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NEW DELHI: India’s health ministry has proposed a
ban on the production and import of electronic ciga-
rettes, documents seen by Reuters showed, potentially
jeopardizing the expansion plans of big firms like Juul
Labs and Philip Morris International. The ministry has
proposed that the government issue an executive
order banning the devices in the public interest, saying
it was needed to ensure e-cigarettes don’t become an
“epidemic” among children and young adults. “E-cig-
arettes and similar technologies that encourage to-
bacco use or adversely impact public health are
hazardous for an active as well as passive user,” the
health ministry said in an internal note seen by Reuters
that the federal cabinet is expected to consider.

Health officials are proposing jail terms of up to
three years, with a penalty of up to 500,000 rupees
($7,000), for repeat offenders against the new rules,
according to a draft of the executive order. First-time
offenders would face a prison term of up to one year
and a fine of 100,000 rupees. Such orders are typically
issued in India as an emergency measure when parlia-
ment is not in session. It can lapse if it is not approved
when lawmakers convene against in the next session,
which will most likely be held around November.

It was not immediately clear whether the draft ex-
ecutive order will face changes, or when it will be ap-
proved. India’s health ministry did not respond to a
request for comment from Reuters. The ministry’s
plans would deal a blow to US-based Juul Labs Inc,
which is hoping to launch its e-cigarette in India and

has hired several senior executives in recent months.
Philip Morris also has plans to launch its heat-not-
burn smoking device in India, Reuters has reported.

Advocates for the devices say e-cigarettes are
far less harmful than smoking tobacco, because
users do not inhale the same dangerous matter. But
many tobacco-control activists are opposed to e-
cigarettes, saying they could lead to nicotine addic-
tion and push people to consume tobacco. “There is
evidence that these products are a gateway to to-
bacco products and induce adolescents and young
adults to nicotine use leading to addiction,” the
health ministry said in the document.

Lucrative market
India has 106 million adult smokers, second only

to China in the world, making it a lucrative market for
firms such as Juul and Philip Morris. More than
900,000 people die each year in the country due to
tobacco-related illnesses. Sixteen state governments
in India have prohibited e-cigarettes but there is as
yet no federal legislation to deal with what the health
ministry termed the “hazardous product”. Justifying
its call for a ban, the health ministry argued that e-
cigarettes can also be used as delivery devices for
other substances such as cannabis, and could pro-
mote dual use with conventional cigarettes. “These
devices are injurious to health and proliferation of
these products has a negative impact on public
health,” the draft said. Reuters reported in March the

health ministry had called for Juul’s entry into India to
be blocked, saying such products were “addictive and
could potentially undermine our tobacco control ef-
forts”. Juul, whose sleek vaping devices that resemble

USB flash drives have become a sensation in the
United States, has previously said it aims to improve
the lives of smokers by offering a “satisfying alterna-
tive to combustible cigarettes”. —Reuters
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ALLAHABAD: A boatman rests on his boat in the flooded Ganges river under the Shastri bridge at Daraganj
Ghat. —AFP

WHO: Microplastics 
in drinking water not 
a health risk for now
GENEVA: The World Health Organization (WHO) said yes-
terday the level of microplastics in drinking-water is not yet
dangerous for humans but called for more research into po-
tential future risk.   In its first report into the effects of mi-
croplastics on human health, WHO looked into the specific
impact of microplastics in tap and bottled water. “The head-
line messages to reassure drinking water consumers around
the world, that based on this assessment, our assessment of
the risk is that it’s low,” said Bruce Gordon, WHO coordinator
of water and sanitation.

WHO said that data on the presence of microplastics in drink-
ing water is currently limited, with few reliable studies, making it
difficult to analyse the results. WHO has called on researchers to
conduct a more in-depth evaluation into microplastics and the
potential impact on human health. The organization has also
urged a crackdown in plastic pollution to benefit the environment
and reduce human exposure to microplastics.

The report said that irrespective of human health risks
caused by microplastics in drinking-water “measures should
be taken by policymakers and the public to better manage
plastics and reduce the use of plastics where possible”.  WHO
said that microplastics larger than 150 micrometres are not
likely to be absorbed by the human body but said the chance
of absorbing very small microplastic particles, including
nano-sized plastics, could be higher, although it said data is
limited.  —AFP

Carrier bag spat 
erupts as Islamabad 
moves to ban plastic
ISLAMABAD: When inspectors showed up to investigate re-
ports that a popular Islamabad take-out restaurant was flaunting
the city’s new plastic bag ban this week, the response was less
than contrite. Video footage - which quickly appeared on social
media - showed one of the inspectors being grabbed and
shoved.

Islamabad’s district commissioner ordered the culprits iden-
tified and arrested, and the restaurant was sealed overnight. “We
had received complaints that this large restaurant in the Blue
Area was continuing to use plastic bags for every item they sell,”
said Farzana Altaf Shah, director general of the Pakistan Envi-
ronmental Protection Agency. “They are a major contributor to
plastic bag waste in Islamabad,” she said.

But when inspectors arrived to confiscate the restaurant’s
plastic carry bags, “the head of the local traders association
showed up with other members and they started behaving vio-
lently”, Altaf Shah said. The restaurant has since reopened, after
the owner apologized, saying delivery of the needed new
biodegradable bags had been delayed by a holiday period. But
the incident suggests that growing efforts in Pakistan - and glob-
ally - to reduce plastic waste may not go as smoothly as hoped.

Around the world, a surge of plastic bag bans have been met,
at times, with equally enthusiastic efforts to get around them.
Kenya, for instance, which banned plastic carrier bags in 2017,
has struggled to stop smuggling of the bags over the border
from Tanzania and Uganda, which do not have the same restric-
tions in place. In other places, frustration with the bans - some-
times because good, low-cost green alternatives are difficult to
find - has led to everything from faked green compliance cer-

tificates to fake biodegradable bags.
In Islamabad, the local government banned the manufacture,

sale and distribution of plastic carrier bags last week, on the
country’s independence day, as part of Prime Minister Imran
Khan’s “Clean, Green Pakistan” campaign. Authorities have said
they intend to expand the ban to other types of plastic bags used
in packaging, and have asked bag manufacturers to come up
with recycling plans for plastic waste.

Bag threats
The new ban follows a three-month-long campaign to raise

awareness about the environmental hazards of plastic bags,
which can kill wildlife, block drainage systems, collect in water-
ways and cause other environmental and health problems. Altaf
Shah, of Pakistan’s EPA, said Islamabad’s ban had for the most
part been well accepted. “Other than this unfortunate incident
our campaign to ban plastic bags was going well. The managers
of most of the shopping malls we visited were cooperative and
appreciative of our efforts,” she said. Wasim Khan, the manager
of another popular eatery near the temporarily shuttered restau-
rant, said his business had long used mainly paper bags to sell
their bread and sandwiches.

“Since we opened in 2017 we have opted for paper bags and
the 5% plastic bags we used we have now discarded” he said. “It
is more expensive for us, as we use strong paper bags, but this
ban is good for the environment and our health.” According to
Pakistan’s Minister of State for Climate Change, Zartaj Gul, who
is spearheading a broader countrywide anti-plastic campaign, the
ban is focused on changing both attitudes and behaviors.

“We can survive without plastic bags,” she said, noting that
even many political opposition leaders were on board with the
campaign. Bags jamming Karachi’s storm drains contributed to
recent flooding in that city during heavy monsoon rains, she
said. Karachi is due to ban the bags in October, with restric-
tions already in place in parts of the Gilgit-Baltistan region and
Khyber Pakhtunkwa province, and restrictions planned in
Balochistan. —Reuters


