
Tobacco Control and the Right to Health in Israel

The Human Rights and Tobacco Control Network (HRTCN) has reviewed Israel’s report to the committee on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights with respect to tobacco control and the right to health.  Israel is to be commended for ratifying the Framework Convention on Tobacco Control in August 2005, pioneering smokefree legislation in 1983 and amending those laws numerous times, most recently in 2007; for subsidizing cessation medications and other cessation services to all citizens since January 2010, and for passing a National Tobacco Control Plan in 2011.  However, since its implementation, Israel could commit more resources and greater attention to tobacco control under Article 12: the Right to the Highest Attainable Standard of Health.

Israel notes in their Committee Report that 18.6% of women and 36% of men smoked at least once per day (note: these numbers are less than those for Arab males at 55.2% and Arab females at 4.6%).  More recent data demonstrates overall adult smoking prevalence of 23.3% (male 32%, females 15% with Jewish males 28%, Jewish females 16%, Arab Males 52%, Arab females 9.7%).  Of concern is the stagnant overall population smoking rate and the particularly high Arab male rates - the newly approved National Tobacco Control Plan should improve these statistics.

A 2010 Health Minister’s Report on Smoking demonstrated a smoking prevalence of 1.6% in Jewish 13-14 year olds and 1.1% in Arab ages 13-14.  It is critical to understand tobacco prevalence rates in older adolescents.  A recent GYTS was reported from Bedouin youth from the Negev desert region of Israel (albeit a small representation of Arab youth in Israel).  This descriptive study suggested high prevalence for both boys and girls with high levels of social acceptability for smoking within this population.  This information combined with the higher rates of lung cancer in Arabs and the concerns from the Physicians for Human Rights relative to availability of health care to the Arabs within the Negev region suggest increased tobacco control resources should be provided to disparate populations.

Israel should be commended for being the first country in the world to utilize the FCTC in litigation to provide a smokefree venue (right to a health environment) for a pregnant woman.  The Israeli High Court of Justice cited the FCTC and Israel’s ratification of this treaty to protect all inhabitants from secondhand smoke, in this particular case, in a restaurant.  Israel has had a smokefree law for many years – and enforcement of it is critical.  Additionally, Israel recently passed a law that will ban vending machines from the country as of 1 January 2014.  Vending machines are key resources for youth attempting to buy tobacco, and banning such sales should help with preventing youth from smoking.

In light of the above, HRTCN would ask the Israeli country representative to address the following issues:

1. Strict enforcement of national smokefree laws particularly in all educational institutions.

2. Continue to increase tobacco taxes – and allocate a substantial portion to fund tobacco control

3. Ban all advertising of tobacco and establish graphic warning labels on tobacco products

4. Increase healthcare provider knowledge and interventions for tobacco cessation

5. Improved tobacco use prevalence surveys that include all products in all populations on a regular basis to provide data to guide interventions, including regarding exposure to secondhand smoke.

6. Provide full, sustainable funding for the tobacco control department in the Ministry of Health, and the National Tobacco Control Plan.


