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Tobacco Free Sports: Play It Clean
It is quite clear that tobacco and sports do not mix. Athletic excellence is the paragon of health, and is the antithesis of a body polluted with tobacco smoke, addicted to nicotine and unable to breathe freely. The vast majority of athletes, amateur and professional, do not smoke and are well aware that smoking harms their health and abilities.

But the story is bigger than this. Sport, collectively, has inherent credibility as a “spokesperson” for healthy living. Sports events and venues serve as potent images that influence our culture and behavior.

Smoke free environments – which ought to be a given at sports events – are not always guaranteed in those circumstances. It is difficult to convince parents to make their homes smoke free, or employers to make their workplaces smoke free, when events that showcase athletic performance allow air polluted by cigarette smoke to be breathed by participants and spectators alike.

Even more incongruous is that sport has long been used to promote tobacco products. Sport has become even more important as a vehicle for tobacco promotion as governments around the world tighten restrictions on direct tobacco advertising. While tobacco companies speak publicly of supporting the community, in more candid moments they acknowledge the true goal of sports sponsorship. An RJ Reynolds spokesperson put it succinctly: “We’re in the cigarette business. We’re not in the sports business. We use sports as an avenue for advertising our products.”

What does this tell our children? In school they may learn that tobacco is bad for them, but seeing their sports heroes beside tobacco brand names on television, on billboards, and in magazines, speaks far more powerfully than a school lesson. The tactic works. Research shows that children are most aware of cigarette brands that are associated with televised sports events.

The association between sport and tobacco does not have to, and should not, continue. Many athletes and sports events have voluntarily broken the link by refusing tobacco sponsorship, the Olympic Games being the most high-profile example.  The International Federation of Football Associations (FIFA) has shown recent leadership by making World Cup Soccer in 2002 tobacco-free.

Governments that have courageously banned tobacco sponsorships have learned that other sponsors will step in to replace tobacco companies. The new marketplace, fortunately, offers a plethora of goods and services that are looking for increased profile and that rarely produce the damage caused by tobacco products. 

There are many difficult choices that public health has to make. This choice is not a difficult one:  We can sell cigarettes, or we can protect our children.  The cost of the first is unacceptably high, while the benefit of the second has no price.  PAHO urges sports events to refuse tobacco sponsorship and to make their venues smoke-free. We also urge governments to prohibit the use of sports – or any other event sponsorship – to promote tobacco products. There has never been a better opportunity than now.
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