
 

     

New Zealand vs. Australia:  
The Impact of Vaping Policies on 

Smoking Outcomes 

Authors 
AUSTRALIA 

Dr Colin Mendelsohn 
Founding Chairman, Australian Tobacco Harm Reduction Association; Sydney, NSW, Australia 

Dr Alex Wodak AM 
Emeritus Consultant, St Vincents’ Hospital Alcohol and Drug Service, Darlinghurst, Sydney, NSW 

Emeritus Professor Wayne Hall AM, FASSA, FAHMS 
National Centre for Youth Substance Use Research, The University of Queensland, St Lucia, QLD 

Professor Ron Borland FASSA 
Melbourne Centre for Behavioural Change, School of Psychological Sciences, The University of Melbourne, 
Victoria 

NEW ZEALAND 

Ben Youdan 
Director, Action for Smokefree 2025, Auckland New Zealand 

Emeritus Professor Robert Beaglehole 
Chair, Action for Smokefree 2025, Auckland, New Zealand 

 

 

 

For further information, please  contact 
Dr Colin Mendelsohn | mendel@bigpond.net.au | 0415 976 783 
Dr Alex Wodak | alex.wodak@gmail.com |  0416 143 823 

 

 

6 February 2024 

mailto:mendel@bigpond.net.au
mailto:alex.wodak@gmail.com


2 
 

Executive summary 

New Zealand 

Since vaping was legalised and regulated in New Zealand in 2020 there has been an unprecedented decline in 
adult and youth smoking. The accelerated decline in smoking is mirrored by the rise in vaping.  

From 2020-2023 

Adults 

• The current adult smoking rate DECLINED by 39% (from 13.7% to 8.3%) – an absolute decrease of 5.4% 

• Māori smoking prevalence declined by 35% (from 31.2% to 20.2%) 

• Smoking in the lowest socio-economic group declined by 50% (from 26.6% to 13.3%) 

• Current adult vaping increased by 125% (from 5.3% to 11.9%) – an absolute increase of 6.5% 

Youth 

• Current youth smoking is under 3% and may be as low as 1% 

• Current vaping in 2023 ranges from 16.4% (14-15 years) to 20% (15-17 years) 

Australia 

Adults 

• No clear evidence of any decline from 2020-2023 

• Current adult vaping increased 2.5% to 8.9% 

Youth 

• Current youth smoking in 2022/23 was 3.4%  

• Current vaping ranges from 12.9% (12-15 years) to 22.1% (16-17 years) 

Black market 

• Australia’s ‘de facto’ prohibition of vapes has resulted in a thriving black market, making access easy for 
young people. Much of this trade is controlled by criminal networks, and there is currently a violent turf war 
to gain control over it. 

Conclusion 

The legalisation and regulation of vaping and its widespread use in New Zealand has been a major public health 
success in reducing smoking with no clear evidence it has resulted in any more youth vaping than in Australia.  

In contrast, Australia’s prohibitionist approach to vaping occurs in a context of smoking rates stagnating, a 
thriving black market, and no clear difference in youth vaping rates. We believe the Australian anti-vaping policy 
is contributing to the slower progress in eliminating smoking in Australia, or alternatively the NZ vaping policies 
are enhancing the reduction in smoking. 

Australian authorities should review the New Zealand approach and its potential benefits for Australia.  

Notes 

Unless otherwise stated prevalence estimates for smoking and vaping refer to use in the last month or at least 
monthly, which we call current smoking here. It is the only use metric where we have enough comparable data.  

There is very limited data from Australia for 2020 due to COVID-19, so we often need to rely on earlier surveys. 
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Adults             

Adult smoking 

In New Zealand, legislation to legalise and regulate vaping was passed in November 2020.  
 
From 2020-2023, the adult smoking rate (smoked once or more in the last month) 

• Declined in New Zealand by 39% (age 15+) from 13.7% to 8.3%. (NZ Annual Health Survey) 

• Increased marginally in Australia (age 14+) from 11.2% to 11.8%. (Dept Health and Aged Care) 
However, the National Health Survey found current prevalence was 10.6% in 2022 (age 18+) 

 

 
 

It is highly likely that vaping has been the major driver of the reduction in smoking in New Zealand. No other 
significant tobacco control policy change occurred during this time, except for the annual excise rise in line with 
inflation, a policy matched in Australia. (NZ Ministry of Health 2023) 

Indigenous and disadvantaged people 

There was a 35% decline in Māori smoking from 2020-23. (NZ Annual Health Survey) Currently 20.2% of Māori aged 
15+ smoke. The smoking rate for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders (18+ years) was 43.4% in 2018-19. (NATSIHS) 

 

In New Zealand, current smoking in the lowest socio-economic group declined by 50% (from 26.6% to 13.3%). 

https://www.legislation.govt.nz/act/public/2020/0062/latest/LMS313857.html
https://minhealthnz.shinyapps.io/nz-health-survey-2022-23-annual-data-explorer/_w_50e7b329/#!/explore-topics
https://www.health.gov.au/sites/default/files/2023-06/current-vaping-and-smoking-in-the-australian-population-aged-14-years-or-older-february-2018-to-march-2023.pdf
https://www.abs.gov.au/statistics/health/health-conditions-and-risks/national-health-survey/latest-release
https://www.health.govt.nz/our-work/preventative-health-wellness/smokefree-2025/smokefree-and-vaping-history/vaping-and-smokefree-history-and-timelines
https://minhealthnz.shinyapps.io/nz-health-survey-2022-23-annual-data-explorer/_w_50e7b329/#!/explore-topics
https://www.abs.gov.au/statistics/people/aboriginal-and-torres-strait-islander-peoples/national-aboriginal-and-torres-strait-islander-health-survey/latest-release
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Adult vaping 

In 2023, the current adult vaping rate was 

• 11.9% in New Zealand (NZ Annual Health Survey) 

• 8.9% in Australia (Dept Health and Aged Care) 

 

 
 

The following timeline suggests that policies such as taxes and plain packaging contributed to a gradual decline in 
smoking, but the availability of vaping was mirrored by an unprecedented fall in smoking rates.  

 

(New Zealand Annual Health Survey). 

https://static1.squarespace.com/static/62e1fb8dc3a9d031a1dc3e0d/
https://www.health.gov.au/sites/default/files/2023-06/current-vaping-and-smoking-in-the-australian-population-aged-14-years-or-older-february-2018-to-march-2023.pdf
https://minhealthnz.shinyapps.io/nz-health-survey-2022-23-annual-data-explorer/_w_50e7b329/#!/explore-topics


3 
 

Why has vaping not reduced smoking in Australia? 

If vaping is responsible for the smoking decline in New Zealand, why don’t we see a similar but smaller decline in 
Australia which has a current vaping rate not much lower. There are two possible explanations 

1. Daily vaping is higher in NZ. Daily vaping is associated with higher quit rates than less frequent vaping. In 
New Zealand, 81.5% of current vapers vape daily. In Australia 63.6% of current vapers vape daily 
(unpublished data from the 2022 ITC survey). 

2. In countries where vaping is more restricted like Australia, smokers who vape may be significantly less likely 
to quit than smokers in countries with less restrictive policies. (Yong H et al. Nicotine Tobacco Research 2017) 

 

 
 

  

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/28340053
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Youth 

Youth smoking 

Youth smoking rates are declining in both countries. 

New Zealand 

• 1% (15-17-year-olds) in 2023 (New Zealand Annual Health Survey)  

• 2.8% (14-15-year-olds) in 2023 (ASH Year 10 Snapshot Survey) 

Australia 

• 3.4% (12-17-year-olds) in 2023 (ASSAD) 

• 3.2% (14-17 year-olds) in 2019 (NDSHS 2016, 2019) 

 

 
 
Note: Daily smoking is a better metric for harm. Recent data is available from New Zealand, but the most recent 
reliable daily data for Australia are from 2019 (NDSHS 2016, 2019) 

  

https://minhealthnz.shinyapps.io/nz-health-survey-2022-23-annual-data-explorer/_w_50e7b329/#!/explore-topics
https://assets.nationbuilder.com/ashnz/pages/70/attachments/original/1702170472/2023_ASH_Y10_Snapshot_Topline_smoking_and_vaping_FINAL.pdf?1702170472
https://www.health.gov.au/resources/publications/secondary-school-students-use-of-tobacco-and-e-cigarettes-2022-2023?language=en
https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports/illicit-use-of-drugs/2016-ndshs-detailed/summary
https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports/illicit-use-of-drugs/national-drug-strategy-household-survey-2019/contents/summary
https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports/illicit-use-of-drugs/2016-ndshs-detailed/summary
https://www.aihw.gov.au/reports/illicit-use-of-drugs/national-drug-strategy-household-survey-2019/contents/summary
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Youth vaping 

Youth vaping rates in the two countries in 2023 are remarkably similar despite a much more restrictive vaping policy 
in Australia. Vaping increases with age. 

 
 

 
 

Sources 

New Zealand   

• ASH Year 10 Snapshot Survey (14-15 years) 

• New Zealand Annual Health Survey (15-17 years) 

Australia  

• ASSAD (12-15 years, 16-17 years) 
 

 
  

https://assets.nationbuilder.com/ashnz/pages/70/attachments/original/1702170472/2023_ASH_Y10_Snapshot_Topline_smoking_and_vaping_FINAL.pdf?1702170472
https://minhealthnz.shinyapps.io/nz-health-survey-2022-23-annual-data-explorer/_w_50e7b329/#!/explore-topics
https://www.health.gov.au/resources/publications/secondary-school-students-use-of-tobacco-and-e-cigarettes-2022-2023?language=en
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The black market 

An important result of Australia’s restrictive regulatory model has been the creation of a thriving black market for 
vape products. Over 90% of Australia’s adult vapers purchase their products from illegal sources. In sharp contrast to 
Australia, there is no significant black market for vapes in New Zealand. 

Some consequences of the black market for vapes in Australia are 

• Control by criminal networks. Australia’s black market for vapes is mostly controlled by the same criminal 
networks that import illicit tobacco. These criminal gangs are engaged in an escalating turf war to gain 
market share, with firebombing of tobacco shops and public executions (e.g., here, here and here). According 
to the Iron Law of Prohibition, illegal drugs become more potent and more dangerous.  

• No tax is collected on vapes sold on the black market, in contrast to the legal sales in New Zealand. 

• Funding of criminal activities. Health Minister Mark Butler says the black market for vapes is ”funding the 
criminal activities of organised crime gangs, drug trafficking, sex trafficking and the like”. 

• Easy access for underage users. As Professor Nicole Lee from the National Drug and Research Institute 
(Melbourne) explained recently in The Conversation, the black market “makes it easier, not harder, for teens 
to access them [vapes], because there are no restrictions on who can sell or buy them.” 

• Endurance. Research has shown that black markets have only rarely been significantly disrupted by 
enforcement or crackdowns in Australia or overseas. 

 

Policy implications 

The legalisation and regulation of vaping in New Zealand has been a major net public health success in reducing 
smoking rates. The increased vaping rates only offset the public health gains to a small degree as “vaping poses only 
a small fraction of the risks of smoking”. (OHID, England, an evidence update 2022)  

In comparison, Australia’s prohibitionist approach to vaping has seen smoking rates stagnate and the emergence of a 
dangerous black market with no apparent benefit in inhibiting youth vaping. 

The data presented suggest that Australia is not doing any better at restricting youth vaping than New Zealand, but 
may be severely disrupting the potential of vapes to reduce smoking.    

Regulation should find the optimal balance between facilitating legal access for adult smokers while restricting access 
by youth. The preferred approach is a tightly regulated consumer model with nicotine vaping products sold by 
licensed retail outlets with strict age-of-sale verification. Regulation should be proportionate to risk and reflect the 
lower harms of vaping relative to smoking. A consumer model would bring Australia into line with other Western 
countries such as New Zealand and the United Kingdom and improve population health. 

(Mendelsohn CP et al. Drug Alc Depend 2023) 

Australian authorities should review the New Zealand approach and its potential benefits for Australia. 

 

  

https://colinmendelsohn.com.au/wp-content/uploads/2023/04/Independent-Economics.-Tobacco-vaping-in-Australia.-An-updated-economic-assessment.-March2023.pdf
https://www.heraldsun.com.au/subscribe/news/1/?sourceCode=HSWEB_WRE170_a_GGL&dest=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.heraldsun.com.au%2Ftruecrimeaustralia%2Forganised-crime-group-behind-illegal-tobacco-now-fuelling-australian-vape-boom%2Fnews-story%2F31185303e7ee7a43ef97e5869a4ae397&memtype=anonymous&mode=premium&v21=HIGH-Segment-1-SCORE
https://www.heraldsun.com.au/subscribe/news/1/?sourceCode=HSWEB_WRE170_a_GGL&dest=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.heraldsun.com.au%2Ftruecrimeaustralia%2Forganised-crime-group-behind-illegal-tobacco-now-fuelling-australian-vape-boom%2Fnews-story%2F31185303e7ee7a43ef97e5869a4ae397&memtype=anonymous&mode=premium&v21=HIGH-Segment-1-SCORE
https://www.heraldsun.com.au/subscribe/news/1/?sourceCode=HSWEB_WRE170_a_GGL&dest=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.heraldsun.com.au%2Ftruecrimeaustralia%2Forganised-crime-group-behind-illegal-tobacco-now-fuelling-australian-vape-boom%2Fnews-story%2F31185303e7ee7a43ef97e5869a4ae397&memtype=anonymous&mode=premium&v21=HIGH-Segment-1-SCORE
https://www.theage.com.au/national/victoria/man-dead-after-multiple-shots-fired-on-south-yarra-street-20230805-p5du4g.html
https://www.theage.com.au/national/victoria/four-men-at-large-after-targeted-shooting-linked-to-tobacco-wars-20231008-p5eaj6.html
https://www.theage.com.au/national/victoria/underworld-figure-gavin-preston-shot-dead-at-a-melbourne-cafe-20230909-p5e3c2.html
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Iron_law_of_prohibition
https://www.news.com.au/national/crime/border-forces-seize-tonnes-of-illegal-vapes-as-prices-soar-for-aussie-users/news-story/1a795546e136f283f5ecf2e8f4dc5c6a
https://theconversation.com/how-bad-is-vaping-and-should-it-be-banned-197913
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/nicotine-vaping-in-england-2022-evidence-update
https://colinmendelsohn.com.au/wp-content/uploads/2023/04/Mendelsohn-C-Wodak-A-Hall-W.-How-should-nicotine-vaping-be-regulated-in-Australia.-Drug-Alcohol-Review-2023.pdf
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