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Innovative thinking and legislation enforcement are key to 
reduce children’s tobacco smoke exposure

Exposure to the detrimental effects of tobacco smoke is 
preventable. Improving public health through sustained 
efforts to reduce the burden associated with tobacco-
related deaths and exposure to tobacco smoke remains 
a national and international goal for governments and 
policy makers.1,2 Despite unequivocal international 
evidence on the harms of tobacco smoke exposure, it 
remains a leading cause of premature mortality and 
morbidity, with evidence consistently showing no 
safe level of tobacco smoke exposure.3 Internationally, 
successful legislation more than a decade ago banning 
smoking in workplaces and public places has been 
instrumental in reducing tobacco smoke exposure.4,5

Comprehensive legislative smoking bans in public 
places have improved child health, with reduced 
admissions for respiratory disease.4,5 However, little is 
known about the effects of legislation banning smoking 
in cars when children are present. In The Lancet Public 
Health, Timor Faber and colleagues’ investigation 
of tobacco legislation creating smoke-free private 
vehicles for children offers a different perspective.5 With 
biochemically validated robust evidence drawn from 
10 years of data, the authors show a continued risk for 
children from sustained smoking in private cars.5 Overall 
reductions in the percentage of children reporting 
exposure to tobacco smoke in cars is encouraging5–7 and 
international evidence suggests improved respiratory 
health outcomes.8 However, Faber and colleagues 
suggest that the reduction observed in children’s 
exposure to tobacco smoke in cars is unlikely to stem 
entirely from the smoke-free private vehicle legislation 
and might be showing the wider impact of earlier 
tobacco legislation.5

Children have little control over their environment, 
meaning legislation and enforcement of laws are 
necessary to protect their human right to health.5 
Decreasing tobacco smoke exposure is crucial for 
reducing social inequalities in health for populations; 
however, as Faber and colleagues have shown, children 
remain at risk of high levels of tobacco smoke exposure 
when travelling in private cars, with one in 20 children 
in England still reporting being regularly exposed to 
tobacco smoke in cars.5

Public Health England is in step with worldwide 
efforts to increase smoking cessation services and 
reduce smoking rates. An upwards smoking rate 
remains for minority populations and establishes a 
need for broader collaborative approaches, engaging 
specific population groups.6 Broader participatory 
methodologies, including co-designing smoking cessa-
tion programmes, need to be considered to ensure 
best outcomes for children’s health and reduce their 
exposure to tobacco smoke and the subsequent impact 
on their respiratory health.

Reviewing existing tobacco legislation might offer an 
opportunity for evaluating awareness, enforcement, 
and compliance—especially given the role of these 
concepts to the critical success and adoption of wider 
smoking legislation.9 Opportunities for extending 
legislation could include a complete ban of smoking 
in private cars, regardless of whether children are 
present,5 and engaging with children themselves to 
identify other settings where they are exposed to 
tobacco smoke.

Engaging collaboratively with children and parents 
is essential to increase awareness and challenge 
stereotypes, social norms, and behaviours, and is 
required as part of ongoing strategic public health 
improvements for national health and social wellbeing.

Innovative and creative thinking will be needed to 
increase awareness and seek solutions for reducing 
exposure to tobacco smoke. Children’s human rights 
must be upheld and an opportunity to engage with 
children themselves about their health and risk 
from tobacco smoke could emerge within the wider 
evaluation of smoke-free car legislation.10 Sustained 
multidisciplinary engagement is required at macro and 
meso levels to reduce the burden of smoke exposure in 
children and improve respiratory health.
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