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How the Health Community Has Responded to the FSFW and What More Can Be Done 

 
In September 2017, Philip Morris International (PMI) pledged about $1 billion to the 
Foundation for a Smoke-Free World (FSFW), an organization that will provide grants for 
“medical, agricultural, and scientific research to end smoking and its health effects and to 
address the impact of reduced worldwide demand for tobacco.”1  
 
FSFW’s patron PMI is one of the largest transnational tobacco companies that 
manufactures and sells the world famous Marlboro brand and is currently introducing into 
many markets electronic nicotine delivery systems (ENDS), including e-cigarettes2 and 
heated tobacco products like IQOS.3 FSFW’s research grants will include research on the 
novel products. Despite swimming in tobacco money, FSFW describes itself as “an 
independent, private foundation formed and operated free from the control or influence 
of any third party.”4 Furthermore, FSFW has been reportedly working with public relations 
and law firms linked to the tobacco industry.5 Its claim of “independence” was also 
challenged for lack of sufficient governance safeguards to ensure autonomy from its 
funder PMI.6 
 
The global public health community expressed its sentiments unequivocally:  

a. WHO: Citing the UN General Assembly which has recognized a “fundamental 
conflict of interest between the tobacco industry and public health,” as well as 
PMI’s relentless efforts to challenge tobacco control policy,7 WHO pronounced 
that there are a number of clear conflicts of interest involved with a tobacco 
company funding a purported health foundation, particularly if it promotes sale of 
tobacco and other products found in that company’s brand portfolio. It declared 
that it will not partner with FSFW and advised governments not to partner with the 
same. 

b. WHO Framework Convention on Tobacco Control’s Secretariat (WHO FCTC): The 
Convention Secretariat considers “this tobacco industry-funded initiative as a clear 
attempt to breach the WHO FCTC by interfering in public policy… aimed at 
damaging the treaty’s implementation, particularly through the Foundation’s 
contentious research programmes.” 

c. World Conference on Tobacco or Health (WCTOH): WCTOH shunned all FSFW-
affiliated persons from participating in the global public conference, and called 
on everyone to cease engagement with the Foundation.8 

d. Public Health Community: Prominent universities in North America9 and civil society 
groups, including those working internationally (e.g., Campaign for Tobacco-Free 
Kids, International Union Against Tuberculosis and Lung Disease, World Heart 
Federation, and Southeast Asia Tobacco Control Alliance), have condemned the 
duplicity of the scheme. 

e. Governments: Many governments have received word on the matter and have 
acted accordingly. While some rely on social media for the dissemination of the 
message, a few governments have reported that letters or memos have been 
issued to warn about FSFW in accordance with FCTC Article 5.3.  
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For instance, Poland’s Ministry of Health considers FSFW as part of the tobacco 
industry and issued a letter warning all academic and research institutions to be 
wary of FSFW-funded research. Another example is Vietnam’s memo calling on the 
cabinet, local government, and mass organizations to coordinate the 
implementation of the WHO recommendation and to inform governments and 
health communities not to cooperate with FSFW due to its fundamental conflict of 
interest with public health. 
  
Treaty Obligations:  
Early on, the tobacco control treaty recognized the need to be alert to tobacco 
industry strategies that undermine public health. FCTC Article 5.3 obliges 
governments to protect their public health policies from the commercial and 
vested interests of the tobacco industry. Its Guidelines point out that the foremost 
action to take is to monitor and raise awareness about the tobacco industry and 
its tactics. Well-meaning researchers and civil society groups may unwittingly end 
up with FSFW’s tobacco funding and inadvertently influence government policies. 
Hence, preventive measures are more imminent than ever before.  
 
Recommendations: 
Learning from previous practices, governments may:  
a. Study more about FSFW, the people behind it, and the link with ENDS which 

the tobacco industry is heavily investing in;  
b. Write a letter to all research institutions, local governments, and other entities 

that may receive funding from FSFW; 
c. Issue a memo alerting all government sectors engaging in researchers, such as 

ministries of public information, trade, science and technology, social work, 
environment, finance, labor, and agriculture, as well as the academe, 
research agencies, and civil society groups; and, 

d. Publish or release to the media any letter or memo on the matter to ensure 
wider coverage. 

 
Civil society, whose participation is deemed essential under the tobacco control 
treaty, can help:  
a. Monitor FSFW’s movements in the society and provide governments with 

information on those representing FSFW and their activities; and, 
b. Raise awareness on FSFW and its tobacco industry links. 
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