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Letter from the Editor

Over recent years, health authorities in the WHO Eastern Mediterranean
Region have started to focus more on the health threat due to noncommu-
nicable diseases. One of the major risk factors identified for a number of
these conditions is smoking/tobacco use, and, while smoking prevalence
has decreased in the developed countries over the past 2 or 3 decades, it has
increased up to10% in the countries of our Region.

In fact, the developing countries in general are seen by the tobacco
industry as a promising market with huge potential. As governments in the
industrialized countries bring in more and more restrictions on tobacco use,
the global tobacco industry is focusing on the poorer countries (targeting
women and youth particularly) before legislation is brought into force.

Particularly worrying is the use of tobacco in young people. Up to
2007, all 22 countries of the Region had completed at least 1 round of the
Global Youth Tobacco Survey (GYTS) (a school-based survey designed
to enhance the capacity of countries to monitor tobacco use among youth
and to guide the implementation and evaluation of tobacco prevention and
control programmes), and all but 6 had completed 2 rounds. Overall, the
results show a high proportion of cigarette users among young people, and
a rising trend in the use of other tobacco products (e.g. shisha).

Nevertheless, there have been some encouraging moves recently: a
number of countries are introducing stronger tobacco control regulations
and restrictions. For example, Medina has become tobacco free and during
Ramadan, a time when thousands of pilgrims congregate in Mecca, the
Saudi Arabian health authorities called on worshippers to make Mecca a
smoke-free city. In Egypt, the airports and the Cairo metro are already non-
smoking areas, and smoking is banned in government buildings. This year,
new graphic label requirements were introduced for cigarette packs. The
warnings are directed towards the effect on the family, such as the effect on
children and pregnant women and the risk of impotence in men.

Research on discouraging tobacco use is growing in our Region, and
in this issue of the Journal, we include 3 papers related to smoking and
health, a paper on smoking initiation in Iranian youth, results from the
GYTS in Lebanon, and an evaluation of an approach to encourage people
to quit smoking.
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