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No confidence’ in

vape crackdown

Crime
Duncan Hughes

Sophisticated international crime gangs
will easily outwit state and federal govern-
ment attempts to crack down on recre-
ational vaping, according to tobacco
industry specialists and retailers,

‘The federal government's $234 million
strategy, which will be detailed in Tues-
day’s budget, will fail because authorities
are “stuck in a blame game” about who is
responsible for acting, they claim.

“T have no confidence that ministers in
states and territories will be able to align
‘with Canberra and provide a comprehens-
ive national policy,” said Theo Foukkare,
chief executive of the Australian Associ-
ation of Convenience Stores, which has
about 6500 members.

Mr Foukkare said he recently sent state
and federal authorities details of 1000
shops selling illegal tobacco and vapes
‘without receiving a response.

This included a letter to Anthony Alban-
ese with a list of illegal operators in the
prime minister's Sydney electorate of
Grayndler.

“It’s going to fail,” added Rohan Pike, a
former federal police officer and veteran
private investigator into tobacco scams.

“This is a massive behavioural issue that
has taken off and will be very difficult to
turn around. I have no confidence that
health authorities will come up with a
strategic plan.”

Nicotine vapes are only available with a
prescription, but a thriving black market
has emerged and use among young people
has health experts alarmed.

‘The government plan involves a ban on
all single-use, disposable vapes and stop-
ping the importation of non-prescription
vapes. Prescription vapes will need to be
sold in plain, pharmaceutical-like pack-
aging, while nicotine concentration will be
limited.

At the same time, the excise on tobacco
products will be increased by 5 per centa
year in each of the next three years,
providinga $3.3 billion budget boost while
sending the cost of a packet of 25 cigarettes
to nearly $50, depending on the brand.

A spokesperson for Health Minister
Mark Butler said state and territory
authorities would co-operate to create a
taskforce for implementing the strategy.

A spokesman for Philip Morris, one of
the world’s largest tobacco companies,
added: “Nicotine vaping products sold in
corner stores have always been illegal. We
have been urging enforcement against
these llegal products for several years and
hope this will now happen.”

Critics claim the federal government
and its predecessor ignored recommenda-
tions of a parliamentary inquiry and Black
Economy Task Force that vapes represen-
ted a law enforcement problem that
should be led by the Department of Home
Affairs and border authorities rather than
by the Department of Health.

I have no confidence
that ministers in states
and territories will

align with Canberra.
Theo Foukkare, AACS

Mr Foukkare said about 99 million
vapes worth approximately $2 billion
‘were being illegally imported each year by
organised crime gangs, typically from
China and the Middle East.

He said the Australian Federal Police
had increased operations and seizures but
that large amounts were still entering the
country. “Vapes are smaller, a lot easier to
smuggle and easy to disguise. By raising
the cost of tobacco, the government is
playing into criminals’ hands for both
illegal tobacco and vapes.”

Mr Foukkare said the “only way”
authorities could tackle illegal vaping was
through strictly regulating retailers.

“Weak fines and lack of any enforce-
ment at a state and territory level is allow-
ing organised crime to flouris}

Mr Foukkare said the combination of
rising cigarette costs and restricting sup-
ply of vaping would continue to drive
usersinto the black market.

“For retail members it is a double-edged
impact,” he said.





