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ABSTRACT
Background The paper focuses on the geographical 
region of Oceania. We highlight the tobacco control 
leadership demonstrated in this region and describe 
the challenges and opportunities to achieving country- 
specific smoke- free goals.
Results Significant achievements include smoke- free 
nation goals, world- leading initiatives such as plain 
packaging, and a bold plan by New Zealand to reduce 
the retail availability of smoked tobacco products 
and remove virtually all the nicotine from cigarettes 
and rolling tobacco. There are significant challenges 
and opportunities before reaching smoke- free status 
including implementation pathways requiring strong 
governance and leadership and compliance monitoring 
and enforcement.
Conclusions We conclude that achieving a smoke- 
free Oceania is possible through already existing bold 
country and regional smoke- free goals, excellent tobacco 
control leadership, experience and resources, and an 
understanding of how to work collectively. However, a 
commitment to focus tobacco control efforts regionally is 
required to achieve a smoke- free Oceania together.

CONTEXT FOR TOBACCO CONTROL IN OCEANIA
Oceania includes Australasia (Australia and New 
Zealand), and 22 Pacific Island Countries and Terri-
tories (PICTs) across Melanesia, Micronesia, and 
Polynesia (figure 1). Most of Oceania’s population 
of over 41 million live in Australia (25.4 million), 
Papua New Guinea (8.8 million) and New Zealand 
(4.9 million).

Although the Oceania region has been a leader 
in tobacco control policy, these gains have not been 
universal or equitable. The region has one of the 
highest burdens of preventable non- communicable 
disease (NCD), a significant proportion of which 
can be attributed to tobacco use. Examples of stellar 
success are offset by an active tobacco industry and 
glaring disparities across the region.

Oceania has been shaped by colonisers who 
settled and established governance over the Indig-
enous peoples. The PICTs, where the Indigenous 
peoples remain the majority population, have 
retained distinct economic, political and parliamen-
tary systems. In Australia and New Zealand, non- 
Indigenous peoples (predominantly Europeans) 
became the majority and established political, 
economic, and cultural dominance. Colonisation 
disrupted social structures, community resources, 
and altered cultures, practices and values to differing 

degrees across Oceania.1 This included the intro-
duction, commercialisation and trade of tobacco 
throughout the region; trading commercial tobacco 
as a profitable, but harmful commodity.2 Reducing 
the harm caused by the tobacco epidemic is reflected 
in biennial Oceania Tobacco Control Conferences 
which bring together tobacco control researchers, 
advocates, policymakers and administrators from 
across the region. This collaboration underpins 
the spirit of the WHO Framework Convention on 
Tobacco Control (FCTC)3 and acknowledges ‘the 
high levels of smoking and other forms of tobacco 
consumption by Indigenous people’.

Australia and New Zealand have strong histor-
ical partnerships, and a major influence on PICTs. 
Objectives of Australian and New Zealand foreign 
policy with PICTs are primarily focused on trade 
and capital flows, migration and labour force needs 
and strategic considerations such as sovereignty, 
stability, security, and prosperity for the region.4 5 
Both countries play a significant role in development 
assistance to the Pacific via bilateral and multilateral 
intermediaries. Significant numbers of Pacific Island 
peoples live in New Zealand6 and Australia7 facili-
tated through various constitutional acts (eg, Cook 
Islands Constitution Act 1964 and Niue 1972) 
which articulate rights to citizenship and through 
the Trans- Tasman Travel Arrangement.8

Prevalence
Smoking prevalence varies among PICTs from 
17.7% in Niue to 62.4% in Federated States of 
Micronesia (FSM) (adults, both sexes) (table 1). 
Smoking prevalence was higher among male (range: 
24.6% in Niue; 69.1% in FSM) than female (range: 
4% in Vanuatu; 63% in Tokelau) in all countries 
except Tokelau. Smoking prevalence in PICTs was 
mostly considerably higher than in Australia and 
New Zealand. The only notable exception was 
Niue, a New Zealand Realm9 country with a fluc-
tuating population of around 1619 residents. It is 
tempting to attribute lower smoking prevalence in 
Niue to its ‘free association’ (Realm country status). 
However, Tokelau, also a Realm country, has among 
the highest smoking prevalence in the region.

Smoking prevalence in New Zealand and 
Australia has decreased at similar rates over the last 
three decades to around 11%–13% currently.10–12 
Smoking rates among Indigenous populations and 
those living in the most deprived communities13 
remain comparatively high.10–12 For instance, Māori 
women have the highest daily smoking prevalence 
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(33%) in New Zealand.10 Smoking prevalence among Pacific 
peoples living in New Zealand remains persistently high, with 
only a small reduction in the last 10 years.10 14 People living in 
the most deprived areas are over five times more likely to smoke 
than those living in the least deprived areas.10 14 Similar patterns 
are evident in Australia.15 Despite significant declines in daily 
smoking prevalence among Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
peoples, down to 40.2% in 2018/2019 from 50.0% in 2004–
2005, smoking remains much higher than in the non- Indigenous 
population and is a major contributor to preventable mortality 
and morbidity.16 17

TOBACCO CONTROL ACHIEVEMENTS
Tobacco control achievements in the region have primarily 
benefited Australia and New Zealand. The decrease in age- 
standardised smoking prevalence in Oceania (1990–2019) was 
16.1% for the PICTs, compared with 47.5% for Australia and 
40.2% for New Zealand.18

What accounts for such striking differences?

Aotearoa New Zealand
Strong Māori tobacco control advocacy in Aotearoa New 
Zealand pioneered discussion of endgame options, such as a 
private members’ bill to end tobacco sales,19 and development 
of the Tupeka Kore (‘no tobacco’) concept for Aotearoa New 
Zealand.20 In 2010, recommendations from a Māori Affairs 
Select Committee enquiry21 culminated in the commitment to 
achieving an essentially smoke- free Aotearoa by 2025. New 
Zealand has been instrumental in gathering evidence and advo-
cating for endgame options.22–24 The most recent and potentially 
boldest action is the New Zealand government’s draft plan for 
achieving the Smokefree 2025 goal released in April 2021.25 
This sets out a comprehensive plan including world- leading 
measures26 such as greatly reducing the retail availability of 
smoked tobacco products, phasing out sales through a ‘smoke- 
free generation’ policy, and removing virtually all the nicotine 
from cigarettes and rolling tobacco.

Pacific Island Countries and Territories
At a strategic level, Pacific leaders are committed to tobacco 
control27 with 14 PICT Parties to the FCTC, and all 22 PICTs 
supporting the Tobacco Free Pacific 2025 goal launched in 
2014.28 In 2018, the Monitoring Alliance for NCD Action Dash-
board29 was endorsed at the Pacific Health Ministers Meeting. 
The Dashboard maps country- level progress against specific 
NCD policies, prioritising actions and accountably and against 
specified tobacco control measures, including taxation, smoke- 
free environments, tobacco warnings, advertising and promo-
tion, tobacco licensing, smoking cessation and tobacco industry 
interference.30

A WHO FCTC31 report provides evidence of innovation and 
incremental progress in tobacco control in many PICTs. Most 
PICTs are implementing FCTC measures, with several being 
exemplars. These include the Cook Islands which has imple-
mented annual tax increases since 2014, smoke- free environ-
ment laws, primary care- delivered cessation support and has 
trialled SMS- delivered cessation support intervention. Fiji rati-
fied the Protocol to Eliminate Illicit Trade in Tobacco Products 
(Protocol) and implemented strong taxation, smoke- free envi-
ronment, packaging and promotion measures. Palau prohibits 
duty- free tobacco sales, enforces underage sales laws, and 
hypothecates tobacco tax to NCD prevention and other tobacco 
control measures including the innovative ‘Palau Pledge’, which 
requires visitors to respect smoke- free places and not litter butts. 
Samoa’s 2019 Tobacco Control Amendment32 established a 
multisector tobacco control committee to develop the work plan 
to promote, among other measures, the Protocol, introduction 
of tobacco retail licensing, ban tobacco sales by people aged <15 
years and regulate e- cigarettes. Samoa is a member of the WHO 
FCTC 2030 project, a prestigious opportunity which provides 
support to scale up implementation. Papua New Guinea’s 2015 
policy responses33 included a comprehensive package of strat-
egies to reduce the demand for tobacco products, to reduce 
the cultivation and supply of tobacco and to strengthen inter-
national collaboration in tobacco control; providing a basis for 

Figure 1 Map of Oceania region.

Table 1 Prevalence of current tobacco smoking among adults in 
Oceania*

Country Year Age Male Female Total

Australia 2019 14+ 15.9 12.2 14.0

New Zealand 2019/20 15+ 14.2 12.6 13.4

Cook Islands 2016 15+ 31.8 24.0 27.8

FSM 2012 12–98 69.1 46.9 62.4

Fiji 2011 25–64 47.0 14.3 30.7

Kiribati 2019 15–49 44.9 20.4 –

Marshall Islands 2018 18+ 43.3 4.1 22.5

Nauru 2016 18–69 47.4 45.3 46.3

Niue 2017 15+ 24.6 11.5 17.7

Palau 2016 18–97 30.9 9.7 20.4

Papua New Guinea 2018 15–49 60.3 26.0 –

Samoa 2019 15–49 25.6 12.5 –

Solomon Islands 2015 18–69 54.5 21.0 36.0

Tonga 2019 15–49 52.9 16.1 –

Tuvalu 2015 18–69 48.6 22.4 35.0

Vanuatu 2011 25–64 45.8 4.0 23.7

Tokelau† 2015 18–69 55.4 63.3 59.3

– means data not reported or unavailable.
*WHO Global Report on the Tobacco Epidemic, 2021: (https://www.who.int/
publications/i/item/WHO-HEP-HPR-TFI-2021.11.1) NB various measures but used 
‘current tobacco smoking’ or ‘current cigarette smoking’ according to available 
data.
†Tokelau is not a signatory to the WHO FCTC/WHO STEPs survey 2005; daily 
smokers (https://www.google.com/search?q=tokelau+steps+survey&rlz=1C1GCEA).
FCTC, Framework Convention on Tobacco Control; FSM, Federated States of 
Micronesia.
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the review of legislation to control advertising, sales, promotion, 
graphic pack health warnings, and enforce pricing and taxation 
measures.

Australia
Australia is a world leader in tobacco control mass media 
campaigns, taxation and smoke- free environments. In 2012, 
Australia implemented the world’s first tobacco plain pack-
aging laws, which prohibited branding and promotional text on 
tobacco packaging and required packs to be ‘drab olive- green’ 
with large text and graphic health warnings.34 Australia success-
fully defended these laws against industry challenges and coun-
tries acting in the interest of the industry. This success has led to 
the policy being adopted by 20 other countries35 so far, including 
New Zealand.

There has also been a concerted effort to address smoking 
among Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander populations 
through the Tackling Indigenous Smoking Program,36 formerly 
the Regional Tackling Indigenous Smoking and Healthy Life-
style Program established in 2010. This was the first signifi-
cantly resourced, long- term commitment to address Indigenous 
smoking in Australia with evidence of impact through sizeable 
reductions in smoking prevalence.37

CHALLENGES AND OPPORTUNITIES FOR ACHIEVING 
SMOKE-FREE STATUS
Similar tobacco control challenges are faced throughout 
Oceania, including ongoing tobacco industry interference, as 
well as distinct country and territory needs and opportunities; 
reflective of their broader social, environmental, and economic 
positions and their respective tobacco control journeys.

Aotearoa New Zealand
New Zealand has an opportunity to lead the world by imple-
menting an innovative Smokefree 2025 Action Plan.26 However, 
fully implementing the proposed policy measures will require 
ongoing government commitment in the face of anticipated 
efforts to dilute, delay and derail by the tobacco industry and 
its allies. Comprehensive tobacco control infrastructure urgently 
needs to be strengthened including, but not limited to, enhanced 
mass media and cessation support, and strengthened governance 
and leadership (especially Māori governance and leadership), 
compliance monitoring and enforcement, and evaluation and 
research.

Australia
Australia has often had bipartisan political support for strong 
tobacco control measures, but new tobacco control policies 
in the last decade have been mainly limited to annual tax 
increases. To offset political complacency, investment is still 
needed in tobacco control including national mass media 
campaigns, whole of government, and targeted approaches 
to address inequities and bolder policy and legislative 
reform.38 39 Reaching the Draft National Preventive Health 
Strategy’s proposed target of less than 5% smoking preva-
lence by 203040 will require a range of measures such as those 
outlined in the draft strategy and those being considered in 
New Zealand. Reducing tobacco supply and availability and 
regulating the contents of tobacco products have been flagged 
for implementation over the next 10 years.38 39 The Australian 
tobacco control community must unite and advocate strongly 
for such measures. However, progress in Australia risks being 
stalled by a preoccupation with the vaping debate,41 which 

while important, can divert attention from taking the neces-
sary strong evidence- based action on combustible tobacco 
products.

Pacific Island Countries and Territories
Tobacco use is a major driver of the burgeoning NCD crisis in 
the PICTs.42 Tobacco control implementation is highly variable 
in and between countries, with gaps in core FCTC measures and 
challenges to policy implementation due to under- resourced 
legislative capacity. Competing priorities, such as COVID- 19, 
climate change, re- emerging infectious diseases and a climate 
of economic volatility, divert attention from tobacco control. 
Tobacco industry interference is also widespread43 44 with 
evidence indicating more sophisticated approaches being under-
taken by the industry.31 Building and retaining a public sector 
workforce with the technical skills of tobacco control (especially 
Article 5.3) required to gather and maintain momentum towards 
full FCTC implementation, especially given competing priori-
ties, remains a widespread challenge.

DISCUSSION
We have described a number of successes across Oceania; 
however, few countries have comprehensive tobacco control 
strategies and there are numerous gaps in FCTC implementation 
particularly in PICTs. In the mid to long term, the COVID- 19 
pandemic response (surveillance and cooperation) could bolster 
tobacco control efforts via clear leadership, reinvigorated bilat-
eral and multilateral arrangements (eg, the Polynesian Health 
Corridors45), strengthening the healthcare system and improved 
public health capacity. Progress in tobacco control is closely 
aligned with growing Pacific leadership, within and outside 
government, to continue to invest in a strategic, evidence- based, 
regional approach to tobacco control.

This work has started with the Oceania Tobacco Control 
Conferences, the establishment of the Oceania Chapter of SRNT, 
and more recently a significant effort by Indigenous tobacco 
control researchers within the Oceania region to reinvigorate the 
global Indigenous Tobacco Control Network.46 However, much 
of this effort is carried out by the tobacco control sector with 
limited resources; more can and should be done by governments, 
particularly the Australian and New Zealand governments, 
through regional investment to support tobacco control in 
PICTs. Further, to avoid colonising attitudes to tobacco control 
development, the focus for this support should be on sustain-
able capacity and capability building with local leadership and 
decision- making a priority to reduce tobacco use and improve 
health outcomes.

CONCLUSION
Achieving a smoke- free Oceania will have an enormous impact on 
improving health and well- being. This paper identifies the some-
what sporadic and incremental progress in tobacco control, and 
the challenge of an active and well- resourced tobacco industry, 
alongside other impediments to effective tobacco control imple-
mentation. To achieve equitable health outcomes across Oceania 
and full implementation of the FCTC, we need to harness our 
strengths; bold country and regional smoke- free goals, excel-
lent tobacco control leadership, experience and resources. The 
collective resources of the region are essential to bolster cross- 
sector technical support that grows and retains country capacity. 
As depicted in this Māori whakatauki (proverb), everyone has 
something to offer and by working together we can all flourish. 
Nāu te rourou, nāku te rourou, ka ora ai te iwi.
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What this paper adds

 ► This report collates tobacco control data and information 
across the Oceania region.

 ► This paper identifies the somewhat sporadic and incremental 
progress in tobacco control, and the challenge of an active 
and well- resourced tobacco industry, alongside other 
impediments to effective tobacco control implementation.
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