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Each year, the tobacco epidemic kills an estimated 
6 million persons worldwide, including about 600,000 
who die because of secondhand smoke exposure. If current 
trends continue, this number is expected to reach 8 million 
deaths annually by 2030 (1).

Sponsored by the World Health Organization (WHO) 
and observed on May 31 each year, World No Tobacco Day 
highlights the health risks associated with tobacco use and 
encourages effective actions to reduce tobacco consump-
tion. This year, WHO calls for international collaboration 
to stop the illicit trade of tobacco products (2).

Illicit tobacco trade is characterized by tax avoidance 
and tax evasion, such as bootlegging, counterfeiting, 
and smuggling. This practice undermines tobacco use 
prevention and control by increasing the accessibility and 
affordability of tobacco products and can reduce govern-
ment tax revenue (3). An estimated one in 10 cigarettes 
consumed worldwide and 8%–21% of those consumed 
in the United States are illicit (2,4). Governments can 
adopt a range of measures to reduce illicit tobacco trade, 
as described by the WHO Protocol to Eliminate Illicit Trade 
in Tobacco Products (3).
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Tobacco use is the leading cause of preventable disease and 
death in the United States (1). Increasing the unit price on 
tobacco products is the most effective tobacco prevention 
and control measure (2). Illicit tobacco trade (illicit trade) 
undermines high tobacco prices by providing tobacco users 
with cheaper-priced alternatives (3). In the United States, 
illicit trade primarily occurs when cigarettes are bought from 
states, jurisdictions, and federal reservation land with lower 
or no excise taxes, and sold in jurisdictions with higher taxes. 
Applying tax stamps to tobacco products, which provides 
documentation that taxes have been paid, is an important tool 
to combat illicit trade. Comprehensive tax stamping policy, 
which includes using digital, encrypted (“high-tech”) stamps, 
applying stamps to all tobacco products, and working with 
tribes on stamping agreements, can further prevent and reduce 
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