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Abstract

Objectives China is facing a serious public health prob-
lem in active and passive smokers. Confronted with this,
China has taken some measures to control tobacco. How-
ever, this information has not been surveyed at academic
level. Our aim is to investigate information relating to
tobacco controls in China.

Methods To find information relating to tobacco control,
we reviewed and analysed the China National Tobacco
Corporation (CNTC) and State Tobacco Monopoly
Administration (STMA) mainly by systematic examination
of documents made available in the University of Cali-
fornia, San Francisco Legacy Tobacco Documents Library
and China Tobacco database.

Results Eleven relevant documents met our research
purpose, and 18 further relevant documents were found on
the CNTC, STMA and Tobacco China database websites.
As a result, 29 relevant articles were included in our
analysis. We describe the CNTC and STMA’s history,
structure, and relation to the Chinese Government ministry
and to other tobacco companies, and China’s tobacco
control in detail.

Conclusions The Chinese cigarette market is dominated
by a state-owned monopoly, the STMA. Under the pro-
tection of the Law of the People’s Republic of China on
Tobacco Monopoly, the STMA controls all aspects of the
tobacco industry. As far as the Chinese tobacco monopoly
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is concerned, although smoking harms people’s health,
restraining smoking threatens social stability and govern-
ment income, which may be more serious problems for any
government. China still has a long way to go in creating
smoke-free environments.
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Introduction

The Chinese population is over 1.3 billion, constituting
23 % of the world’s population, of which 52.9 % of adult
males and 2.4 % of females smoke, with 52.7 % of
smokers starting before the age of 20 years among young
smokers aged between 20 and 34 years [1]. China is,
therefore, facing a serious public health problem in active
(365 million) and passive (677 million) smokers [1-3].
Smoking is an important risk factor for chronic obstructive
pulmonary disease, lung cancer and tuberculosis [1], which
are the second, sixth and eighth leading causes of death in
China, projected to account for more than 2 million deaths
before 2030 [1, 2].

Confronted with these serious tobacco problems, the
Chinese Government had to reconsider the priorities
between its tobacco industry interests and protecting public
health. On 11 October 2005, China ratified the World
Health Organization (WHO) Framework Convention on
Tobacco Control (FCTC) [4, 5]. After that, China indeed
adopted some specific measures for tobacco control.
Meanwhile, some actions of the Chinese Government
contradict their tobacco control activities.

The contradictions in China’s tobacco policies reflect
the inherent contradictions within the state apparatus.
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However, at present, there is no information about the
Chinese tobacco industry at the scientific level. Therefore,
we analysed and detailed the Chinese tobacco industry and
its related operations to provide information relevant for
tobacco control worldwide.

Materials and methods

We searched the online documents available from the
University of California, San Francisco (UCSF) Legacy
Tobacco Documents Library (LTDL) (http://legacy.
library.ucsf.edu) and relevant websites including those of
the China National Tobacco Company (CNTC) (http://
www.tobacco.gov.cn/), State Tobacco Monopoly Admin-
istration (STMA) and China’s tobacco database (http://
www.tobaccochina.com/).

The keywords we used included “China”, “China
National Tobacco Company”, “State Tobacco Monopoly
Administration”, “CNTC” and “STMA”. In the LTDL, the
keywords were used in the basic and advanced search. On the
homepages of the CNTC, STMA and Tobacco China data-
base, we used the keywords in their search engine. We
mainly analysed documents related to the CNTC itself and its
operations. Documents that were illegible, duplicated or
about tobacco technology and other documents judged to
have little interest to our aim were excluded.

Results

The number of documents identified by the LTDL search
was 346, and 335 documents were excluded as they failed
to meet one or more inclusion criteria. So 11 relevant
documents from the LTDL that met the criteria were
included. Besides, 18 relevant documents were found from
the CNTC, STMA and Tobacco China database websites.
As a result, 29 relevant articles were included in our
analysis.

History of the CNTC and STMA

The China National Tobacco Corporation is a state-owned
enterprise qualified as a legal person and authorized by the
Chinese Government to act in the capacity of the state
tobacco monopoly. According to the Law of the People’s
Republic of China (PRC) on Tobacco Monopoly promul-
gated by the Chinese Government, the CNTC is empow-
ered to operate all aspects of China’s tobacco industry,
which covers plantation of tobacco, purchase and
allocation of leaf tobacco, manufacture and distribution of
cigarettes, cigars and other tobacco products and import
and export businesses for China’s tobacco industry.
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The China National Tobacco Corporation was founded
in January 1982, and the head office is situated in Beijing.
Under its direct leadership, provincial-level tobacco cor-
porations have been established in all provinces, autono-
mous regions and municipalities, with the exception of the
Xizang (Tibet) Autonomous Region. At its earlier time,
with more than 300,000 staff and workers, the CNTC has
over 100 cigarette factories, over 100 redrying plants and
over 2,000 leaf tobacco stations and cigarette wholesale
departments.

The State Tobacco Monopoly Administration was
founded in 1985. It forms part of the same organization as
the CNTC, but works as a governmental body for admin-
istration of the tobacco monopoly [6].

At the end of 2004, the CNTC had 33 provincial tobacco
companies, 17 tobacco industrial companies, 57 cigarette
industrial enterprises and over 1,000 commercial enter-
prises and national companies [7].

CNTC and STMA structure

The China National Tobacco Corporation and STMA are
composed of 3 parts: CNTC head office, provincial-level
tobacco monopoly administrations, corporations, and some
accessorial departments [8]. The CNTC head office is
composed of the following functional departments and
offices: China Tobacco Import and Export Corporation,
China Tobacco Materials Corporation, China Cigarette
Marketing and Sales Corporation, China Tobacco Produc-
tion, Purchasing and Sales Corporation, Science and
Technology Committee and some research organizations.
Beside the main structure, the CNTC still owns some
accessorial departments, such as the China Tobacco Soci-
ety (CTS), the Zhengzhou Tobacco Research Institute
(ZTRI) and the Hefei Institute of Economics and Tech-
nology (HIET). Initiated by CNTC, the CTS, a mass aca-
demic research organization, was established and has its
branches in various locations [6]. The ZTRI, situated in
Zhengzhou, Henan Province, has 250 employee and 7
research units (process, analytical, flavour, machinery,
computer etc.) [9]. The HIET was founded in 1989 and
used as an education and research centre for tobacco sci-
entists. The HIET has approximately 400 staff and 3,000
students, with specialties including tobacco cultivation,
plant protection, process technology, analysis and diagno-
sis, machinery, manufacture and process automation,
business administration and accounting [9].

A unique character of the Chinese tobacco industry is
central planning [10]. Although this system is good for
managing the huge tobacco industry system, central eco-
nomic planning also has large problems. Coordination
between tobacco farmers, distributors, factories and
retailers is sometimes lacking or non-existent. In other
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cases, STMA polices may contradict one another. A high-
level official with the Yunnan Provincial Tobacco
Monopoly Administration (YPTMA) frankly says, “Cen-
tral planning has problems. Enterprises have no privilege to
choose their own course; they must always follow policy.”
As part of the STMA, the YPTMA oversees the entire
Yunnan tobacco industry, from the farmers to the factories
to the exporters. The official’s main complaints concern
counterfeiting, overproduction and inter-provincial pro-
tectionism. Interests of a province’s tobacco industry can
conflict with the interests of the STMA in Beijing [10].

Relation to the Chinese Government ministry

The State Council of the PRC started to carry out organi-
zational reform in March 2008. China Tobacco received
greater attention because of its sensitive and unique char-
acter. During this reform, the Ministry of Industry and
Information of the Chinese Government became responsi-
ble for the STMA, which was previously the responsibility
of the National Development and Reform Commission. A
professional member of the STMA staff pointed out that the
STMA was the responsibility of the Ministry of Industry
and Information, not merged into it, so the STMA remained
a relatively independent organization, protected by the Law
of the PRC on Tobacco Monopoly [11]. In this law, Arti-
cle 4 of Chapter 1 states, “the department of tobacco
monopoly administration under the State Council shall be
responsible for the nation-wide tobacco monopoly. The
departments of tobacco monopoly administration in the
provinces, autonomous regions and municipalities directly
under the Central Government shall be responsible for the
tobacco monopoly within the areas under their respective
jurisdiction, and shall be under the dual leadership of the
department of tobacco monopoly administration under the
State Council and the people’s governments of the prov-
inces, autonomous regions and municipalities directly
under the Central Government, with the leadership of the
department of tobacco monopoly administration under the
State Council as the main leading authority” [12].

Four modernizations of the STMA (CNTC)
and its relations to other tobacco companies

Since its establishment, the STMA has had four specific
goals: to acquire new technology, internationalize, diver-
sify and consolidate. Typically, new technology is acquired
from abroad. Foreign suppliers have been operating in
China since the mid-1980s. In exchange for technology,
they are offered special access to the Chinese market. The
Chinese tobacco industry has made progress on STMA’s
second goal, internationalization; For example, China’s
powerhouse Yuxi Hongta Group produces several brands

of American-blend cigarettes for export to Southeast Asia.
Even domestic suppliers, traditionally thought to lack the
technical knowhow of foreign companies, are exporting
their machinery and services. A representative of Kunming
Shipbuilding Equipment Company, a large producer of
tobacco-related machinery, says that his company supplies
manufacturers in Southeast Asia, especially Vietnam and
Indonesia.

China’s diversification is making headway, as well. The
Yuxi Hongta Group, for example, produces more than 135
billion sticks a year. Its popular premium brand Hongta-
shan and medium-priced brand Hongmei are found
throughout the country. Aside from cigarettes, Yuxi Hon-
gta has branched out into other business ventures. Yuxi
Hongta is involved with an automobile factory, banks,
several four-star hotels, a highway, and even a hydroelec-
tric power plant.

At the same time, consolidation is changing the playing
field. According to the CNTC Economic Centre, there were
180 cigarette factories in 1997. To further improve effi-
ciency and competitiveness, the STMA decided to reduce
the number of factories [10]. China’s tobacco industry is
undergoing a long-term restructuring programme to con-
solidate resources and optimise and centralise manage-
ment. Within the CNTC, a provincial tobacco corporation
was established to supervise the development of the
tobacco industry in each region. By the end of 2007, there
were 16 provincial corporations established, which act as
subsidiaries of CNTC but are independent legal entities.
This will assist the CNTC in regulating and monitoring the
local tobacco market, and facilitates sales across provincial
borders. By 2007, the number of legal entities in the
tobacco industry had fallen from around 180 to 31 [13].

From the four goals of CNTC, we can see CNTC has
close relationships with other tobacco companies, espe-
cially transnational tobacco companies; For example, we
can understand this situation based on the three largest
tobacco companies in the world.

Philip Morris International (PMI) is the leading inter-
national tobacco company, with products sold in approxi-
mately 160 countries [14]. PMI and CNTC signed an
agreement for production and marketing of Marlboro cig-
arettes, as well as other brands, in China beginning in 1994.
The cigarettes will be produced in existing CNTC factories
and will be for both domestic consumption and export. The
agreement does not require any initial capital investment
by PMI, but PMI will introduce technology, training and
human resources expertise to the CNTC factories [15]. On
21 December 2005, the CNTC and PMI announced the
establishment of a further long-term strategic cooperative
partnership. Agreements provided for the licensed manu-
facture and sale of Marlboro cigarettes in China and the
establishment of an international equity joint venture
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company in Switzerland. “In accordance with relevant
provisions of the Law of the PRC on Tobacco Monopoly,
Marlboro, owned by PMI, will be produced under license
at CNTC’s affiliate factories, and will be distributed by
CNTC’s official distributors nationwide in China. The
international joint venture company to be established by
China National Tobacco Import & Export Group Corpo-
ration (CNTIEGC) and PMI, in which each party will hold
50 % of the shares of the company, will be based in Lau-
sanne, Switzerland. Following its establishment, this joint
venture company will offer consumers a comprehensive
portfolio of Chinese heritage brands globally, expand the
export of tobacco products and tobacco materials from
China, and explore other business development opportu-
nities. The joint venture company will utilize both CNTC’s
and PMI’s extensive sales and distribution infrastructure,
financial resources and management experiences to
develop business opportunities worldwide” [16].

British American Tobacco (BAT) is the world’s second
largest tobacco group by global market share, with brands
sold in more than 180 markets [17]. BAT China is one of
BAT’s subsidiaries, and existed in China as early as 1903.
At present, BAT China is the one-up international tobacco
company in China and has set up agencies in many main
cities. BAT products are imported and distributed by
CNTC, and the main products in China are SE555, Kent
and Hilton, which are popular with Chinese smokers [18].

British American Tobacco entered China when it was
first established, but was forced to leave China in 1956. In
the 1980s, BAT returned to China and cooperated with
Wuhu Cigarette Company to produce cigarettes named
“Dubao” at that time. From then on, BAT cooperated with
CNTC to manufacture a series of joint-venture brands,
including Coco, Huang GuoTrees, Le Fu Door and so on.
In the tobacco leaf field, BAT and CNTC have been
cooperating for almost 10 years [19]. In the middle of the
1990s, BAT began to “help China’s agriculture” by setting
up tobacco leaf base and guiding tobacco farmers to grow
tobacco leaf [19]. Besides, BAT China has established a
cooperation plan on tobacco leaf growth in Yunnan and
Sichuan Provinces of China [18].

Japan Tobacco (JT) is the world’s third largest tobacco
company, with tobacco products in more than 120 coun-
tries [20]. JT and CNTC have cooperated for a long time,
which is a win-win cooperation. Cooperating with
Shanghai Gaoyang International Tobacco Co., JT began to
make cigarettes in China from 2000 to market its own
brands. JT hoped to tap the Chinese market and planed to
turn out 400 million cigarettes a year in Shanghai, mar-
keting them under its top-selling brands such as Mild
Seven and Mild Seven Light [21]. Besides, JT has been
cooperating with CNTC to produce Youqi and Huaying,
and some Camel cigarettes are produced in the Yanji
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Cigarette Factory, Jilin [22]. Besides, JT also developed the
market for the Shanghai Tobacco Company in Japan
through its own channels. In November 2003, Zhong Hua,
Double Happiness and Golden Deer of the Shanghai
Tobacco Corporation entered Japan’s market through
Unitobacco, which is JT’s subsidiary in charge of distrib-
uting imported cigarettes. To some extent, the Shanghai
Tobacco Corporation’s entry into Japan means the loss of
JT’s domestic market share, which JT did to maintain a
good relationship with CNTC and increase their market
share in China in the future [22].

STMA and tobacco control

In fact, the STMA and CNTC are the same organization, with
two different names obviously. It is ridiculous that the
STMA is also in charge of tobacco control affairs in China
besides its administrative affairs. Therefore, it is obvious that
the government is the chief manager of anti-tobacco efforts,
as well as the central force in developing and managing
China’s tobacco market. Smoking is a hard habit for the
government to quit in fact, because of the state system.

After ratifying the FCTC, China indeed adopted some
specific measures for tobacco control. In 2008, Beijing held
the 29th Olympic Games, which was also a “smoke-free
Olympics” advocated by the Chinese Government. All six
mainland Olympic host cities were undertaking tobacco
control initiatives with an emphasis on creating smoke-free
environments. Also, in 2008, the Chinese Government funded
and campaigned for a tobacco control project covering 21
provinces in central and western China, in order to improve
their ability to carry out the FCTC [23]. On 23 June 2009,
“Tobacco Free Cities—A Gates China Tobacco Control
Partner” was started up in Qingdao City of China [24].

However, some actions of the Chinese Government
contradict their tobacco control activities. Because of
economic depression, the Chinese Government started to
invest 4,000 billion in order to increase internal demand, 60
billion of which was spent on the tobacco industry for basic
facilities aimed at tobacco growth [25, 26]. Cigarette
packaging in China has changed slightly since 1 January
2009; the position of health warnings “smoking is harmful
for health” has been moved from the side of the package to
the frontispiece, and their area has reached 1/3 of the
package. However, according to Article 11 of the FCTC,
this action by China achieved the minimum requirement
but has still not achieved the target of the FCTC.

Discussion

The Chinese cigarette market is dominated by a state-
owned monopoly, the STMA. Under the protection of the
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Law of the PRC on Tobacco Monopoly, the STMA con-
trols all aspects of the tobacco industry, including tobacco
growing, processing, product manufacturing and distribu-
tion and also material and machinery supplies, all of which
are operated through the CNTC.

The Chinese tobacco industry plays an important role in
China. On the one hand, the tobacco industry employs
millions of people, which is helpful to solve employment
problems. At present, according to statistics from the
STMA, there are 3.6 million farmers, more than 4 million
tobacco retailors and 0.5 million employees in the whole
tobacco industry. On the other hand, the tobacco industry
could pay more than 100 billion (16 billion USD) in taxes
every year [27], accounting for about 7 % of Chinese
Government revenue [28]. So, as far as the Chinese
tobacco monopoly is concerned, although smoking harms
people’s health, restraining smoking would threaten social
stability and government income, which may be more
serious problems for any governments.

In addition, the government is under huge pressure from
the tobacco industry, both domestic and foreign, which
sees China’s large market as the golden prize. Led by the
three largest tobacco companies in the world—PMI, BAT,
and JT—foreign tobacco companies and trade regulators
have been pushing the government to ease market access
for international brands. Especially, after China joined the
WTO in 2001, it had to agree to (1) reduce its import tariff
on tobacco leaf, (2) reduce the cigarette tariff, (3) eliminate
the export rebate for flue-cured tobacco leaf and cigarettes
and (4) eliminate the export bounty [29]. All of these
agreements have made foreign cigarettes more competitive
in the Chinese market, which is a good thing for tobacco
companies but bad news for public health. All these pres-
sures make the fight against smoking much more difficult.

Besides, China also has a smoking culture that imposes
enormous social pressure to smoke, particularly on men. One
popular saying shows the problem: “Men who don’t smoke
will work in vain to ascend to top of the world” [30].

Smoking has been a serious problem for humankind.
Tobacco has already killed 100 million people in the 20th
century, and 5.4 million deaths per year currently result
from tobacco use. Owing to China’s large population and
number of smokers, successful tobacco control in China
would be a great achievement for public health and the
whole of humanity. However, for the reasons discussed
above, China still has a long way to go in creating smoke-
free environments. Recently, academic evidence proving
that tobacco damages health has increased because of the
endeavours of public health practitioners and medical
professionals, including pharmaceutical companies.

Although the tobacco issues in China have many con-
flicts, a conceivable strategy to tackle the tobacco problem
in China would be to enlighten Chinese citizens about the

damage that tobacco does to their health. Tobacco issues in
China are not straightforward, but increasing the number of
people who know about tobacco damage could become an
emotional trigger towards a smoke-free nation, leading to a
smoke-free world in the future.
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