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This fact sheet reviews the health impact of being exposed to secondhand
smoke in cars and policy options to tackle the problem. The health risks of
exposure to secondhand smoke (SHS) are well established! and in the UK it
has been against the law to smoke in vehicles used for work since July 2007.
However, there are no restrictions on smoking in private vehicles that are not
used for work purposes even though researchers have found that
secondhand smoke concentrations in vehicles are often greater than in any
other micro-environment.? Following an inquiry into smoking in private
vehicles, a group of UK parliamentarians has made a number of policy
recommendations. Meanwhile, there is growing public support for a ban on
smoking in cars altogether.

Smoking in cars causes harm in several ways. Firstly, there is the harm to
the smoker from inhaling tobacco smoke. Secondly, there is harm to other
occupants of the vehicle from inhaling secondhand smoke. Thirdly, there is
the potential harm that children will perceive smoking to be normal adult
behaviour. Fourthly, there is potential harm to the driver, passengers and
other road users from the driver’'s temporary loss of control of the vehicle
when lighting or extinguishing a cigarette.

Breathing in other people’s tobacco smoke (also known as secondhand,
passive or involuntary smoking) is known to cause a range of disorders from
minor eye and throat irritation through to heart disease and lung cancer.* *

Children are particularly vulnerable to the effects of secondhand smoke and
exposure increases the risk of cot death, glue ear, asthma and other
respiratory diseases.” A review by the British Medical Association’s Board of
Science concluded that there is no safe level of exposure to tobacco smoke
for children and adverse effects can be found at low levels of exposure.®

For further information:
ASH Fact Sheet: Secondhand Smoke.

Levels of secondhand smoke in cars can be extremely high because of the
restricted area in which the smoke is circulated and can reach levels far
higher than those experienced in buildings.® Several studies have
measured tobacco smoke pollutants in vehicles and found high levels even
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in moderately ventilated conditions.” ® ° Canadian research found that a
single cigarette smoked in a stationary car with its windows closed can
produce a level of secondhand smoke 11 times higher than the level found
in an average bar where smoking is permitted. In a moving car, the level of
secondhand smoke produced by a single cigarette can be as high as 7
times the average level of a smoky bar.” The researchers noted that in the
condition with the least airflow (motionless car, window closed) levels of fine
respirable particles (known as PM2.5) were over 100 times greater than the
US Environmental Protection Agency’s 24-hour standard for fine particle
exposure and 15 times the EPA’s “hazardous” rating. Furthermore, the
authors note that the EPA ratings, which are created for outdoor air
pollution, may under-estimate the actual hazard since tobacco smoke,
which contains many carcinogens, is likely to be more hazardous per unit
weight than outdoor air pollution for which the ratings were created.*°

Although opening a window or using air-conditioning reduces the level of
secondhand smoke, exposure for occupants in a vehicle remains
significant. A US study examined 100 different air change rate
measurements in four vehicles. Results showed that under all ventilation
circumstances, even with windows open and the fan on high, SHS
concentrations in a vehicle were greater than in any other small enclosed
place.'* A Canadian study found that when the driver's window is open
and the cigarette is held at the opening when the driver is not puffing, the
level of secondhand smoke produced by a single cigarette is about two-
thirds of the level of an average smoky bar.’

Given that children have significantly higher metabolic and respiratory rates
than adults, exposure to secondhand smoke in vehicles is potentially a very
serious problem.

An Australian study found that children exposed to secondhand smoke in
their parents’ car had double the risk of persistent wheeze compared to
children who had not been exposed.*? Similarly, a study in Ireland found
significantly higher levels of wheezing and non-significantly increased risks
of bronchitis and asthma in children exposed to secondhand smoke in cars
compared to those not exposed.®® In Canada, a study examining exposure
to SHS in both the home and in cars found that, when considered
separately, both home and car exposure were significantly associated with
chronic bronchitis in children and adolescents aged 12-19 years.*

For further information on the health impacts of secondhand smoke see:
ASH Research Report: Secondhand smoke - the impact on children

In addition to the physical risks faced by children exposed to secondhand
smoke in cars, there are wider social issues to consider. Observational
studies examining the prevalence of smoking in cars by socioeconomic
area suggests that children in lower socio-economic groups are likely to
receive more frequent exposure than other children, compounding the
already unacceptable health inequalities faced by these children.*

Some experts argue that it is ethically justifiable to ban smoking in cars
carrying children because children are not fully autonomous and are
therefore unable to act to protect their own interests.*® Furthermore, a study
in New Zealand found an association between smoking uptake and
reported exposure to SHS in cars.*’
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http://www.ash.org.uk/files/documents/ASH_596.pdf

A review of studies on smoking and car safety found that smokers have an
increased risk of being involved in motor crashes and “actual distraction
caused by the act of smoking is a likely factor.”*® The review concludes
that "it is clear that smoking while driving is a hazard." *°

A Taiwanese study examining the risk of injury for drivers who smoke found
that smoking almost doubled car death risk. Smoking was associated with
at least one in five male injury deaths.?

The Highway Code 2007 advises against smoking and driving because it can
cause a distraction.*

In addition, the Health Act 2006 stipulates that a vehicle must be smokefree if
it is used “in the course of paid or voluntary work by more than one person”
(even if those persons use the vehicle at different times, or only
intermittently).** Furthermore, vehicles used for work purposes must display
a “No Smoking” sign at all times.?®

For further information:

The Highway Code

The Smokefree England website

The Smoke-free (Exemptions and Vehicles) Requlations 2007

Following an inquiry into smoking in private vehicles, the All Party
Parliamentary Group on Smoking and Health concluded that there was a
need for more detailed consideration of the policy options to tackle the harm
caused by smoking in private vehicles. The politicians recommended that
the Government conduct a public consultation and a systematic review of the
evidence including the relevant legal and ethical issues. #*

Since the introduction of smokefree legislation in 2007 there has been
growing public support for a ban on smoking in cars, especially when children
are present.

e A YouGov pollin 2011 found that 78% of adults in Great Britain
agreed that smoking should be banned in cars carrying children
younger than 18 years of age, while 44% agreed that smoking should
be banned in all cars.?

e A survey conducted by GEM Motoring Assist (formerly The Guild of
Experienced Motorists) found a considerable majority (72%) in favour
of a complete ban on smoking while driving in the UK.

e Polls publicised by Road Safety GB and Channel 4 in 2007 showed
that 70% of respondents supported a complete ban on smoking in
cars in the UK. " &

e An international review of surveys from North America, the UK and
Australasia found a majority (76%) of the public supported the
introduction of smokefree car laws. In four of the jurisdictions
examined (Victoria, California, New Zealand, and South Australia)
levels of public support were in excess of 90%.2°

Laws banning smoking in cars carrying children have been introduced in a
number of jurisdictions in Canada, the United States and Australia, with
others expected to introduce similar laws in the near future. South Africa
recently introduced a country-wide ban on smoking in cars with children
while Mauritius has banned smoking in all cars carrying any passenger.

In addition, a number of countries ban smoking in vehicles used for work
purposes, including Chile and Germany, while in Kuwait it is against the law
to smoke while driving in any vehicle.? %
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http://www.direct.gov.uk/en/TravelAndTransport/Highwaycode/DG_070190
http://www.smokefreeengland.co.uk/
http://www.opsi.gov.uk/si/si2007/uksi_20070765_en_2
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