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Abstract
Purpose of Review This narrative review of the published scientific literature on e-cigarettes in South Africa examines and 
responds to reports commissioned by the e-cigarette industry about proposed regulations in South Africa.
Recent Findings The results of a nationally representative study suggest that the number of e-cigarette users is much larger 
than the number provided by the industry-commissioned reports. Contrary to industry claims, e-cigarettes are more expen-
sive than regular cigarettes and the proposed regulation, the Control of Tobacco Products and Electronic Delivery Systems 
Bill, which aims to regulate e-cigarettes as tobacco products rather than as medicines would benefit public health. Further-
more, the government’s proposed tax on e-cigarettes would generate much-needed revenue for the government and reduce 
e-cigarette uptake by youths.
Summary E-cigarettes were introduced to the South African markets about a decade ago. E-cigarette consumption has grown 
exponentially without a commensurate decrease in cigarette smoking. Yet, e-cigarettes are not yet regulated as tobacco prod-
ucts as the e-cigarette industry continues to aggressively lobby against the passing of a proposed legislation that would have 
achieved this. This legislation, the “Control of tobacco products and electronic delivery systems bill”, is yet to be passed 
into law over 4 years after its inception. This narrative review was conducted on peer-reviewed South African literature on 
e-cigarettes up to December 2021, supplemented by a search of the grey literature, government publications, and industry-
commissioned reports. We found that reports commissioned by the e-cigarette industry misrepresented the potential impact 
of restricting e-cigarette advertisements and promotions. Furthermore, by underestimating the prevalence of e-cigarette use in 
the population, these reports also attenuated the revenue-generating ability of potential e-cigarette excise taxes as proposed by 
the South African National Treasury Department. The regulation of e-cigarettes would benefit public health in South Africa.
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Introduction

While the use of conventional cigarettes has decreased from 
33% in 1993 to 20% in 2017, the use of electronic nicotine 
delivery systems (ENDS) in South Africa has been increas-
ing, consistent with global trends [1••, 2–4]. ENDS com-
monly referred to as e-cigarettes and vaping products were 
first introduced to the South African market about 2008, but 
have grown exponentially more recently [1••]. E-cigarette 
marketing, like any other commercial product, is influenced 
by the mix of what is described in marketing parlance as the 
five Ps, namely, product, price, promotion, place, and people 
[5]. These are interdependent factors that influence product 
sales: what tobacco product to offer, what price to charge 
for it, how to promote it, where to place it for sale, and who 
to sell it to. The deployment of the factors under industry 
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control (product, price, promotion, and place) may be driven 
by the free market, by government regulation, or by both. 
Many aspects of cigarette design, manufacture, and market-
ing are regulated in South Africa, for example, including 
the product appearance (product labelling and packaging 
requirements), price (excise taxes), promotions (bans on 
advertisements), places sold (restrictions on certain distri-
bution outlets, such as youth-oriented channels and online 
sales), and people marketed to (minimum purchase age laws 
that prohibit the sale of tobacco products to those younger 
than 18 years) [6, 7].

In South Africa, e-cigarettes are currently regulated, 
but not as tobacco products. According to the South Afri-
can Medicines and Related Substances Act 101 of 1965 as 
amended in 2008 [8, 9], nicotine when intended for human 
medicinal use as an aid to smoking cessation or as a substi-
tute to tobacco products is a schedule 3 substance that can 
only be dispensed in pharmacies, except if it has been evalu-
ated and approved as a substance that can be sold over the 
counter, or in general retail stores [8, 10]. In other words, in 
the absence of an evaluation of e-cigarettes by the appropri-
ate health authorities for safety, quality, and efficacy, the 
default classification of nicotine-containing e-cigarettes 
should be as a schedule 3 substance. No such evaluation has 
occurred, and therefore, e-cigarettes are subject to medi-
cine scheduling and by law can (or should) only be sold at 
pharmacies [8, 10, 11]. However, in reality, e-cigarettes are 
marketed as consumer products and sold at kiosks, malls, 
shops, and online instead of pharmacies [12, 13••].

Several factors have facilitated the emergence of e-ciga-
rettes as a de facto consumer product rather than as a medi-
cal product in South Africa. First, there is no well-defined 
enforcement mechanism for the de jure classification of 
e-cigarettes as medicines, which has contributed to their 
ubiquity over a plethora of distribution channels outside 
those allowed under the current regulation. Second, nicotine-
free e-cigarettes are technically not subject to regulation as 
the basis for medical regulation is nicotine, not the device 
itself. This creates a legal challenge in consistently and cor-
rectly applying the law to all indicated products, especially 
when the nicotine content is unknown, unclear, or indetermi-
nate [8]. E-cigarette manufacturers have taken advantage of 
these loopholes and have even sought further gains through 
litigation. For example, in 2014, the then Medicines Con-
trol Council (MCC), Registrar of Medicines, and representa-
tives of the South African Ministry of Health lost a court 
case against an e-cigarette company that imported “Playboy 
e-cigarettes” [14]. The e-cigarette company argued that the 
seizure of a large consignment of their product by regula-
tory authorities was both unfair because it was targeted at 
them only and no other similarly marketed e-cigarettes, as 
well as without merit as their e-cigarettes were not being 
marketed as smoking cessation aids and therefore could not 

be classified as medicines. The same legal strategy was used 
by another e-cigarette manufacturer, Twisp (now owned by 
British American Tobacco), who argued that since they were 
not making any health claims, and that e-cigarettes were 
only used for recreational purposes, the sale and use of their 
e-cigarettes and refills should not be regulated under the 
medical act [15].

To close these loopholes and protect public health, the 
South African government proposed a bill in May 2018 
to regulate e-cigarettes as tobacco products rather than as 
medicines. This bill was called “The Control of Tobacco 
Products and Electronic Delivery Systems (CTPENDS) Bill” 
(henceforth, the Bill) [16]. Some of the key provisions in 
this bill concerning “tobacco products and electronic deliv-
ery systems” included the following aspects: regulation of 
their “sale and advertising” (promotion), “packaging and 
appearance and to make provisions for the standardization 
of their packaging” (product), regulation of their “manu-
facturing and export” (product and place), prohibition of 
“sales to and by persons under the age of 18 years” (people), 
prohibition of their “free distribution” (price), and prohibi-
tion of “sales by means of vending machines” (place). Sepa-
rately, the South African National Treasury Department also 
recently published its intention to levy taxes on e-cigarettes 
[17]. These proposed legislation align with the World Health 
Organization’s (WHO) regulatory framework for ENDS, 
which recommend provisions for restricting youth-oriented 
marketing, appealing flavours, attractive design elements, 
indoor use, and unproven health claims [18].

In support of the regulations, the government raised the 
following concerns, with supporting evidence mostly drawn 
from the literature and WHO advisory documents, as only 
limited studies had been conducted in South Africa at the 
time [19]: (i) that ENDS//electronic non-nicotine delivery 
systems (ENNDS) use may act as a potential “gateway” for 
young people to initiate smoking and lead to regular smok-
ing [20, 21]. (ii) Widespread internet advertising of ENDS/
ENNDS could lead to the proliferation of online shops and 
sales, with a study showing that up to half of ENDS/ENNDS 
sales are made online [22]. The government acknowledged 
that regulating ENDS/ENNDS could reduce the market 
growth, of the e-cigarette industry. However, the govern-
ment also noted that the e-cigarette market was dominated 
by one company (Twisp), and that the consequences would 
not necessarily be in “absolute terms, but relative to past 
trends and possibly expectations”.

More than 4 years later, the Bill still has not been passed 
as law, despite more recent local studies supporting regula-
tion of e-cigarettes [1••, 13••, 23–31]. E-cigarette manu-
facturers and retailers have lobbied against the passage of 
this bill and released at least two reports asserting the bill 
“is not based on credible evidence” [32–34, 35••]. The first 
report was published in 2018 and claimed that e-cigarettes 
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were much cheaper than cigarettes [33]. The second report 
commissioned by the Vapour Products Association of South 
Africa (VPASA)—an organisation representing the e-ciga-
rette industry’s interests, was published in September 2021 
and made several broader economic claims [35••]. Besides 
direct claims about the extent to which the e-cigarette indus-
try contributes to the economy, the new report made several 
sweeping claims, including that: (i) the number of e-ciga-
rette users in South Africa is a mere 350,000 (perhaps imply-
ing that the size of the market is too trivial to be regulated); 
(ii) the introduction of the new Bill could see a reduction in 
sales of vapour products of more than 34% which will affect 
thousands of jobs in the industry’s value chains; (iii) the 
ban on advertising will limit adult smokers’ access to less 
harmful alternatives to tobacco cigarettes as smokers would 
be less informed about the benefits of e-cigarettes; (iv) the 
literature shows that some mediums of advertising such as 
television (TV), if well regulated, could assist in tobacco 
control (smoking cessation), suggesting government should 
not impose a blanket ban over all media; (v) the prohibi-
tion on advertising, promotion, and sponsorship of ENDS/
ENNDS, as proposed in the Bill, could reduce e-cigarette 
sales by as much as 11.4% in South Africa, which would 
be detrimental to the economy; and (vi) if passed, the Bill 
would lead to an estimated decline in vapour product sales 
that could lead to a loss in terms of the industry’s gross 
value-added contribution to the GDP.

In this narrative review, we examine the industry’s claims 
through the lens of the published scientific literature on 
e-cigarettes within the South African context. This synthesis 
is important as it allows policymakers to evaluate the indus-
try’s arguments and to have a complete picture of the pattern 
of e-cigarette use and the potential impacts of regulation on 
individual and population harm. Furthermore, given that the 
current literature mainly covers studies from high-income 
countries, this review provides a perspective on e-cigarette 
use and regulation within the context of low- and middle-
income countries and the e-cigarette industry’s interference 
in the policy-making process.

Methods

A narrative review was conducted based on available lit-
erature up to December 2021. A search for peer-reviewed 
publications was conducted in PubMed, Embase, SCOPUS, 
and Web of Science databases, supplemented by a search of 
the grey literature and government reports. The main terms 
applied were e-cigarettes AND South Africa, Bill, regula-
tions, marketing, advertising, manufacturers, taxation, cost, 
vape, smoking cessation, and youth. Literature was consid-
ered for inclusion if it was published in English, was con-
ducted in or in relation to South Africa, and was related to 

e-cigarettes. These articles were reviewed using a targeted 
framework that sought to empirically evaluate the claims 
made by the e-cigarette industry in South Africa. In addition 
to grey literature, a total of 13 peer-reviewed e-cigarette-
related studies conducted in South Africa were found, 11 
were included [1••, 13••, 23–31], and two were excluded 
because their subject matter was not related to the discussion 
of this paper [36, 37]. Results are presented thematically 
using broad areas discussed in the industry reports based on 
available literature.

Results

Size of the E‑cigarette Market and Number 
of E‑cigarette Users in South Africa

The e-cigarette industry’s claim that the number of e-ciga-
rette users is only about 350,000 [35••] represents a gross 
underestimation of the number from population-level sur-
veillance [1••, 13••, 26]. The most recently available data 
from a 2018 nationally representative household survey—
South African Social Attitudes Survey (SASAS), showed 
that the number of persons aged 16 or older who used e-cig-
arettes every day or on some days was almost triple that 
amount. In 2018, it was estimated that 1.09 million (2.71%) 
South African adults were using e-cigarettes either every 
day or on some days [26]. Broken down by frequency of 
use, 295,081 (0.73%) reported using e-cigarettes every day, 
while 794,936 (1.98%) reported use on some days. Based 
on projected growth in e-cigarette consumption by 24.9% 
during 2018–2021 as forecasted by Euromonitor Interna-
tional [38], the number of e-cigarette users may well have 
reached 1.36 million by 2021, but this remains to be seen 
from population-level surveillance (which typically lags 
behind real time).

As projected by Euromonitor International, the South 
African e-cigarette market is only expected to grow [38]. 
The percentage of South Africans aged 16 + years who had 
ever used an e-cigarette increased four-fold in less than a 
decade, from 1.10% in 2010 to 4.08% in 2018 [1••]. Market 
research estimated that the South African e-cigarette mar-
ket generated $20.7 million in revenue in 2018, and it is 
predicted to grow up to $62 million by 2024 [12]. This pre-
diction of growth may be correct, as recent analyses of the 
latest Nielsen retail scanner sales data covering the period 
2018–2021 showed an upward trend in e-cigarette volume 
sales [39]. Furthermore, the sales of e-liquid with higher 
nicotine content (between 18 and 24 mg/ml) increased from 
57.4% in 2018 to 72.4% of total volume sales in 2021, while 
those with lower nicotine content (labelled content between 
0.5 and 8 mg/ml nicotine) dropped from 38.7% in 2018 to 
21.8% in 2021 [39]. With none of the e-cigarette companies 
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complying with the current regulation under the medical act 
requiring sales only within pharmacies, the increase in vol-
ume sales is likely driven by the increase in online marketing 
and the increasing number of e-cigarette vendors in South 
Africa [12]. This situation has indeed created an enabling 
environment for the proliferation of e-cigarette vape shops, 
promotions, and online marketing, including a large social 
media presence [12, 13••, 30].

E‑cigarette Advertising Ban and Potential Impact 
on E‑cigarette Use

E-cigarette manufacturers have claimed that “the ban on 
advertising will limit adult smokers’ access to less harm-
ful alternatives to tobacco cigarettes as smokers would be 
less informed about the benefits of e-cigarettes” [35••]. This 
industry statement is misleading as it disingenuously posits 
that such advertising serves mainly to inform and educate, 
contrary to the reality that it stirs emotive pro-tobacco reac-
tions—one of the concerns raised by the government in 
support of the proposed regulation. Indeed, 61.2% of South 
African adults surveyed in 2017 feared that e-cigarette 
advertisements could entice youth to use tobacco products 
[13••]. As demonstrated in studies among adolescents and 
youth in the USA, exposure to tobacco advertising was asso-
ciated with increased appeal and experimenting with tobacco 
products, including e-cigarettes, while exposure to tobacco 
promotions was associated with current and ever smoking 
and vaping [40–42]. In South Africa, Muposhi and Dhu-
rup [24] found a positive relationship between awareness of 
e-cigarettes and willingness to experiment with them among 
the youth surveyed. Therefore, the fears of youth being 
enticed by advertisements expressed by the South African 
public could be a result of the glamorous advertising and/or 
promotion of e-cigarettes in South Africa. In January 2018, 
South Africa’s Advertising Standards Authority (ASA), an 
entity that previously governed and regulated advertising, 
ordered one of the then South Africa’s largest e-cigarette 
manufacturers—Twisp, to remove an advertisement that 
was shown on pay-to-view channels, promoting e-cigarettes 
in a highly glamorous manner [43]. The advertisement in 
question showed people using e-cigarettes and blowing out 
colourful hot air balloons, butterflies, and colour swirls. 
E-cigarette advertising and promotion persists. E-cigarette 
vendors continue to use smoking cessation, cost-effective-
ness, convenience, healthiness, environmental friendliness, 
hedonic value, and safety as their main selling propositions 
when marketing e-cigarettes [28]. An example of an advert is 
shown in Fig. 1. In 2017, one in five (20.1%) of South Afri-
can adults reported being exposed to an e-cigarette adver-
tisement [13••]. The main sources of exposure to e-cigarette 
advertisements among those who saw at least one form of 

advertisement were retail stores (40.7%), malls (30.9%), and 
television (TV) (32.5%).

E-cigarette advertisements have explicitly featured health 
claims that are misleading. For example, in April 2017, ASA 
ordered the e-cigarette company—Twisp, to withdraw an 
advert from South African radio, which stated “E-cigarettes 
are 95% less harmful than normal cigarettes” [44, 45]. In 
addition to the previously published scientific critique of the 
validity of this statement [46], this statement is misleading 
because it fails to consider the nuances of individual-level 
harm vs population-level harm. At the level of the individ-
ual, e-cigarettes may contain lower levels of harmful and 
potentially harmful emissions [47]; however, the net effect 
at the population level may be harmful if they cause never 
e-cigarette users to start using e-cigarettes, former smokers 
to relapse into using nicotine, or if they perpetuate nicotine 
use. Analysis of South African Social Attitudes Survey data 
showed that while the prevalence of current cigarette smok-
ing did not differ significantly in 2011, 2017, and 2018 when 
compared to 2010 among those aged 16–34 years, for e-cig-
arettes, significant increases were seen in 2017 and 2018 
when compared to 2010 among this same age group (Fig. 2). 
If e-cigarettes were associated with cigarette smoking ces-
sation at population level, a decline in smoking prevalence 
should have been seen among this group. Rather than being 
associated with smoking cessation, findings from South 
African studies showed the opposite at an individual level, 
with one nationally representative study showing an asso-
ciation between e-cigarette use with higher rates of relapse 
[25], another study among e-cigarette users showed that 
e-cigarette use was not effective as a cessation aid as all 
users relapsed after “a few months of quitting” [29]. Two 
studies among learners from higher learning institutions in 
one of the provinces in South Africa showed that e-cigarette 

Fig. 1  Billboard advert of e-cigarette store promoting e-cigarette use. 
[13••] Source: [31]. 
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users did not perceive e-cigarettes as quitting aids [24, 48]. 
Furthermore, almost all current e-cigarette users (97.5%) in 
South Africa reported concurrent regular use of cigarettes 
in 2018, and among ever e-cigarette users, 43.5% were cur-
rent combustible tobacco smokers [27]. Evidence also does 
not show that e-cigarette users in South Africa have signifi-
cantly reduced average number of cigarettes consumed per 
day [1••]. Additionally, in the South African context, most 
ever e-cigarette users are older adolescents and young adults 
[1••, 29]. This raises concerns because nicotine exposure 
during adolescence can cause addiction and can harm brain 
development which continues well into the third decade of 
life [49].

The e-cigarette industry’s claim that “the literature shows 
that some mediums of advertising, if well regulated, could 
assist in tobacco control (smoking cessation)” is also incon-
sistent with data from South Africa [27]. A South African 
study demonstrated that advertising exposure, irrespec-
tive of the medium, was associated with positive norms/
beliefs about e-cigarettes [13••]. Furthermore, the WHO 
Framework Convention for Tobacco Control (WHO FCTC) 
requires parties to ban “ALL” forms of advertisements, pro-
motions, and sponsorship, a recommendation at odds with 
the industry’s preferred scope of policy implementation. In 
addition, e-cigarette shops with colourful, sleek branding 
are proliferating in the public space in South Africa [30, 
50]. In March 2021, following the launch of the e-ciga-
rette brand—Vuse, the British American Tobacco (BAT) 
announced plans to open 67 “Vuse inspiration” stores 
throughout South Africa [50]. This would increase the 
number of e-cigarette shops by more than 25% when com-
pared to previously reported 240 vape shops [30]. Although 
these Vuse inspiration stores indicate that the product is 
not to be sold to persons under the age of 18 [51], but this 
may not necessarily prevent underage access given that a 
previous adolescent study in South Africa has shown that 

about 70% of 13–15 year-olds were not refused the sale of 
cigarettes because of age [52]; the basis for concern about 
such proliferation of e-cigarette shops is therefore related 
to the potential to increase both access to, and appeal of 
e-cigarettes to youth [30]. For example, these planned Vuse 
inspiration stores are to be equipped with “flavour bars”, 
offering attractive flavours to entice customers, particularly 
youth (Fig. 3) [53]. To promote their Vuse brand—a nicotine 
salt e-cigarette, BAT also launched a “festival of inspira-
tion” featuring top artists and celebrities in the month of 
June 2021 (commonly referred to as youth month in South 
Africa) [53]. The festival was streamed through a four-part 
series with discounts and prizes up for grabs.

Furthermore, a study [31] found that almost half (49.6%) 
of the 240 e-cigarette vape shops identified between 2016 
and 2018 in SA were within a 5-km radius to higher educa-
tion institutions. This exposes youth and young adults to 
point-of-sale e-cigarette advertisements and it increases their 
susceptibility to e-cigarette use [30, 54]. Most of the new 
Vuse shops are strategically located at high-end shopping 

Fig. 2  Trends in current use 
of regular and electronic 
cigarettes among persons aged 
16–35 years in South Africa 
during 2010–2018.  Source: 
2010–2018 South African 
Social Attitudes Survey
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malls, targeting working adults, youth, and affluent groups 
that often visit these malls.

Given the observations that the increase in young adults’ 
e-cigarette use was not associated with a corresponding 
decrease in cigarette smoking [1••], that e-cigarettes used 
were associated with increased relapse rates among adult 
smokers, and that youth aged 16–19 years reported the high-
est prevalence of e-cigarette advertisement exposure (24.6%) 
[13••, 25], the e-cigarette industry’s conclusion that banning 
e-cigarette advertisements would “reduce e-cigarette sales 
by as much as 11.4% in South Africa” is welcomed news if 
the projections are accurate, rather than the public health 
disaster the industry makes it to be.

Potential Impacts of E‑cigarette Regulation 
on Government Revenue Generation

Copying the tactics from their cigarette-manufacturing coun-
terparts of exaggerating the potential economic impacts of 
tobacco control regulation [55], e-cigarette manufacturers 
in South Africa claimed that if the Bill is passed as law, the 
ensuing decline in vapour product sales could diminish their 
industry’s gross value-added contribution to the GDP. It is 
pertinent to note that the user estimates, procurement, tax, 
human resources, and financial data used as input data for 
estimation of the economic impact of the proposed bill in the 
industry’s own commissioned report were from the e-ciga-
rette industry itself, some as reported a year before the report 
[56••]. As mentioned earlier, the government acknowledged 
that the proposed bill would negatively affect the growth of 
the e-cigarette industry, but argues that the public health 
benefit of the proposed bill outweighs any negative impact 
on the growth of the e-cigarette industry [19]. Since their 
introduction to the South African market, e-cigarettes have 
not been taxed, but the National Treasury recently proposed 
to introduce an e-cigarette tax with effect from January 2023 
[17]. In 2018, it was estimated that the South African gov-
ernment lost up to R2.20 billion ($143 million) (95% CI: 
0.96–3.44) of potential revenue from e-cigarette excise tax 
if it were taxed at 75% of the cigarette tax rate as then pro-
posed for heated tobacco products [26]. If taxed at 37.5% 
of the cigarette tax rate—half of the proposed rate, the pro-
jected revenue was up to R1.10 billion ($71.5 million) (95% 
CI: 0.48–1.72) [26]. Therefore, even with the implementa-
tion of the bill and the projected revenue comes at the lower 
end, implementing excise taxes on e-cigarettes may generate 
significant revenue for public good in general, including for 
comprehensive tobacco control/prevention efforts.

Furthermore, it is estimated that the average South Afri-
can daily e-cigarette user spends between R8575 ($560) 
to 19,781 ($1292) on e-cigarettes per year (vs mean daily 
cigarette smoking cost of R6693 ($437) annually) [26]. This 
finding is at odds with the conclusion of the 2018 industry 

report [33], which claimed that e-cigarette use is far cheaper 
than cigarette smoking. The findings suggest that e-ciga-
rettes may be relatively more expensive than cigarettes in 
South Africa; by contrast, in some high-income countries, 
e-cigarettes are cheaper than cigarettes, which is not sur-
prising given high cigarette prices [57]. In the USA, for 
example, the federal excise tax increased from 24 cents 
per cigarette pack in 1995 to $1.01 per pack in 2009 (321% 
increase), and the average state excise tax increased from 
32.7 cents per pack to $1.20 per pack during the same period 
(267% increase) [57]. The 52% tax incidence on cigarettes 
targeted by the South African Treasury Department since 
2006 (which includes both value-added tax then at 14% 
and excise tax burden, at approximately 40%) [58] is much 
smaller compared to many high-income countries [59]. For 
example, this tax share is smaller than that of the European 
Union/European Economic Area member states with the 
least cigarette tax share [60]. This underscores the need to 
increase the tax incidence on cigarettes to meet the recom-
mended minimum 75% tax share.

It is pertinent to also note that the estimated price elastici-
ties of demand for e-cigarettes are between − 0.53 and − 0.60 
[61]. These numbers indicate that for a 10% increase in 
price, the demand for e-cigarette will only drop by between 
5.3 and 6%. Indeed, several non-price factors have influence 
on tobacco use behaviour, including product appeal, chem-
osensory characteristics, perceived health benefits, access, 
and perceived social norms [62]. In the USA, for example, 
chewing tobacco carries a much lower tax and overall price 
than cigarettes; yet uptake of smokeless tobacco remains 
relatively low even though it equally remains a viable alter-
native to access nicotine [63]. Similarly, the fact that smoke-
less tobacco products are not taxed in South Africa has not 
led to significant number of smokers’ interest in shifting to 
this product [64]. However, as e-cigarette product innovation 
is ongoing, regular market surveillance would be needed to 
determine any possible change in behaviour as a result of 
whatever excise tax structure is finally imposed on e-ciga-
rettes in South Africa. In particular, further research would 
be needed on how the proposed excise tax would influence 
youth access to the increasing availability of relatively less 
expensive disposable e-cigarettes.

Discussion

From a regulatory point of view, the review of e-cigarette 
literature in South Africa indicates that context matters. 
The regulation of e-cigarettes in South Africa can inform 
policy globally, with emphasis on the importance of con-
text-specific regulation. For example, the context of the 
e-cigarettes in South Africa differs from that of the UK, 
where e-cigarettes are reportedly not considered a gateway 
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for cigarette use among the youths and used as smoking 
cessation aids [65], whereas in South Africa e-cigarettes 
are not effective long-term cessation aids [25]. Hence, the 
need to ensure the policy process clearly articulates the con-
text for which policy or regulatory action is being sought. 
For example, a recent global tobacco epidemic report sug-
gests that many African countries with smoking prevalence 
less than 10% would need to double up the implementa-
tion of the well-tested WHO FCTC supply and demand 
measures [66] and not the harm reduction approach. A 
harm reduction approach, such as promoting “less harm-
ful” nicotine products, including e-cigarettes may distract 
African countries from the evidence-based WHO FCTC 
provisions, such as raising tobacco taxes, using pictorial/
graphic warnings on plain standard packages, and promot-
ing evidence-based smoking cessation therapy, which have 
not been well implemented in many of the African countries 
[67]. The poor implementation of WHO FCTC for cigarette 
regulation should not be used as an excuse not to introduce 
e-cigarettes regulation in markets at an early stage of the 
tobacco epidemic, which is characterised by relatively low 
tobacco-related mortality among men and low prevalence of 
use among women, as currently observed in many countries 
in Africa [66, 68]. Finally, complex regulatory approaches 
in jurisdictions with limited enforcement capacity may not 
be effective as the case in South Africa with regulating 
nicotine-containing e-cigarettes as medicines. With most 
countries having established a tobacco control infrastruc-
ture, it would be advisable to regulate e-cigarettes as tobacco 
products as done in the USA under the US Food and Drug 
Administration.

Rapid passage of the tobacco control bill can benefit 
public health. Four reasons warrant the urgent regulation of 
e-cigarettes in South Africa, namely; (i) e-cigarettes use is 
rapidly increasing in South Africa [1••]; (ii) older adoles-
cents and young adults aged 34 years or younger make up 
most of the current e-cigarette users in South Africa, most 
of whom concurrently smoke cigarettes [1••]; (iii) there 
is currently no scientific evidence that e-cigarettes use is 
associated with long-term smoking cessation among South 
African smokers, but evidence suggests that e-cigarette use 
may increase the odds of relapse [25]; (iv) there is aggres-
sive marketing or promotion of e-cigarettes even on media 
that are prohibited for tobacco products, including TV and 
billboards [31]. The increase in the use, marketing, and sales 
of e-cigarettes can be attributed to the lack of regulation of 
ENDS/ENNDS in South Africa.

This study has some limitations. First, this was a narrative 
review and as such there was no formal quality appraisal of 
the literature used. Also, the search and therefore the number 
of issues addressed in the industry’s report was constrained 
by the number of published literature within South Africa 
which was relatively limited. Nonetheless, this represents 

the first and the most comprehensive review of the situa-
tion of e-cigarette use and regulation in the World Health 
Organization Africa region and an evidence-based argument 
for regulating e-cigarettes in South Africa.

Conclusion

South Africans, especially older adolescents and young 
adults, have experienced an exponential growth in e-ciga-
rette use, with no commensurate decrease in regular cigarette 
smoking over the same 10-year period. The consideration for 
regulation of e-cigarettes should go beyond potential reduc-
tion of individual harm or potential generation of revenue 
for the government, but also a consideration of potential 
population harm. Findings from this review suggest that the 
regulation of e-cigarettes as currently proposed by the South 
African government will benefit public health.
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