://www.thesundaytimes.co.uk/sto/news/uk_news/scotland/article1511262.ece
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2012/dec/01/plain-packaging-australian-cigarette-tobacco
http://www.brisbanetimes.com.au/national/does-this-colour-turn-you-off-20120816-24bf4.html
http://ash.org.uk/
http://www.bat.com/plainpackaging
https://www.blf.org.uk/take-action/campaign-with-us/plain-packaging-for-cigarettes
http://www.plainpacksplainstupid.com/issues/
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FOR STUDENTS
READ EVERYTHING .....
In the Topic Guide and in the news - not just your 
side of the argument either. 

STATISTICS ARE GOOD BUT.....
Your opponents will have their own too. They’ll 
support your points but they aren’t a substitute for 
them.

BE BOLD
Get straight to the point but don’t rush into 
things: make sure you aren’t falling back on earlier 
assertions because interpreting a debate too 
narrowly might show a lack of understanding or 
confidence. 

DON’T BACK DOWN
Try to take your case to its logical conclusion before 
trying to seem ‘balanced’ - your ability to challenge 
fundamental principles will be rewarded - even if you 
personally disagree with your arguments.  

DON’T PANIC
Never assume you’ve lost because every question is 
an opportunity to explain what you know. Don’t try 
to answer every question but don’t avoid the tough 
ones either. 

FOR JUDGES
Judges are asked to consider whether students have 
been brave enough to address the difficult questions 
asked of them. Clever semantics might demonstrate 
an acrobatic mind but are also likely to hinder 
a serious discussion by changing the terms and 
parameters of the debate itself.

Whilst a team might demonstrate considerable 
knowledge and familiarity with the topic, evading 
difficult issues and failing to address the main 
substance of the debate misses the point of the 
competition. Judges are therefore encouraged to 
consider how far students have gone in defending 
their side of the motion, to what extent students 
have taken up the more challenging parts of the 
debate and how far the teams were able to respond 
to and challenge their opponents. 

As one judge remarked ‘These are not debates 
won simply by the rather technical rules of schools 
competitive debating. The challenge is to dig in to 
the real issues.’ This assessment seems to grasp the 
point and is worth bearing in mind when sitting on a 
judging panel.

FOR TEACHERS
Hoping to start a debating club? Looking for ways to give your debaters more experience? Debaitng Matters have 
have a wide range of resources to help develop a culture of debate in your school and many more Topic Guides 
like this one to bring out the best in your students. For these and details of how to enter a team for the Debating 
Matters Competition visit our website, www.debatingmatters.com

http://www.debatingmatters.com


“A COMPLEX 
WORLD REQUIRES 
THE CAPACITY 
TO MARSHALL 
CHALLENGING IDEAS 
AND ARGUMENTS”  
LORD BOATENG,  FORMER BRITISH HIGH 
COMMISSIONER TO SOUTH AFRICA
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