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“The ideal product to sell
online would be easy to pack and ship,
be much cheaper than what’s charged

at the retail counter, and be craved
by tens of millions of people every day. 

Cigarettes, the internet was made for you.”
 David Streitfeld, Washington Post, 2000

Cigarette vendors are very easy to 
locate online by the simplest 
search mechanisms.

This mode of purchase 
translates into global penetration 
of tobacco products, 
unprecedented access of 
cigarettes to minors, cheap 
cigarettes through tax avoidance 
and smuggling, and unfettered 
advertising, marketing and 
promotion.

It is often impossible to identify 
the country of origin of such 
vendors. The majority appear to 
be in Europe and the USA, but 
countries as varied as Cyprus and 
Panama also offer internet sales. 
Strangely, some vendors take 
credit card details from 
prospective purchasers but then 
neither charge nor dispatch any 
cigarettes.

The internet is also used by 
tobacco interests to undertake 
sophisticated public relations, to 
denigrate pro-health organisations 
and individuals, to undermine the 
science of tobacco, and to attack 
tobacco control legislation (see 
map 20). Legislation has not yet 
caught up with this new threat to 
health.

Sales of cigarettes and other 
forms of tobacco over the 
internet started in earnest in the 
mid-1990s, and are predicted to 
rise in future. 
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FREE
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CIGARS

I N T E R N E T  C I G A R E T T E  S E A R C H      G o o g l e ,  2 0 0 2

S e a r c h  t e r m R e s u l t s  f o u n d

d i s c o u n t  c i g a r e t t e 9 , 0 7 0

c h e a p  c i g a r e t t e 5 , 5 1 0

t a x  f r e e  c i g a r e t t e 1 , 5 4 0

m a i l  o r d e r  c i g a r e t t e 3 7 4

W H E R E  A R E  T H E  G O O D S ?

T e s t  o r d e r i n g  f r o m  w e b s i t e s
w h i c h  c l a i m  t o  o f f e r  l o w  p r i c e  c i g a r e t t e s
t o  t h e  U K  m a r k e t  2 0 0 1

s i t e s  s e n t  c i g a r e t t e s

s i t e  c h a r g e d  b u t  d i d  n o t  s e n d  c i g a r e t t e s

s i t e s  t o o k  n o  m o n e y  a n d  s e n t  n o  c i g a r e t t e s

P r i c e s  q u o t e d  f o r  2 0 0  c i g a r e t t e s

R e t a i l  p r i c e  i n  U K

P r i c e  i n  U K  i f  i n t e r c e p t e d  b y  C u s t o m s

£ 1 0  –  £ 2 7

£ 3 8 . 6 0

£ 3 8 . 1 5

3

1

8

1 2

“Most sites offering 
cheap cigarettes are a rip 
off. All cigarettes bought 
via the Internet must 
bear UK taxes. There are 
no allowances or loopholes. 
Cigarettes bought from 
sites that do not arrange 
payment of UK taxes are 
liable to forfeiture. In 
the last year Customs 
have destroyed over 10 
million such cigarettes.” 

HM Customs and Excise, UK 
2000

I N T E R N E T  C I G A R E T T E  V E N D O R S ,  U S A  2 0 0 0

i n t e r n e t  c i g a r e t t e  v e n d o r  s i t e s

s i t e s  w i t h  S u r g e o n - G e n e r a l ’ s  w a r n i n g

s i t e s  s e l l i n g  b i d i s

s i t e s  w i t h  s p e c i a l  p r o m o t i o n s

s i t e s  w i t h  a g e  w a r n i n g

t y p e s  o f  a g e  v e r i f i c a t i o n  r e q u i r e d :

c u s t o m e r  s e l f - r e p o r t i n g  t h e y  a r e  o v e r  1 8

t y p i n g  i n  a  b i r t h  d a t e

e n t e r i n g  d r i v i n g  l i c e n s e  i n f o r m a t i o n

U S  t e e n a g e r s  w i t h  i n t e r n e t  a c c e s s

8 8

2 4 %

8 1 %

8 %

3 3 %

o v e r  5 0 %

4 9 %

1 5 %

9 %

“Philip Morris admits 
being behind Wavesnet 
website, an internet 
company set up to run 
fashion parades and rave 
parties where cigarettes 
are sold at a discount.”

Australian Associated 
Press, 2000

“ W o w ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! !  
W h a t  a  g r e a t  

w e b s i t e  f o r  c i g s .  I  
c a n ’ t  b e l i e v e  I  h a v e  

b e e n  l o o k i n g  a l l  
o v e r  t h e  w e b  f o r  

c h e a p  c i g s  a n d  h e r e  
y o u  w e r e  a l l  t h e  

t i m e . . . . . . . . . . w i t h  a  
c o m p l e t e  l i s t  o f  

c o m p a n i e s .  T h a n k s  
a  l o t ! ”

U s e r  c o m m e n t  p o s t e d  o n  
d i s c o u n t  c i g a r e t t e  s i t e ,  2 0 0 2


