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Commercial tobacco use is a complex behaviour
influenced by a range of factors; most notable
among Indigenous peoples is the impact of colo-
nisation."  The commodification of tobacco as a
consumer product was commonly introduced by
colonisers and has been used as a tool for coercive
control through tobacco’s addictive qualities. Colo-
nisation causes trauma, stress, racism and exclu-
sion from education and employment, which are
all linked to commercial tobacco use.' ™ Across
Turtle Island (North America), European colonisers
appropriated, adulterated, modified, industrialised
and commercialised tobacco as a commodity,
in stark contrast to its use as a sacred medicine
among many Indigenous peoples.® Commercial
tobacco was then brought through the Pacific as a
sought-after commodity, providing a link to trade
and the global economy.” In Australia, commercial
tobacco was provided in rations (payment in lieu of
wages) until 1968.% Colonisation and its associated
impacts have eroded Indigenous peoples’ agency
and broader self-determination at a community and
population level. Mass production and distribution
of commercial tobacco impedes Indigenous health,
well-being and ways of knowing and doing.®” 1°

Understanding local Indigenous experiences and
viewpoints of tobacco and coloniality provides
alternative narratives that challenge colonialist ways
of knowing, being and doing. Colonialist narratives
have tended to focus on ill health and disadvantage,
reproducing deficit discourse.'! Contextualising
Indigenous commercial tobacco use within colo-
nisation assists to address inaccurate notions that
there is a biological basis for the use of commer-
cial tobacco among Indigenous peoples, including
fallacies'* that Indigenous peoples are geneti-
cally predisposed to addiction. These are a form
of deficit discourse based on and consistent with
ideas and representation of Indigenous peoples as
racially inferior and inhuman which have persisted
since colonisation.® It is important to recognise
such contexts as the focus for tobacco control to
empower Indigenous peoples to be free of commer-
cial tobacco and nicotine dependence.

KA MUA, KA MURI (MAORI PROVERB: LOOKING
TO OUR PAST AS WE MOVE INTO THE FUTURE)

As Indigenous peoples working to address tobacco’s
harms, we are accountable to our respective commu-
nities. We have an inherent responsibility to protect
the health and well-being of Indigenous peoples now

and for future generations. As we reflect on tobacco
control over 30 years, there is much to celebrate. We
have witnessed examples of Indigenous excellence in
commercial tobacco control as follows:

Acknowledgement and increasing recognition of
the true harms of colonisation

This has been coupled with increasing and ongoing
(re)vitalisation of sacred tobacco and the active tension
with commercial tobacco use.®® 1° * Colonisation is
built on notions of racial superiority, leading to racist
practices that began with genocide, cultural genocide
and the betrayals of treaties and agreements with
Indigenous peoples, some of whom have had a sacred
relationship with tobacco for ceremony and rituals
since time immemorial.*®? 15 1¢ From tobacco being
held in the highest regard among some Indigenous
peoples as a sacred plant or leaf used in special cere-
monies, colonisers have manipulated and adulterated
the tobacco plant into a highly commodified product
and have used appropriated Indigenous imagery to sell
these products.®®? 17

Growth of commercial tobacco control in
Indigenous contexts

The 1990 World Conference on Tobacco or Health held
in Noongar Country (Perth, Australia) was among the
first commercial tobacco control conferences to include
an Indigenous (Aboriginal) Pre-Conference Workshop,
reflecting the tireless work and leadership of Elders,
Knowledge Keepers, communities and academics to
generate awareness and recognise the importance
of Indigenous tobacco control. This awareness has
continued to grow; it is not uncommon to witness safer
spaces for Indigenous peoples in commercial tobacco
control journals, meetings and conferences. Aotearoa
New Zealand held dedicated Indigenous tobacco
control conferences in the late 1990s-2000s. On Turtle
Island, the National Conference on Tobacco or Health
and the National Tobacco Conference for Indigenous
Peoples have supported Indigenous peoples. The
Oceania Tobacco Control Conference (OTCC) has
consistently hosted Indigenous streams and recognised
Indigenous leadership since at least 2009. Further, in
2017 the OTCC fostered the Indigenous Peoples to the
2017 Oceania Tobacco Control Conference: Smoke
Free Oceania statement'® and has reported progress
against the statement at the ensuing 2019 Conference,
highlighting ongoing support.
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The WHO Framework Convention on Tobacco Control’s (FCTC)
explicit recognition of the disproportionate harm caused by
commercial tobacco to Indigenous peoples

Indigenous peoples played key roles in the country delegations
as part of the Intergovernmental Negotiating Body, the Frame-
work Convention Alliance, to help incorporate text at the fourth
session of the Intergovernmental Negotiating Body (INB4),
reflecting the importance of commercial tobacco control in
Indigenous contexts.”” 2° As a result, the FCTC preamble and
guiding principles state that Parties are ‘Deeply concerned about
the high levels of smoking and other forms of tobacco consump-
tion by [IIndigenous peoples’ (FCTC, Preamble, p2)*’ and “...
the need to take measures to promote the participation of [I]
ndigenous individuals and communities in the development,
implementation and evaluation of tobacco control programmes
that are socially and culturally appropriate to their needs and
perspectives” (p6)."” Further, sovereign Indigenous nations can
ratify the FCTC, including nations across Turtle Island, acknowl-
edging that the USA is not an FCTC Party. In 2006, the first
and only WHO Indigenous Peoples Forum on Tobacco Use in
Aotearoa New Zealand occurred, with calls for the forum to be
reinstated.'®

Indigenous commercial tobacco control leadership and
governance

This inherent leadership is becoming increasingly visible in the
broader tobacco control community. For example, Maori lead-
ership in Aotearoa New Zealand played an important role in
introducing endgames to the tobacco control discourse.”'**
This included but is not limited to the introduction of a private
members’ bill to end tobacco sales,” development of the Tupeka
Kore (‘No tobacco’) concept for Aotearoa New Zealand,”>*
and recommendations from the Maori Affairs Select Committee
Inquiry in 2010% culminating in the commitment to achieving
an essentially Smokefree Aotearoa by 2025. The New Zealand
Government’s recently comprehensive and ambitious Proposals
for a Smokefree Aotearoa 2025 Action Plan includes provisions
for embedding Indigenous leadership and strengthening ‘Maori
governance of the tobacco control programme’ (p11).%° We have
also witnessed Indigenous governing roles embedded in commer-
cial tobacco and nicotine society board structures, such as Society
for Research on Nicotine and Tobacco (SRNT) Oceania, which
includes identified positions, and we now have our first Indige-
nous president-elect (PNH, Navajo Nation (Diné)) of the SRNT,
which is a USA-based international organisation.*’

Indigenous commercial tobacco control programmes

The first national Indigenous commercial tobacco control
programme was rolled out across Australia in 2010, the
Regional Tackling Smoking and Healthy Lifestyle (now the
Tackling Indigenous Smoking) programme. The first national
Indigenous Australian (Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander)
antismoking mass media campaign, ‘Break the Chain’ (2010),
was followed by ‘Don’t make smokes your story’ in 2016.%
On Turtle Island, the Centers for Disease Control and Preven-
tion Tips from Former Smokers mass media campaign included
native participants, and the National Native Network was
funded in 2014 to reduce commercial tobacco use and promote
the roles of traditional tobacco and other traditional medi-
cines.”” Communities across Turtle Island continue to advance
commercial tobacco control,*** and many have dedicated and
distributed Master Settlement Agreement funds to tribal nations
to strengthen commercial tobacco control programmes through

media campaigns, policy development and tobacco cessation
support.’®* In addition, a national American Indian Commer-
cial Tobacco Program has been developed to provide phone and
online commercial tobacco cessation support specifically for
Indigenous people.*®

Tobacco-free Pacific 2025

This network was launched in 2014 and the Pacific Non-
Communicable Disease (NCD) Roadmap was endorsed. As
commercial tobacco use continues to drive NCDs, it is encour-
aging to see our ongoing leadership to drive tax increases on
tobacco in at least 16 Pacific Island countries since the roadmap
was endorsed.”’

Today, when we searched Tobacco Control for ‘Indigenous’,
we received 171 results. The journal also recognises our affili-
ations as Indigenous peoples first, before our academic affilia-
tions.®> We see increasing Indigenous authorship and encouraging
trends in meaningful Indigenous engagement, including Indig-
enous-led research. This could reflect increased Indigenous
research capacity, a trend that should be supported by increasing
recruitment and training of Indigenous peoples, as well as seats
at key tobacco control decision-making tables.! ** ¥ There are
increasing commitments within the tobacco control and health
research community to comply with guidelines for core prin-
ciples and values on the ethical conduct of research involving
Indigenous peoples and the need for Indigenous leadership
in tobacco control, as opposed to programmes and policies
imposed on Indigenous peoples. This includes ethical guidelines
across Australia,”® Turtle Island,*! Aotearoa New Zealand,* the
SRNT-Oceania Acknowledgement of Ethical Principles,”” Indig-
enous Data Sovereignty Principles,*™* and the United Nations
Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples—our rights to
health, Indigenous sciences and our medicines, among others.*®

Indigenous representation on tobacco control journal edito-
rial boards, including Tobacco Conitrol and Nicotine & Tobacco
Research, has continued to grow. And we see journals increasingly
move towards ‘Indigenous’ as opposed to ‘indigenous™ *” *%; the
act of capitalisation changes the narrative from a descriptive
phrase to a proper noun. While these shifts may appear insig-
nificant, they help to foster a safer environment for Indigenous
peoples to reduce commercial tobacco use. This includes decolo-
nising tobacco control, applying Indigenous worldviews on wise
practices, and sharing Indigenous knowledges and mentorship
opportunities in an environment where Indigenous peoples can
flourish® '* 3 #*; shifting towards resiliency and strength rather
than a model of ‘risk’, “vulnerability’ and ‘disadvantage’.*’
CHALLENGES AND OPPORTUNITIES
While we have taken a strength-based approach and challenged
the deficit-based narratives actively placed on Indigenous peoples
by highlighting successes and examples of Indigenous excellence,
this does not mean skipping over the challenges. The magnitude
of commercial tobacco use among Indigenous peoples is an
international public health crisis, with disproportionately detri-
mental impacts on the health, economic and cultural well-being
of Indigenous peoples.' ' *® Across Turtle Island we frequently
see isolated pockets of Indigenous excellence in communi-
ties.**** Consistent with the narrative that colonisation manu-
factures, these are generally silenced or not well documented
in mainstream academic literature, or celebrated by the tobacco
control community. This is partly reflected in the current devel-
opment of an Indigenous Circle at the SRNT to create a safer
space for Indigenous commercial tobacco control and as a means
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of addressing limited documentation of Indigenous excellence,
nearly 30 years after the society was established on Turtle Island.
Despite colonisation eroding, minimising, devaluing and limiting
the ability to share Indigenous ways of knowing, being and
doing, and in spite of ongoing targeting by the tobacco industry
and their affiliates, Indigenous peoples continue to thrive.* 174

In recent times, we have increasingly generated Indigenous-
specific evidence driven by Indigenous peoples. In Australia,
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander specific evidence indicated
that the tobacco epidemic is at stage 3 of the Lopez model and
has a number of unique characteristics,’! including high preva-
lence among men and women and variation by urban, regional
and remote residence.’’ Further, Indigenous-specific evidence
indicated that smoking causes 37% of all Aboriginal and Torres
Strait Islander peoples’ deaths,*® almost twice the previous esti-
mates.’® Consequently, there is even greater potential to improve
Indigenous health outcomes by reducing commercial tobacco
use.”’

Working together as Indigenous peoples with the support of,
and in collaboration with, our non-Indigenous allies, govern-
ments and non-government organisations, we have a stronger
and more focused means of improving Indigenous health
outcomes and countering the tobacco industry’s activities. There
are opportunities to learn from each other around the world."
The recent Euro-Western development of commercial tobacco
control, which can support Indigenous knowledges and prac-
tices, including relationships with the tobacco plant since time
immemorial, suggests that even more can be done to accelerate
declines in commercial tobacco use.

WHERE TO NEXT? 'THE DOLPHINS WILL ALWAYS TAKE US
HOME'

Fostering safe and ethical space for Indigenous commercial
tobacco control research, science and practice is essential,
including meeting the FCTC obligations in relation to Indige-
nous peoples. The Indigenous Peoples Tobacco Forum should be
reinstated, in addition to other mechanisms, to help foster safer
spaces for Indigenous commercial tobacco control, including
Indigenous peoples to publish and share resources, learn-
ings and successes.’” It is important to support and grow the
FCTC, which recognises the disproportionate harm of commer-
cial tobacco and the need to engage with Indigenous peoples
in planning, delivering and evaluating comprehensive tobacco
control free from vested interests.'” It also recognises Indigenous
rights and the importance of sovereignty and self-determination
in driving commercial tobacco control on their terms,* and
could include sovereign Indigenous nations ratifying the FCTC.
Reflecting over the last 30 years provides a robust, evidence-
based launching pad to rapidly accelerate declines in commercial
tobacco prevalence and associated health harms. Empowering
Indigenous peoples allows us to address emerging issues and be
free of commercial tobacco on our own terms.
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