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Henry A. Waxman 

Tobacco 
Exports: 
Why the 
Silence? 

Despite months of anti-tobacco rheto
ric from our nation's leading health offi 
cials, it seems that in the eyes of thf 
Bush adm.itl.istration, a death oversea! 
from smoking cigarettes means leS! 
than a death in the United States. 

The U.S. position on the health im
pact of tobacco exports reflects ar 
abrupt policy shift for anti·tobacco cru· 
sader SeCTetary of Health and Humar 
Servicea Louis Sullivan. The change ol 
heart came juat ovec a month after Dr. 
Sullivan's assistant secretary for health. 
Dr. James Mason, told delegates to thf 
Seventh World Conference on Smokin~ 
and Health l.n Pertb, Australia, "It i~ 
indeed offensive that cigarette maker~ 
ean peddle more than five trillion ol 
their pemiciow products a year arounc 
the wortd.• 

Strong words and an appropriate sen
timent for a U.S. health official. Upon 
his return from Australia, Dr. Mason 
was invited to testify at a congressional 
hearing add.tessing the health effects of 
U.S. tobacco exports. At issue was a 
General Accounting Office report point
ing out the obvious inconsistency of a 
U.S. health policy that asks people not to 
-smoke and a trade policy that say~ 
please do. 

Dr. Mason had accepted the subcom· 
mittee's invitation to appear with a rep
resentative oC the U.S. Trade Office. But 
two cbys before t.he hearing, we were 
infonn~ that the administration would 
not allow the assistant aecretary for 
health to testify. In response to a letter 
requesting an explanation for this unusu
al action, Dr. SuUivan told the subc-om
mittee that ~our message on smoking 
remains strong and unaltered• and that 
the department would be pleased to 
testify in the - future "to address the 
health concerns of smoking on our citi
uni' (emphasis added). 

Dr. Sullivan has r ightfully criticized 
U.S. tobacco companies for outrageous 
conduct in the targeting of cigarette 
Advertising at blacks and women. Yet 
when tbeae aame companies use televi
aion advenwq and other ~rketing 

g1mmicks to target blacks an<l wonwt\ 1 
overseas, the secretary and his depart- ~ 
ment are strangely silent. 

U.S. consumption of cigarettes is de
clining. That's the good news. The bati 
news is that U.S. tobacco manu(llcturers 
are responding to the decline by expand
ing markets overseas. For every smoker 
who quits in Boston or Baltimore, new 
smokers are being aggressively targeted 
and recruited by U.S. tobacco rompanies 
in Bangkok and Deijing. 

Every year, cigarettes are re:o;ponsible 
for 400,000 deaths in the United States 
and 2.5 million worldwide. The World 
Health Organization estimates that if 
current smoking trends continue, world
wide deaths from smoking wiU exceed 
10 million by the first quarter of the 
21st century. A disproportionate num
ber of these deaths will take place in the 
developing nations of Asia, Africa and 
South America. 

But cigarettes are a profitable export 
. for the United States. Last year tobacco 

"It is repugnant that 
the solution to the 
U.S. trade deficit is 
to export more 
tobacco." 
exports were responsible for a trade 
SLlrplus of over $4 billion. It is r epugnant 
that the solution to the U.S. trade deficit 
is to export more tobacco. We should be 
fighting harder to sell positive commodi
ties such as automobiles, satellite tech· 
nology and aviation equipment. With this 
year's trade deficit projected to exceed 
$100 billion, the contribution of tobacco 
is hardly worth the moral price such 
exports exact. 

Tobacco supporters in Congress and 
the industry argue that tobacco should 
be treated like any other U.S. commodi
ty. If we don't sell U.S. tobacco to 
Asians, Asian tobacco companies wiU get 
the market. U.S. exports don't cause 
smoking, they say. 

Secretary Sullivan should not have 
heeded these arguments. They come 
from the same people he has condemned 
for its sale oC tobacco to American chil
dren. The question he should have 
asked, and the one Dr. Mason so ele>
quently answered, is whether we should 
vigorously push the export and sale of 
tobacco overseas simply because there 
are people willing to buy it. 

In 1836, the British government wor
~ed about the economic risk of a nega· 
t1ve trade balance with China, and its 
19th century solution has a deadly paral-· 
lei to th~ .tobacco trade solution of today. 
The Br1t1sh sold the Chinese opium in 
exchange for silk and tea. And so opium 
became, in historian Immanuel C. Y. 
Hsu's words, "'the economic panacea for 
the British trade doldrums: 

Our tobacco export policies are no 
less morally offensive tOdi!y. 

Rep. Waxman (D.Calif.) is chairman 
of the subcommittte on health and I he 
environment 


