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Public Health England under fire for saying e-cigarettes are 95% safer  

Editorial in Lancet medical journal criticises PHE for basing its advice on research funded by 
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Sarah Boseley Health editor 

Friday 28 August 2015 18.42 BST Last modified on Friday 28 August 2015 19.21 BST  

http://www.theguardian.com/society/2015/aug/28/public-health-england-under-fire-for-saying-e-cigarettes-are-95-safer 

Public Health England has come under fire for basing its advice on the safety of e-cigarettes on 
research funded by organisations with links to the tobacco industry. 

Last week, PHE announced that e-cigarettes were 95% less harmful than conventional 
cigarettes and suggested they could one day be offered alongside nicotine patches as a smoking 
cessation aid.But the statement has caused concern among those, including some regional 
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directors of public health, who say there is not enough evidence to justify it and who fear an 
official endorsement of the safety of e-cigarettes will benefit the tobacco companies.  
Multinational tobacco manufacturers are now among the lead players in the e-cigarettes 
market. Their critics fear that if vaping becomes acceptable, smoking will be rehabilitated too. 

An editorial in the Lancet medical journal  criticises PHE for relying for its 95% assertion on a 
paper led by Prof David Nutt of the Independent Scientific Committee on Drugs, which 
calculated the level of harm caused by different nicotine delivery systems, from cigarettes to 
cigars, pipes, nicotine patches and e-cigarettes. They took into account a wide range of risks, 
from the effect of addiction on people’s incomes to fatal lung damage to accidental poisoning. 

The Lancet points out that the Nutt paper states that there was a “lack of hard evidence for the 
harms of most products on most of the criteria”. It was also concerned about the funding of 
the paper and conflicts of interest on the part of some of the authors. 

The paper was funded by EuroSwiss Health and Lega Italiana Anti Fumo (LIAF). EuroSwiss 
Health is run by Delon Human, a South African doctor who has two other companies, Health 
Diplomats and NicoLife, based at the same address, which have accepted funding from British 
American Tobacco. Human was also funded by BAT in 2010 to write a book called Wise 
Nicotine, which was described as “a plea to health professionals to become nicotine-wise, 
and for smokers to demand information and access to safer forms of nicotine”. 
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BAT Quote:  “In 2010, we funded NicoLIFE SA, an independent company focused on the 

promotion of tobacco harm reduction, in its production of a book, ‘Wise Nicotine’. The book is 
a commentary on the current interpretations and use of tobacco harm reduction within the 
medical community. We also provided access to appropriate company information to assist in 
the writing of a chapter specifically about the tobacco industry, which we reviewed for 
accuracy, but NicoLIFE SA had full editorial control. We hope that the book will play an 
important role in raising awareness of tobacco harm reduction among health professionals 
and smokers.” 
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Human is secretary general of the Africa Medical Association. Kgosi Letlape, one of the 
authors of the Nutt paper, is its president. There is no suggestion that Nutt or Letlape has 
accepted tobacco industry funding. 

LIAF is an Italian anti-smoking organisation. Its chief scientific adviser is Riccardo Polosa, 
another author of the Nutt paper. Polosa states there that he is a consultant to Arbi Group 
Srl, an e-cigarette distributor. Polosa is pictured in an endorsement on the website of the e-
cigarette, called Catagoria, that he researched with the support of LIAF. 

E-cigarettes may have a part to play in helping some people quit smoking, says the Lancet 
editorial. “But the reliance by PHE on work that the authors themselves accept is 
methodologically weak, and which is made all the more perilous by the declared conflicts of 
interest surrounding its funding, raises serious questions not only about the conclusions of the 
PHE report, but also about the quality of the agency’s peer review process,” it says.  

“PHE claims that it protects and improves the nation’s health and wellbeing. To do so, it 
needs to rely on the highest-quality evidence. On this occasion, it has fallen short of its 
mission.” 

PHE has hit back, saying its review that led to the 95% statement was based not only on the 
Nutt paper but also on one by Robert West of University College London and colleagues, which 
also found that although e-cigarettes were not 100% safe, there was little evidence of any 
harm.  Ann McNeill of the Institute of Psychiatry, who conducted the review for PHE, said new 
studies that had raised the alarming prospect of harm from chemicals in e-cigarettes did not, in 
fact, demonstrate new risks. “Some flavourings and constituents in e-cigarettes may pose risks 
over the long term. We consider the 5% residual risk to be a cautious estimate allowing for this 
uncertainty,” she said. Ongoing monitoring was necessary in case new risks emerged, but “on 
current evidence, there is no doubt that smokers who switch to vaping reduce the risks to their 
health dramatically”. 

Nutt said in a blogpost that: “The funding of the nicotine study was provided by a Swiss-based 
consulting firm interested in this question as an unrestricted grant to the charity DrugScience. 
They had no involvement in the subsequent meetings and publications. An Italian anti-smoking 
charity made a small financial contribution at the publication stage to help pay for open 
access.” 

The group involved in the study was chosen because of their expertise in a variety of fields, he 
said. “As is inevitable in such a field, several had or have had ‘interests’ in aspects of nicotine 
and tobacco supply or harm reduction, and these were declared at the time,” he said. The study 
was carried out in such a way that individuals with a bias would not be able to influence the 
outcome. 

http://www.tobaccotactics.org/index.php/E-cigarettes:_Mixing_Research_and_Marketing
http://www.tobaccotactics.org/index.php/E-cigarettes:_Mixing_Research_and_Marketing
http://www.theguardian.com/society/e-cigarettes
http://www.karger.com/article/FullText/360220
http://www.karger.com/article/FullText/360220
http://www.google.co.uk/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&frm=1&source=web&cd=1&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0CCIQFjAAahUKEwjCtp2N2ajHAhVFndsKHaVvDpI&url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.smokinginengland.info%2Fdownloadfile%2F%3Ftype%3Dreport%26src%3D6&ei=Xe_NVYKUCsW67gal37mQCQ&usg=AFQjCNGjCnfwbQrauiQGbQ_h154f3rRtrw&bvm=bv.99804247,d.ZGU


“With one in five people believing e-cigarettes are at least as harmful as smoking, it is 
important that the public know that based on current evidence vaping carries a fraction of the 
risk of smoking,” said Kevin Fenton, director of health and wellbeing at PHE. 

“While the long-term impact of using e-cigarettes remains unknown, our comprehensive 
evidence review estimates that e-cigarettes are around 95% less harmful than smoking. Nearly 
80,000 people a year die of a smoking-related illness and smoking costs the NHS £2bn a year. 
Given all the evidence about the potential benefits e-cigarettes offer to reduce harm and to 
help smokers quit, if a smoker wants to quit with an e-cigarette they should be supported to do 
so.” 

But those who feel the safety of e-cigarettes has not been proved and worry about the 
involvement of the tobacco industry feel PHE has not properly weighed the evidence or 
considered where it is coming from. 

Prof Simon Capewell from the University of Liverpool, one of the authors of the Lancet 
editorial, said he was “surprised and disappointed to hear about the substantial conflict of 
interest” because it undermines the credibility of the whole group. 

“The truth is that the 95% safer figure is now in serious doubt. The second problem is that 
this is a major distraction because the real question is how much safer is fresh air for non-
smokers and children compared with being exposed to vapes from others in enclosed spaces? 
I think that is a major health question which must be addressed.” 
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Up in Smoke: The Problems With That 'Vaping Is 
95 Percent Safer Than Smoking' Study 
The claim that e-cigarettes are 95 percent safer than cigarettes inspired plenty of headlines. It also 
has plenty of problems. 
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Ninety-five percent is a big damn number. That's why it seemed inherently suspicious when, 
about a week ago, Public Health England posted a new report comparing the risks of vaping and 
smoking, inspiring lots of headlines with its claim that e-cigarettes are 95 percent safer than 
ordinary ones. It seems too good to be true, because it probably is: Researchers writing in the 
respected British medical journal The Lancet today have cast serious doubt on the legitimacy of 
the U.K. government's report. 
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The crux of the problem is that Public Health England got its numbers from a briefing and a 
paper that appeared in 2014 and was written by David Nutt, the former U.K. government chief 
drugs adviser. Basically, the Independent Scientific Committee on Drugs, a group that Nutt 
founded, convened a panel to consider the dangers of various types of drugs. The gathered 
experts rated the various options on a numeric scale. Cigarettes scored 99.6, making them the 
most dangerous nicotine product. Vaping scored a 4. That's where the "95 percent less 
harmful" claim comes from. 

According to The Lancet, there is a serious problem here. Namely, the British government's 
report omits the major caveats from the Nutt study that it sources: 

First, there was a "lack of hard evidence for the harms of most products on most of the 
criteria". Second, "there was no formal criterion for the recruitment of the experts" . In 
other words, the opinions of a small group of individuals with no pre-specified 
expertise in tobacco control were based on an almost total absence of evidence of 
harm. It is on this extraordinarily flimsy foundation that PHE based the major 
conclusion and message of its report. 

That's not the only red flag. Says Mashable: 

Perhaps its biggest takedown of the study is that it found several of the paper's 
authors had ties to e-cigarette or smoking cessation companies. The paper warned of 
potential conflict of interest, but that wasn't reflected in PHE's report.  

It may indeed be that vaping is significantly less dangerous than smoking. (Public Health 
England, for one, is sticking to its guns). The trouble here seems to be advocacy getting out 
ahead of science. Part of PHE's mission is to get people to stop smoking, and so it ran with the 
dramatic 95 percent statistic. "But with undue haste," The Lancet says. 

Read our full evidence update on E-cigarettes here: http://t.co/qDOULCE4j6 
— PublicHealthEngland (@PHE_uk) August 28, 2015 

 

http://mashable.com/2015/08/28/vaping-study-blasted/
https://twitter.com/PHE_uk/status/637206834630250496?ref_src=twsrc%5Etfw
http://t.co/qDOULCE4j6
https://twitter.com/PHE_uk/status/637207799550840832

