
KUCHING: Smoking is often regarded as a per sonal choice, something smokers feel they have

the right to decide for them selves. But the real ity is that smoking affects far more than the

indi vidual who chooses to light up.

In East Malay sia, where close-knit com munit ies share resources, spaces, and cul tural prac tices,

the reper cus sions of smoking can be even more pro nounced, impact ing fam il ies, com munit ies,

and the envir on ment.

The effects of smoking spread like ripples across a pond. What may start as a per sonal habit

can lead to increased health risks, burdened health care sys tems, and envir on mental dam age.

Smoking’s costs are often over looked, yet these costs impact every one around the smoker and

even future gen er a tions.

NCDs and cigar ette smoke

Smoking is a major con trib utor to non com mu nic able dis eases (NCDs) such as lung can cer,

heart dis ease, and chronic obstruct ive pul mon ary dis ease (COPD).

As these dis eases rise, they place an enorm ous strain on health care sys tems and eco nom ies

glob ally, and there is no excep tion for us in East Malay sia. With lim ited health care resources,

the costs of treat ing smoking-related ill nesses divert funds that could be used to improve other

essen tial ser vices.

Second hand smoke, or smoke exhaled by smokers and emit ted from burn ing cigar ettes,

presents health risks to nonsmokers as well. Chil dren, the eld erly, and indi vidu als with exist ing

health issues are espe cially vul ner able to the harms of second hand smoke.

The World Health Organ isa tion (WHO) reports that smoking-related dis eases kill over eight

mil lion people glob ally each year.

More than seven mil lion of these deaths are dir ectly linked to smoking, while around 1.3 mil -

lion are attrib uted to second hand smoke expos ure.

In East Malay sia, this means fam il ies and friends of smokers may unknow ingly bear health

risks simply by shar ing spaces with smokers.

Addi tion ally, the WHO high lights that the eco nomic impact of tobacco use is extens ive, includ -

ing high health care costs for treat ing tobacco-related dis eases and the loss of pro ductiv ity due

to ill ness and pre ma ture death.
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These eco nomic strains are felt not only at national levels but also at com munity levels, where

resources are lim ited. By redu cing tobacco use, we could redir ect valu able resources to other

crit ical needs, improv ing over all qual ity of life and well being.

Hid den Dangers in Cigar ette Smoke

Cigar ette smoke is more than just a nuis ance – it con tains harm ful chem ic als that can severely

dam age human health.

Among these chem ic als are known car ci no gens, includ ing ben zene, form al de hyde, and

arsenic, as well as dan ger ous sub stances like car bon monox ide and tar.

These chem ic als dam age tis sues, impair lung func tion, and lead to ser i ous long-term health

issues, affect ing not only smokers but also those exposed to their smoke. Cigar ette smoke is a

product of com bus tion, which is defined as a chem ical pro cess of oxid a tion that occurs at a rate

fast enough to pro duce heat and usu ally light in the form of either a glow or flame.

Com bus tion also includes both com plete and incom plete (par tial) com bus tion pro cesses, such

as smoul der ing (flame less) and flam ing com bus tion.

The com bus tion of a cigar ette takes place after igni tion, when tem per at ures in a cigar ette

exceed about 400°C.

It then becomes self-sus tain ing as long as the exo thermic (heat-gen er at ing) oxid a tion reac tion

is suf fi ciently strong to over come heat losses and endo thermic (heat con sum ing) pro cesses,

such as vapor isa tion and endo thermic thermal decom pos i tion.

Stud ies by Philip Mor ris Inter na tional (PMI) show that cigar ette smoke con tains over 6,000

harm ful chem ic als, with more than 100 dir ectly linked to dis eases such as can cer, heart dis -

ease, and res pir at ory ill nesses.

These chem ic als have been iden ti fied as harm ful and poten tially harm ful con stitu ents

(HPHCs).

Research has shown that a major ity of HPHCs in cigar ette smoke are caused by com bus tion.

By elim in at ing com bus tion, the level of HPHCs pro duced can be reduced. PMI’s stud ies have

also shown an aver age reduc tion in THS aer o sol HPHCs of 95 per cent, com pared with cigar ette

smoke.

Aware ness of these haz ards is cru cial in tack ling smokin gre lated health issues. Pub lic health

cam paigns, edu ca tional pro grammes, and smoking ces sa tion sup port are essen tial tools in

redu cing the bur den smoking places on indi vidu als,

com munit ies, and health care sys tems.

Redu cing expos ure to these toxic sub stances can have imme di ate and long-last ing bene fits,

espe cially in Sarawak where health care access can be lim ited.

Second hand smoke: A com munity health risk

Second hand smoke, com posed of exhaled smoke and smoke from the burn ing end of a cigar -

ette, is a sig ni fic ant health haz ard for non-smokers as well.

Non-smokers who breathe in this toxic mix ture are at risk of many of the same health issues as

smokers, includ ing heart dis ease, lung can cer, and res pir at ory ill nesses.

In East Malay sia, espe cially in Sarawak, where many house holds are mul ti gen er a tional, chil -

dren and eld erly fam ily mem bers often live under one roof.
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Chil dren exposed to second hand smoke are at higher risk for res pir at ory infec tions, asthma

attacks, sud den infant death syn drome (SIDS), and devel op mental issues.

For adults, long-term expos ure increases the risk of heart dis ease, stroke, and lung can cer.

Those with exist ing res pir at ory con di tions like asthma or COPD may find their symp toms

worsened, fur ther strain ing local health care resources.

This danger has led many coun tries to adopt strict pub lic smoking bans to pro tect non-

smokers in work places, res taur ants, and pub lic areas.

As we look to improve com munity health, sim ilar policies could help reduce the risks asso ci -

ated with second hand smoke expos ure and cre ate a safer envir on ment for every one.

Harm reduc tion: Redu cing risks

Harm reduc tion is an approach that aims to min im ise the risks asso ci ated with cer tain beha vi -

ors, even if those beha vi ors are not com pletely elim in ated. While it may be chal len ging to

entirely stop cer tain activ it ies, harm reduc tion focuses on redu cing the poten tial dam age they

cause.

For example, using sun screen reduces the risks of skin can cer from sun expos ure, allow ing

people to safely enjoy out door activ it ies. Sim il arly, wear ing seat belts min im ises injury risk in

car acci dents.

These examples illus trate how harm reduc tion enables people to engage in beha vi ors while

lessen ing poten tial harm.

In the case of smoking, harm reduc tion could involve offer ing altern at ives to cigar ette smoking

that present fewer health risks.

Edu ca tion about these altern at ives and access ible resources for smokers inter ested in harm

reduc tion can bene fit indi vidu als and their com munit ies.

Harm Reduc tion Options for Smokers

Recog nising the dangers of smoking, vari ous less harm ful altern at ives have emerged. These

options aim to deliver nicot ine while avoid ing many of the harm ful chem ic als released by

burn ing tobacco, thus serving as tools for harm reduc tion.

Dr Vijayndhran Bal akrish nan, who is PMI’s Sci entific Engage ment Man ager, explained that

while nicot ine causes addic tion, it is the com bus tion pro cess that pro duces most of the harm -

ful chem ic als in cigar ette smoke.

“Dur ing the first puff of a cigar ette, tem per at ures reach up to 800 degrees Celsius, releas ing

numer ous toxic chem ic als,” he shared at a roundtable dis cus sion in Kuch ing late last year.

High light ing a com mon mis con cep tion, he said many people think nicot ine is the main cause

of smoking-related dis eases.

“But, while addict ive, nicot ine poses min imal harm to users, which is why it’s safely used in

nicot ine replace ment ther apies.”

Adding to this, Dr Ng Yee Guan from Uni versiti Putra Malay sia emphas ised the import ance of

dis tin guish ing nicot ine’s role from the dangers of burn ing tobacco.

“Under stand ing tobacco harm reduc tion could sig ni fic antly improve pub lic health out comes in

Malay sia,” he noted.

Altern at ives like heated tobacco products (HTPs), which heat but do not burn tobacco, cre ate a

nicot ine-con tain ing vapour with fewer harm ful byproducts such as tar and car bon monox ide.
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These products mimic the exper i ence of smoking but with lower expos ure to toxic sub stances.

Vapes, or e-cigar ettes, are another widely-used altern at ive. They vapour ise a liquid, often con -

tain ing nicot ine, without com bus tion. While not entirely risk-free, vap ing typ ic ally exposes

users to fewer toxic chem ic als than tra di tional smoking, mak ing it a poten tially safer option.

For smokers seek ing to quit entirely, nicot ine replace ment ther apies (NRTs) such as patches

and nicot ine pouches deliver nicot ine without the toxic chem ic als in cigar ette smoke.

These products can help smokers man age their nicot ine crav ings and work toward redu cing

their smoking habits.

While these altern at ives come with their own risks, they offer less harm ful options for those

who con tinue to smoke.

By rais ing aware ness about harm reduc tion and offer ing sup port ive resources, East Malay sia

can take steps toward a health ier future.

Encour aging these altern at ives can help reduce the health impact of smoking on indi vidu als

and alle vi ate some of the bur dens on local health care sys tems.

Address ing the costs of smoking goes bey ond indi vidual choices – it requires col lect ive action

to pro tect every one. By edu cat ing the pub lic, advoc at ing for harm reduc tion, and pro mot ing

health ier altern at ives, we can move closer to a smoke-free future.
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