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The tobacco industry has a long history of exploiting 
Indigenous peoples and their culture. During the 
1980s, tobacco company WD & HO Wills ran 
racist advertising in Australia carrying the slogan 
‘Get your own black’. In the late 1990s, Winfield 
advertisements depicted an Aboriginal man playing 
a didgeridoo with the slogan ‘Australians’ answer 
to the peace pipe’.1 2 More recently, Philip Morris 
International (PMI) has sold cigarettes in Israel 
labelled ‘Māori Mix’3 and in the USA, R.J. Reynolds 
continues to market Natural American Spirit using 
Native American imagery.4 Thus, tobacco industry 
exploitation of Indigenous peoples continues.

Thompson et al5 draw our attention to how 
the tobacco industry is now focusing on Indige-
nous peoples to promote their Alternative Nico-
tine Delivery Systems (ANDS). They discuss how 
Rothmans, Benson and Hedges targeted Indige-
nous health leaders, ostensibly to promote their 
vision of a smoke- free Canada but in a way that 
instead promoted switching to (their) ANDS prod-
ucts. By adopting a tone of remorse and packaging 
their marketing message in the language of recon-
ciliation, the tobacco company’s products appear 
almost as an offering to make amends for their past 
misdeeds.

Similar tactics promoting ANDS have been 
employed elsewhere. In the USA, tribal communi-
ties were subjected to a concerted effort by Altria 
to get them to engage with Juul.6 7 Meanwhile 
in Australia, PMI has attempted to enlist Aborig-
inal and Torres Strait Islander organisations and 
leaders to promote vaping.6 7 Similar efforts have 
been made by PMI in New Zealand by targeting 
Māori communities to promote IQOS.8 The PMI- 
funded Foundation for a Smoke- free World has also 
targeted Indigenous communities with funding to 
promote activities consistent with industry ‘harm 
reduction’ approaches, triggering concerns from 
Indigenous researchers and the media.9 10

Smoking rates are declining internationally,11 
but over the past decade, there has been a huge 
rise in popularity of ANDS. Switching from selling 
tobacco products to ANDS could be an easy option 
for tobacco companies. Such a move might shore 
up declining profit margins, while building their 
social responsibility profiles through being asso-
ciated with potentially less harmful products. 
This approach seems to be supported by industry 
rhetoric, particularly from PMI and its associates, 
about working towards a smoke- free world, but 
one that creates space for their ANDS. Others 
have debunked these claims, noting the industry 
still aggressively promotes smoking in low and 

middle- income countries and has not set definitive 
timelines to stop selling and promoting tobacco.12 
They have also noted that in attempting to carve out 
a share in the ANDS market, the tobacco industry 
has acted irresponsibly by recruiting non- nicotine 
users, including young people.13

Do the tobacco industry activities and motives 
matter if there is potential for significant health 
gain among Indigenous peoples? We believe they 
do, for at least three reasons. First, Thompson et al 
highlight the tobacco industry’s desire for Indige-
nous peoples to endorse and use their ANDS prod-
ucts. But Indigenous youth are invariably more 
likely than non- indigenous youth to be exposed to 
risk factors associated with substance abuse.14 This 
makes them particularly at risk of taking up ANDS, 
even if they never smoked. While some theorise 
that taking up ANDS could prevent young people 
from becoming smokers,15 16 such a stance is fatal-
istic, ignores declining rates of youth tobacco use 
and is inconsistent with protecting the well- being of 
our young peoples.

Second, we are concerned about the tobacco 
industry targeting Indigenous communities and 
undermining Indigenous self- determination, partic-
ularly our ability to make decisions unfettered 
by external corporate agendas. Indigenous- led 
decision- making is central to resisting the ongoing 
impacts of colonisation. By attempting to recruit 
Indigenous peoples to their cause, the tobacco 
industry is undermining our self- determination.17

Finally, the actions of the tobacco industry 
demonstrate they are prepared to continue to 
exploit Indigenous peoples, this time through 
Trojan horse tactics to influence policy. In a 2014 
corporate affairs presentation,18 PMI highlighted 
its desire to promote its then new IQOS product. 
Tactics planned for achieving this included playing 
the ‘political game’ to legitimise their products 
and finding ‘allies that cannot be ignored’. With 
much debate about how vaping and heat- not- burn 
products should be regulated, Indigenous peoples 
could offer the useful political ‘ally’ for the tobacco 
industry that is hard to ignore. This could explain 
PMI’s interest in Māori leaders and communities in 
the lead up to the introduction of draft legislation 
to regulate ANDS.7 8

To counter tobacco industry tactics promoting 
ANDS and seeking to take advantage of Indigenous 
peoples, we ask for Indigenous peoples, govern-
ments and others to identify and expose the tobacco 
industry’s attempts to enlist Indigenous communi-
ties. Our work should recognise the United Nations 
Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples19 
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and Indigenous clauses within the WHO Framework Conven-
tion on Tobacco Control.20 We call all governments and NGOs 
to protect and enable Indigenous leadership and champions so 
that we are protected from tobacco industry interests.
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