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E-cigarettes: The case for caution
E-cigarettes are a form of battery powered electronic nicotine delivery system (ENDS). They combust fluid in cartridges
optionally containing nicotine along with flavourings dissolved in a solvent such as propylene glycol, creating a vapour
for inhalation. E-cigarettes are a controversial alternative to tobacco smoking.

THE FACTS:
Burgeoning demand amidst regulatory uncertainty







Globally, e-cigarette use has grown rapidly, with analysts projecting US sales will outpace those of tobacco
cigarettes within a decade.(1)
In Australia, use is greatest amongst 18-24 year olds (2), with one-fifth of Australian smokers having tried ecigarettes and 7% being current users.(3)
The legal status of ENDS varies by state or territory, but in general e-cigarettes containing nicotine may not be
sold without authorisation because nicotine is a prescription-only medicine.(4) Some states also restrict sales of
non-nicotine ENDS that resemble traditional tobacco products (Queensland, Western Australia, New South
Wales, South Australia).
The commonwealth Therapeutic Goods Act prohibits therapeutic claims being made in the promotion of ecigarettes, since none have been approved for registration as medical devices.
In the ACT, e-cigarette sales are effectively unregulated as long as the product is not targeted to children and
carries no therapeutic claims.(4) However, the ACT Government is currently finalising recommendations on
regulatory changes regarding ENDS.

No clear evidence of long-term safety or improved quit rates







A recent Cochrane review concluded e-cigarettes containing nicotine are more effective than placebo at helping
tobacco smokers quit over a six month period.(5) Yet, the authors rate their confidence in that conclusion as
low and there was insufficient evidence that e-cigarettes were more effective than existing regulated nicotine
replacement therapies.
There is no evidence to suggest that the common practice of dual use (using ENDS alongside conventional
cigarettes) helps people to quit. In fact, it is possible that dual use reduces likelihood of quitting.(6)
Studies have found lower levels of toxicants and carcinogens in e-cigarette vapour (cf. tobacco cigarettes) and
the urine of e-cigarette smokers (cf. tobacco smokers).(7, 8) However, since a high proportion of smokers are
likely to be dual users (6), the level of harm reduction associated with e-cigarette use is unclear.
The long-term health effects of e-cigarette use are unknown and it is possible that toxicants produced by the
heating of devices (9) or the combustion of solvents (6) and flavourings (10) will have significant negative
impacts.
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Substantial potential for re-normalisation of smoking






Health advocates are concerned Australia’s hard-won declines in smoking prevalence will be eroded by tobacco
companies’ use of e-cigarette advertising to skirt restrictions on tobacco marketing. Since ENDS replicate the
tobacco smoking experience, they may form a gateway into nicotine addiction and conventional cigarette use.
Tobacco companies own prominent ENDS brands, most promotion of ENDS occurs online, and youth are likely
to be drawn to e-cigarette flavours like coffee, bubble gum, pina-colada, and tobacco. Already, youth ENDS
smoking prevalence in the US has eclipsed that of conventional cigarettes.(11)
A US study of middle and high school children also found e-cigarette users were twice as likely as non-users to
state they intended smoking conventional cigarettes.(12)

THE OPINIONS
Given the uncertainties and risks outlined above, the position on e-cigarettes of key health organisations is
understandably one of caution. Specifically:
National Health and Medical Research Council (NH&MRC)


The NH&MRC states “there is currently insufficient evidence to conclude whether e-cigarettes can benefit
smokers” and recommends that “health authorities act to minimise harm until evidence of safety, quality and
efficacy can be produced.” (13)

Australian Medical Association (AMA)


The AMA has issued a nine point statement on e-cigarettes, the first point being “The advice from the medical
profession on e-cigarettes is: don’t start.” (14)

Cancer Council Australia (CCA) and Heart Foundation of Australia (HFoA)


In a joint statement, CCA and HFoA recommend: ”Banning the retail sale of non-nicotine electronic cigarettes,
ensuring smoke-free laws in each state and territory cover electronic cigarette use, and prohibiting advertising
and promotion of electronic cigarettes”.(15)

HOW YOU CAN MAKE A DIFFERENCE
Counsel based on current cessation evidence. This includes reinforcing the patient’s quit decision, forming a quit plan,
noting the alternative evidence-supported cessation tools, and outlining the risks of e-cigarettes. A recent article by the
Australian Association of Smoking Cessation Professionals presents suggested e-cigarette advice for patients.(16)
Keep up to date with the evolving science: The AMA has an e-cigarette working group that regularly publishes
viewpoints and updates in Australian Medicine. Tobacco Control and Nicotine & Tobacco Research are two key scientific
journals to watch for results and reviews of ENDS-related studies.
Ben Healey
Updated July 2015

ANU Medical Students’ Society
ANU Medical School
54 Mills Road

Australian National University
ACTON ACT 2601

REFERENCES
1.

Herzog B. US tobacco trends: disruptive innovation should drive outsized growth. [PowerPoint slides]. 2014 [cited
2015 July 10th]. Available from: www.ecigarette-politics.com/files/WF-DallasMarch2014.ppt

2.

Australian Institute of Health and Welfare. Tobacco smoking in the general population. Canberra: 2014 [cited 2015
July 10th]. Available from: http://www.aihw.gov.au/alcohol-and-other-drugs/ndshs-2013/ch3/.

3.

Gravely S, Fong G, Math M, Tait Y, Quah A, Hammond D, et al. Awareness, ever-trial and use of electronic cigarettes
among 10 countries: Findings from the ITC Project. Annual SRNT Meeting; Seattle, USA. 2014.

4.

Douglas H, Hall W, Gartner C. E-cigarettes and the law in Australia. Australian Family Physician. 2015;44:415-8.

5.

McRobbie H, Bullen C, Hartmann-Boyce J, Hajek P. Electronic cigarettes for smoking cessation and reduction
(Review). Cochrane Database of Systematic Reviews. 2014;12. doi: 10.1002/14651858.CD010216.pub2.

6.

Grana R, Benowitz N, Glantz SA. E-cigarettes: A scientific review. Circulation. 2014;129(19):1972-86.

7.

Goniewicz ML, Knysak J, Gawron M, Kosmider L, Sobczak A, Kurek J, et al. Levels of selected carcinogens and
toxicants in vapour from electronic cigarettes. Tobacco Control. 2014;23(2):133-9.

8.

Hecht SS, Carmella SG, Kotandeniya D, Pillsbury ME, Chen M, Ransom BWS, et al. Evaluation of toxicant and
carcinogen metabolites in the urine of E-cigarette users versus cigarette smokers. Nicotine & Tobacco Research.
2015;17(6):704-9.

9.

Saffari A, Daher N, Ruprecht A, De Marco C, Pozzi P, Boffi R, et al. Particulate metals and organic compounds from
electronic and tobacco-containing cigarettes: comparison of emission rates and secondhand exposure.
Environmental Science: Processes & Impacts. 2014;16(10):2259-67. doi: 10.1039/C4EM00415A.

10. Lee S, Tarran R, Rowell T. Select e-cigarette flavors alter calcium signaling, cell viability and proliferation in lung
epithelia. American Journal of Respiritory Critical Care Medicine. 2015;191:A2896.
11. Arrazola RA, Singh T, Corey CG, Husten CG, Neff LJ, Apelberg BJ, et al. Tobacco use among middle and high school
students—United States, 2011-2014. MMWR Morbidity and Mortality Weekly Report. 2015;64(14):381-5.
12. Bunnell RE, Agaku IT, Arrazola R, Apelberg BJ, Caraballo RS, Corey CG, et al. Intentions to smoke cigarettes among
never-smoking U.S. middle and high school electronic cigarette users, National Youth Tobacco Survey, 2011-2013.
Nicotine & Tobacco Research. 2014. doi: 10.1093/ntr/ntu166.
13. Anderson W. NHMRC CEO Statement: Electronic cigarettes (e-cigarettes). Canberra: National Health and Medical
Research Council; 2015 [cited 2015 10th July]. Available from: https://goo.gl/OiRoz9
14. Australian Medical Association. E-cigarette statement Canberra: 2015 [cited 2015 10th July]. Available from:
https://ama.com.au/article/e-cigarette-statement
15. Cancer Council Australia and Heart Foundation of Australia. Joint position statement - Electronic cigarettes Sydney:
2015 [cited 2015 10th July]. Available from: http://wiki.cancer.org.au/policy/Position_statement__Electronic_cigarettes
16. Australian Association of Smoking Cessation Professionals. E-cigarette information sheet Camperdown, NSW: 2014
[cited 2015 11th July]. Available from: http://aascp.org.au/index.php/download_file/view/583/482/

Ben Healey
Updated July 2015

