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S ince our commentary in 2020,1

vaping nicotine has contributed to

an unprecedented decline in tobacco

smoking rates in the United States in

both youths and adults. The empirical

evidence for vaping as a substitute for

smoking and its positive impact on pub-

lic health continues to strengthen.

However, the recent decision to not

authorize most vaping products for the

US market seems destined to under-

mine this remarkable progress in

reducing smoking.

According to the National Health

Interview Survey, the adult cigarette

smoking rate in 2020 was 12.5%, an

11% decline since 20192 (Figure A,

available as a supplement to the online

version of this article at https://ajph.

org) Youth cigarette smoking appears

to have been almost eliminated. Past-

30-day cigarette smoking in high

schoolers was 1.9% in 2021 according

to the National Youth Tobacco Survey.3

Past-30-day vaping declined by 59%—

from 27.5% in 2019 to 11.3% in 2021.

In spite of this progress, US govern-

ment policy remains driven by exagger-

ated concerns about youth vaping,

especially the role of flavored products.

However, growing evidence supports

the hypothesis that, rather than being a

gateway to smoking, vaping is displac-

ing young people from smoking.4

There is also mounting evidence that

flavored vaping products help smokers

transition away from cigarettes and

that flavor bans inadvertently lead to

increased smoking in both adults and

youths.5

AUSTRALIA’S FLAWED
PRESCRIPTION-ONLY
MODEL

Different countries are responding to

these data in a variety of ways. Like

the United States, Australia remains

focused on the potential risk to youths.

On October 1, 2021, the federal gov-

ernment tightened its prescription-only

model. The importation and use of nic-

otine e-liquids without a prescription is

a criminal offense with fines of up to

US$165000. Unlike cigarettes, nicotine

e-liquids cannot be legally sold in Aus-

tralia except from pharmacies on pre-

sentation of a prescription from a

doctor.

As expected, this has intensified

widespread noncompliance. Very few

doctors are willing to write prescrip-

tions for nicotine e-liquid, and patients

find the process complex, onerous, and

costly. Many vapers take the risk of

importing nicotine without a prescrip-

tion, a thriving black market sells

unregulated products without

consumer protection or age restric-

tions, and there are many reports of

vapers returning to smoking. Smoking

rates are declining slowly (Figure A).

PROMISING
DEVELOPMENTS IN
NEW ZEALAND

New Zealand has taken an altogether

different approach. Legislation was intro-

duced in November 2020 to provide a

comprehensive, risk-proportionate

framework for vaping products intended

to maintain access for adult smokers

while banning sale and marketing to

youths. Education and enforcement are

key components of the plan.

A wide range of flavored e-liquids

can be purchased from specialist vape

retailers. However, only tobacco, mint,

and menthol flavors are available from

nonspecialist outlets such as petrol

stations and supermarkets. The New

Zealand Ministry of Health encourages

vaping as a quitting aid for adult smok-

ers and has established the Vaping Facts

and QuitStrong Web sites to support it.

The recent New Zealand Health Sur-

vey suggests that this more liberal and

balanced approach to vaping is already

working. In 2021, 10.9% of adults aged

15 years and older were current smok-

ers, an unprecedented 20% decline in

the previous 12 months6 (Figure A). The

fall in smoking rates coincided with a

sharp rise in adult vaping from 3.5% in

2020 to 6.2% in 2021.6

A similar pattern was seen in young

people in New Zealand. In 2021, only

1.1% of youths aged 15 to 17 years

were smoking daily (3.1% in 2020), and

5.8% were vaping daily (2.3% in 2020).6

During this time, New Zealand has

not had other major smoking policy

changes. It is likely that vaping is a key
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reason for the accelerated decline in

smoking rates.

It remains to be seen which model

will work best over time. The early signs

suggest that the New Zealand model is

likely to have the most positive impact

on public health for both adults and

youths.
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Figure A
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