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Introduction

Smokeless tobacco (SLT), a highly addictive and ubiquitous form of
tobacco is used across 140 countries with 356 million consumers,
wherein nearly 82% reside in the South-East Asia Region (SEAR).'
Moreover, out of the 180 parties to the WHO Framework Convention on
Tobacco Control (FCTC), 29 countries account for 10% or more preva-
lence of SLT use among men, women, or both, which presents a hu-
mongous threat to global public health.' Since the outbreak of the novel
Corona Virus (COVID-19) pandemic, the clinical outcomes of tobacco
users such as their susceptibility to infection and prognosis have been
examined.” However, despite the pervasive use of SLT products and the
probable risks of SLT use in the context of COVID-19, much of the
research has been centered on tobacco smoking.**

In the SEAR, a few nations have attempted to utilize the pandemic as
an opportunity to curb tobacco use. For instance, India prohibited public
spitting and made mass appeals to discontinue use of SLT products.”*
These bans laid the foundation for increased tobacco control in the
nation and enabled various states and districts to issue bans on the sale
and manufacturing of gutkha and paan masala. These efforts have also
been strengthened by national appeals and broadcast by the Prime
Minister of India wherein public spitting has been linked to be detri-
mental to COVID-19 control as well as sanitation programmes like
Swachh Bharat Mission.

This ban has been promulgated as an imperative instrument in
enabling legal and disciplinary action against violators across several
states and Union Territories (UTs) such as Delhi,’ Kerala® as well as
Gujarat.” However, the compliance to this ban has not been adequately
evaluated. Similar appeals have been made in Indonesia® and Sri Lanka’
by civil society organizations. However, nations such as Bangladesh'’
and Bhutan'' have forgone this opportunity for the financial contribu-
tion of tobacco industry to the economy and to prevent cross-country
import to prevent risk of infection. In the SEAR, limited efforts to con-
trol SLT use and the accompanying public spitting have been under-
taken. To control the COVID-19 pandemic and reduce the arising death
toll, it is imperative to develop a united front against SLT use.

Smokeless tobacco use, spitting and Covid-19

Global tobacco control efforts are fixated on the prevention and
cessation of tobacco use in order to curb non-communicable diseases
such as cancers, cardiovascular and metabolic disorders. However,
while SLT use yields a high risk of non-infective diseases, the rampant
use of SLT poses a grim reality for exposure to infectious diseases such as
COVID-19. Since the traditional practices of consumption of SLT re-
quires mashing the products in the palms and using fingers to place the

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cegh.2021.100794

product in the oral cavity, often shared among peers, this increases the
possibility of transmission from hand to mouth. Further, chewing to-
bacco or areca nut induces salivation and instigates spitting out the to-
bacco juice with saliva.’ Consequently, post consumption “spitting” is a
common sight in public places, which is a neglected yet daunting threat
to public health as it makes the entire community susceptible to infec-
tious diseases.'? Further, nicotine, which is a major constituent of to-
bacco products acts as a immunosuppressant.'* Thus, SLT and Areca Nut
users are more at risk of severe COVID-19 infection due to weakened
immunity and accompanying morbidities.>

Tobacco control in the midst of Covid-19 pandemic

Despite the threat to public health, the piece-meal approaches of the
countries in the SEAR to curb SLT consumption and public spitting are
unfortunate. The COVID-19 pandemic presents a window of opportunity
to strengthen tobacco control policies, as public awareness on reducing
tobacco use to improve health and well-being is at an unprecedented
scale. These approaches can be reinforced through stringent and sus-
tainable tobacco control policies, especially in the nine member states
that are parties to the WHO Framework Convention on Tobacco Control
(WHO FCTQ). Since SLT and areca nut use is primarily endemic to the
SEAR, tobacco control policies must be tailored to these regions as
fragmented health systems are unable to cope with the demands of
cessation support. As temporarily instated by India, a complete ban on
the consumption of SLT and areca nut products and public spitting must
be mandated across all nations. Further, attempts must be made to un-
derstand the linkages of COVID-19 and other infectious disorders with
SLT and areca nut use. There is a pressing need to strictly enforce local
laws and policies to completely ban manufacture and sale of tobacco
products in a phased manner. This will not only limit the easy accessi-
bility to SLT products, but also reduce the vulnerability to several non-
communicable and communicable diseases. Further, provided there is
an increased consciousness among the general public due to the ongoing
pandemic, this can be utilized to create awareness on the risks of SLT
and areca nut use. Adequate cessation support must be provided at the
community level which can be further strengthened through the chan-
nels of digital health and online support. Multi-sectoral cooperation and
political resolve are essential instruments in this battle against the to-
bacco epidemic which would not only enable alleviation of current to-
bacco use but also lead to tobacco-free generations.
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