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The Hon WONG Ting-kwong, GBS, JP

Chairman

Bills Committee on Smoking (Public Health) (Amendment) Bill 2019

Legislative Council
Legco Road

Central, Hong Kong

15™ January 2021

Dear Chairman,

I am a financial crime compliance specialist with 15 years of experience working in the Asia-Pacific
Region and has been residing in Hong Kong for over 12 years.

Anyone with a passing knowledge of US history would know that prohibition is a road to failure. The
national prohibition of alcohol from 1920-1933 was undertaken in an attempt to resolve a variety of
social issues, including bringing down crime and corruption, cutting the tax burden created by prisons
and poorhouses, and improving the overall health and hygiene of the country. Following the ban,
criminal gangs up and down the country quickly gained control of the beer and liquor supply in many
cities. Organized crime levels in cities such as Chicago tripled during Prohibition as gangs that had
previously limited their activities to gambling, prostitution, and theft quickly turned their attention to
bootlegging, providing a profitable new financial boost in which organized crime could flourish. In only
the first year of Prohibition, crime rates in 30 major US cities increased by 24%, whilst police
department costs rose over 11% in the face of black-market violence and the diversion of law
enforcement resources elsewhere.

Today, the world’s “war on drugs” has done little to reduce demand for drugs, instead pushing the
trade deeper underground, fueling illicit markets and drug cartels, and often putting otherwise law-
abiding individuals into conflict with law enforcement officials.

Authorities worldwide continue to lack any awareness of this. Whilst the word “prohibition” has
largely gone out of fashion, those in power continue to insist that bans are the solution to all manner
of social ills. Recent government attempts to prohibit the import, manufacture, sale, distribution, and

advertising of e-cigarettes are destined to be no more successful than those that have gone before
them.

Our failed experiences with prohibition indicate that banning e-cigarettes would very likely do more
harm than good. Lawmakers, however, have neither heeded this evidence nor the testimony of
countless experts. It should come as no surprise, therefore, that when e-cigarettes are restricted



smuggling simply increases. The illicit market grows, feeding the organized crime gangs by providing
them with yet another lucrative revenue source.

lllegal vendors do not pay attention to a customer’s age, unlike licensed, regulated vape shops and
producers. Consumers, moreover, have no real assurance about who is making the products, if they
comply with safe manufacturing processes — or even of their contents. It is also much harder to track
and remove dangerous products from the market and hold accountable those responsible should
something go wrong within this illicit market.

Naturally, many e-cigarette users would not take the risk of buying vapes illegally — so they will return
to smoking instead. There is evidence that this is already happening in places such as San Francisco,
which banned flavoured e-cigarettes in 2018.

Two patterns seem increasingly clear by now: firstly, prohibitions have not and will not eliminate
demand; and secondly, criminal gangs worldwide have the will and capacity to fill any gaps in supply.
It is difficult to say which outcome is worse for society: scores of people turning to dodgy drug dealers
and smugglers, or more people smoking. However, it is clear that neither outcome is beneficial for
overall public health. Those in authority, therefore, should perhaps stop passing knee-jerk regulations
that make them look good in front of their constituents, and start doing some actual good by making
decisions that are based on the evidence available.

Yours sincerely,

David Oglive
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