The Office of Tobacco Control’s Public Information Campaign on Environmental Tobacco Smoke(ETS) in the Workplace, January 2002 – April 2003

The Brief

The Office of Tobacco Control (OTC) is the statutory body charged with advising and assisting the Minister for Health and Children in relation to the control and regulation of tobacco products.  In this context, the legislation establishing the agency says that one of its functions is to collate and disseminate information.  The OTC sees the task of informing public opinion and dispelling social ambivalence about smoking as one of its key tasks.  In its 2001 business plan, the OTC identified the issue of environmental tobacco smoke (ETS) and the need to protect people from its ill-effects, including an increased risk of heart disease among non-smokers and a 20% increased risk of lung cancer, as one of the key issues for its public information work, in particular ETS in the workplace.

While passive smoking is addressed in some workplaces by the banning of smoking, there are still many Irish workplaces where non-smokers are not protected from the ill-effects of ETS, indeed, some workplaces, such as bars, restaurants and hotels, leave their workers extremely exposed to ETS for many hours a week.  The OTC believed that the fact that so many Irish workers were, and are still, not protected from ETS might have arisen from a lack of awareness of these ill-effects and a lack of public debate on the most effective strategies for addressing passive smoking.

Statement of Objectives

In the context of this background, in early 2002 the OTC and Montague Communications developed a public information campaign on workplace ETS based on the following objectives:

· To raise awareness of the dangers of passive smoking, particularly in the workplace in a factual and scientific manner to a general audience;

· To stimulate debate, based on scientific evidence, on the most effective strategies for protecting workers;

· To support the Minister for Health and Children in the implementation of such strategies and the creation of healthy smoke-free environments.

Programme Planning and Strategy

The OTC clearly understood that achieving these objectives would take some time.  They also recognised the strategic importance of the trade union movement in communicating its research findings, because of their key role in the workplace and in wider society as Social Partners.  However, the union movement was neutral on tackling passive smoking through legislation, with ICTU Health and Safety Officer, Fergus Whelan, warning in early 2002, that legal bans could create a prohibition mentality, stating that ICTU policy was “to protect the non-smoker and provide a smoke-free environment while taking account of the needs of those who continue to smoke by negotiating voluntary codes.”  

In this context, the OTC’s public information campaign set itself a number of short-term objectives:

· To raise awareness of the dangers of ETS among trade union representatives;

· To stimulate informed debate in the trade union movement on this issue and the most effective measures for protecting workers from the ill-effects of ETS;

· To encourage trade union representatives to include passive smoking as one of the key health and safety issues in their day-to-day dealings with employers.

To achieve these objectives among the trade union movement, and with the wider public too, the OTC decided to undertake a number of activities to specifically address the issue of ETS in a workplace context, including:

· A major international seminar on ETS in February 2002;

· An advertising and attendant information campaign on workplace ETS in late 2002;

· The publication of a major research report on the health effects of ETS in the workplace in February 2003.

From a strategic point of view, it was envisaged that these activities would act as platforms for more localised and internal discussions within the trade union movement, to which the OTC would provide support.  It was hoped that the OTC’s information campaign would stimulate debate on the best Government policy for dealing with ETS as well as generating discussion in relation to how trade unions would deal with the issue as a day-to-day industrial relations matter.  In order to fine-tune the strategy further, three unions were selected as key targets for the information campaign: IMPACT because it represents health board staff who would have a crucial role to play in tackling passive smoking if a decision was made to introduce legislation; MANDATE, because it is the union that represents bar workers; and SIPTU, because it represents hotel workers.  These unions are also the three biggest in the Republic and are extremely influential in the wider movement

ETS Seminar

The OTC hosted a seminar, entitled Hazards of Environmental Tobacco Smoke – identifying and protecting those at risk, on 12 February 2002 to coincide with ‘National No Smoking Day’.  It was addressed by James Repace, a leading international expert on ETS, as well as Irish researchers and practitioners in this area and was aimed at trade unions, public health officials, occupational health and safety officials.  

Given the importance of the trade union movement to the OTC’s overall information campaign on ETS, the attendance of key union representatives at the seminar was vital.  However, the trade unions had only sent two representatives, out of a total of over 200 delegates, to a major international conference on smoking held in Dublin in November 2001.  As a result of well-targeted letters drafted by Montague Communications, followed up by a series of personal meetings and phone calls, the trade union movement supplied 12 of the 75 attendees at the seminar, including senior officials from the three target unions and the ICTU.  The seminar provided those attending with direct exposure to the scientific facts of the hazards of ETS in the workplace and provided the OTC with an opportunity to encourage them to consider the type of policy changes and protection strategies that would be required to achieve the Government’s ambition of creating a tobacco-free society.  

The OTC and Montague Communications devised a media strategy to maximise coverage for the research on the ill effects of workplace ETS.  This research conducted by James Repace and facilitated by the OTC, showed that up to 150 Irish bar workers may die each year from ETS-related illnesses.  An intensive media campaign in advance of the seminar was embarked upon, with this research as the primary focus.  An opinion article by Mr Repace was published in the Irish Times on 11 February, the day before the seminar, and, on the same day, RTE Television News were given a broadcast exclusive, including a live studio interview with Mr Repace and an extensive package to illustrate the issue of smoking in pubs.

Both of these pieces stimulated massive follow-up media interest in the seminar and ETS in the workplace, leading to four further national broadcast media interviews for James Repace and articles in all of the national newspapers.  All in all, between 11 February and 21 February, 22 newspaper articles and 95 minutes of broadcast time were devoted to the issue of ETS.

Debate on Trade Union Policy and Practice

The response from the trade union movement to what they had heard at the seminar was swift.  The day afterwards, 13 February 2002, MANDATE publicly called for the introduction of legislation banning workplace smoking, and this statement was covered widely in the print and broadcast media.  Subsequently, a number of Mandate members who had attended the seminar tabled an emergency motion at the union’s Biennial Conference in April 2002 calling for a ban on smoking in the workplace and demanding that the union take up the issue as its core health and safety issue.  This motion was passed unanimously.  A motion was also tabled at IMPACT’s Biennial Conference in May 2002, again by members who had attended the OTC seminar, demanding a workplace smoking ban and calling on IMPACT to negotiate no-smoking policies with employers.  It was passed too.  

In order to provide further support for this debate on the most effective means of tackling workplace smoking, the OTC and Montague Communications have supplied research material on ETS that has been published regularly in the unions’ own internal publications: MANDATE News; IMPACT News and Newsline, SIPTU’s newspaper; throughout 2002 and 2003.  

The debate within the trade union movement during 2002 and 2003, has not only focused on the need for legislative action to tackle ETS.  It has also been directed at union officials, including full-time representatives, shop stewards, as well as health and safety representatives, encouraging them to tackle this question as an industrial relations issue.  In this context, ETS information leaflets have been made available for distribution to key union activists at training courses and conferences.  Modules on ETS are being prepared for inclusion in the training courses provided by the unions for their shop stewards and health and safety representatives.

Advertising Campaign

The next phase of the public information campaign was a radio advertising campaign, broadcast in two bursts from 9 to 22 December 2002 and from 27 January to 9 February 2003.  The ad focused on one workmate asking the other to put out their cigarette because of its effects on them.  Further media coverage for this campaign and its messages was generated through the issuing of a press release to the health correspondents in the national media.  From a strategic point of view, the timing of the campaign was designed to coincide with the imminent publication of a major report on the health effects of ETS commissioned by the OTC and the Health and Safety Authority (HSA) and to act as a scene-setter for this event.  In particular, it was hoped that the ads would make individual workers more receptive to the report’s conclusion that legislation is needed to tackle workplace ETS.

In mid-February, TNS MRBI conducted an evaluation of this campaign and they found that 67% of adults claimed to have heard a radio ad about smoking in the workplace in the two to three months prior to interview.  What TNS MRBI believed is perhaps surprising is that a similarly high level of awareness was sustained after prompting.  This prompted awareness level of 53% compares favourably to three radio information campaigns that were run by a semi-state organisation and achieved awareness levels of 51%, 38% and 26% respectively.

Report on Health Effects of ETS

The latest phase of the public information campaign was the publication on 30 January 2003 of the report, The Health Effects of Environmental Tobacco Smoke in the Workplace.  This report was based on a review of mainly international research and it set out what had been found in relation to the adverse health effects of ETS.  The media campaign around the report’s publication was devised to focus on its key messages: the adverse health effects of ETS, why ventilation doesn’t work and why legislation is needed to tackle workplace smoking.  

A news conference was called to launch the report and it was attended by representatives of all the key media outlets, as well as political and trade union leaders.  At this event, the Minister for Health and Children announced that he intended to ban smoking in all workplaces from 1 January 2004.  

The report’s findings and the Minister’s announcement generated an enormous media reaction.  News reports were carried on the four national television channels, as well as UTV, and a Prime Time programme was devoted to the topic.  Forty-six articles appeared in the national newspapers, including three editorials supporting the report’s conclusions.  A total of 29 letters were published in the national newspapers, 20 of which supported the call for a ban on workplace smoking.  In addition, the report’s launch generated 69 different radio interviews, as well as 51 provincial newspaper stories.  Interestingly, it also generated international coverage in the New York Times, the Guardian and on the BBC.  In relation to the messages communicated, the three key messages in the report dominated the discourse.  For example there were 26 news articles in the national press after the launch, and of the 68 issues addressed in them, 50 related to the report’s key messages.  

The response from the trade union movement to the report’s publication was instantaneous.  On the day of the report’s publication, 30 January, SIPTU, IMPACT and MANDATE, all issued statements calling for the introduction of legislation to deal with workplace smoking, a major shift from ICTU’s position of favouring a voluntary approach to tackling this issue, enunciated one year previously.  Shortly afterwards, the Irish Nurses’ Organisation did so too.  This support was mirrored in wider civil society with NGOs, healthcare professionals and politicians from all parties commending the report’s findings.  Indeed, an Irish Times/MRBI poll published on 18 February 2003, showed that 59% of the public supported the proposal to introduce a ban on smoking in pubs.

The trade unions’ public support for such action extended beyond issuing statements.  MANDATE actively sought opportunities to engage in debate on this issue including appearances on RTE’s Questions and Answers and Prime Time, as well as on many local radio stations.  Indeed, when former Minister Noel Davern TD, publicly proposed that the ban not be fully implemented, SIPTU, IMPACT and MANDATE wrote a letter to all Oireachtas members pledging their support for the workplace ban and urging all Deputies and Senators to do likewise.

Measurement Stage

The OTC’s information campaign on ETS in the workplace is still very much in its infancy.  However, even in its short lifetime, it has already made substantial progress in meeting its objectives.

Firstly, it has brought much media attention, and consequently public attention, to the very real ill-effects of passive smoking, particularly as a result of exposure to ETS in the workplace, as well as the measures needed to tackle this problem.  This coverage, together with the initial advertising campaign, has been critical in stimulating debate on the most effective strategies for protecting 

As a direct result of the OTC’s public information campaign, SIPTU, IMPACT , MANDATE and the INO have adopted clear policy positions in favour of legislating to tackle this issue, as against the voluntary approach favoured previously.  All four are now actively involved in supporting the proposal to introduce a workplace ban and are now addressing the issue in their day-to-day industrial relations activities.  The fact that they have done so has helped to address the third objective, namely to create an environment which would support the Minister in creating healthy smoke-free environments, this is evident in the Minister’s decision to introduce a workplace ban.

The success of the OTC’s information campaign and the public and trade union support it has generated has also had an international impact.  The UK trade union movement is now taking up workplace smoking as an issue with its government as a direct result of contact with Ireland.  In addition, other governments and international bodies, such as the World Health Organisation (WHO) and New York City Council, have sought advice from the OTC on their own public information activities on ETS.

The Budget

Budgetary details remain confidential to the OTC.  However, the programme cost in the region of €125,000 to €320,000.
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