
 

 

 
Tobacco and Indigenous people 

In Australia there are two Indigenous populations; Aboriginal peoples and Torres Strait Islanders.  Indigenous people 
represent 3%1 of the Western Australian population, with about 44.2% of Indigenous adults being current daily smokers.2  
Smoking causes serious health problems for all smokers.  However the higher prevalence of smoking among Indigenous 
people contributes significantly to their higher rates of hospitalisation and death from diseases caused by tobacco.3 
Among Indigenous Australians, tobacco use is responsible for 12% of the overall disease burden and 20% of deaths.4 
 
What do Indigenous people know and think about smoking? 
Research suggests that Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples understand that smoking causes health problems,3,5 
but smoking is often given less priority compared to other health and social issues that have more immediate impacts.3  
Being aware of health effects does not necessarily lead to quitting attempts,3 although many people do want to quit and 
have attempted to do so.6  It is important to remember that over 50% of Indigenous people in Western Australia have 
never smoked or no longer smoke, showing that Indigenous people can avoid smoking and can successfully quit. 
 
Why do Indigenous people smoke? 
Indigenous people smoke for the same reasons as other Australians, such as stress, boredom, enjoyment and addiction.3  
There are also differences due to historical, social, cultural and economic factors, some of which are listed below: 

• Colonisation and dispossession are thought to contribute to higher rates of tobacco use.  Tobacco use among 
Indigenous Australians was initiated and reinforced through tobacco rations provided by early settlers.  It was not 
until the late 1960s that paying Indigenous workers in tobacco was stopped completely.6 

• Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander populations are more likely to live in disadvantaged circumstances with lower 
levels of income, education and employment and with poor housing conditions: factors all associated with higher 
levels of smoking.6   

• The importance placed on sharing within Indigenous culture can make it difficult to be a non-smoker or quit.6  
• Indigenous children and teenagers take up smoking earlier than non-Indigenous Australians, which is more likely to 

lead to addiction in adult life.6  
 

Why do some Indigenous people never start?  
Western Australian research completed in 2001 found some Indigenous people had never started smoking because no one 
in their family had smoked, their parents were strict and discouraged them from smoking, or they thought tobacco was a 
waste of money or felt confident about refusing cigarettes.7 
 
Reasons for quitting?  
The same Western Australian research also found that Indigenous people who had quit smoking did so to improve their 
health and fitness, to save money, to be a good role model to their children, and because increased restrictions around 
where people can smoke caused stress over when and where they could have their next cigarette.7  
 
Barriers to quitting? 
Indigenous smokers can face a number of barriers when trying to quit, including: 

• Addiction to nicotine and the feeling that tobacco has become a part of them.3  
• Being around other smokers (which is more common due to the higher rates of smoking amongst Indigenous 

peoples) and/or lack of social pressure to quit.8  



 

 

 
• Sharing of cigarettes amongst family and friends and difficulty in saying no for fear of offending.8  
• Coping with the stress of daily living, and withdrawal from smoking cigarettes.3  

 
What is being done to reduce smoking among Indigenous people? 
Reducing Indigenous smoking and tobacco-related harm is a major priority in Western Australia and nationally.  There are 
some excellent programs and projects being undertaken by organisations within our State.  At a national level, an 
important public campaign called ‘Close the Gap’ was launched in 2007 by Indigenous and non-Indigenous organisations 
calling for an end to Indigenous disadvantage.9  All levels of Australian government are now focussed on closing the gap 
and efforts to achieve this are supported by significant financial commitments.10  Both the National Preventative Health 
Strategy11 and the Federal Government’s response to the Strategy12 prioritise measures to improve Indigenous health, 
with reductions in smoking an important focus.  There is optimism about what might be achieved in the coming years.  
 
Useful sites 
To find out more information about Indigenous smoking, visit some of the following sites:  

• Tobacco In Australia: A comprehensive resource on the history and use of tobacco in Australia with a chapter 
dedicated to Indigenous tobacco use.  Visit: http://www.tobaccoinaustralia.org.au/.  

 
• Centre for Excellence in Indigenous Tobacco Control (CEITC): CEITC has developed a great resource kit for 

health workers called ‘Talkin’ Up Good Air’.  See: http://www.ceitc.org.au/talkinupgoodair.   
 

• Aboriginal Health Council of Western Australia (AHCWA): AHCWA runs a project called ‘Beyond the Big Smoke’ 
which aims to promote smoke free policies and provide support for smoking cessation through Aboriginal 
Community Controlled Health Services across WA. Visit: 

       http://www.ahcwa.org.au/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=44&Itemid=7. 
 
• Department of Health and Ageing: The Department of Health and Ageing’s website provides summary 

information on the Federal Government’s initiatives to reduce smoking among Indigenous populations.  See: 
http://www.health.gov.au/tackling-chronic-disease. 
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