19 Smoking-related disease

Disease characteristics

Smoking is the single greatest preventable agent of disease in Australia and similar
countries. Smoking has been causally linked to death from 36 diseases (see Appendix
Table D5). It is estimated that in 1998 there were 17,820 deaths in Australia attributable to
the smoking of tobacco (accounting for 14% of all deaths) (Figure 19.1).

Mortality due to tobacco smoking is of major concern, because of the large numbers of
deaths attributed each year and because, on the whole, these deaths are preventable.
Tobacco increases the risk of coronary heart disease, stroke and peripheral vascular disease
as well as a range of cancers and other diseases and conditions (Mathers et al. 1999).

Most deaths associated with active cigarette smoking are due to lung cancer, ischaemic heart
disease and COPD. Most associated deaths occur after the age of 65-73% of deaths in males
and 76% of deaths in females.

Tobacco consumption has existed for many centuries in a number of different forms, from
sucking and chewing tobacco to smoking it with pipes and cigars. The manufactured
cigarette is a more recent phenomenon in historical terms, and has had a major impact on
how tobacco is used worldwide. The accessibility and convenience of smoking cigarettes has
led to frequent, addictive use. While the other methods of tobacco consumption have their
own disease burdens, the frequency of use and depth of inhalation involved in cigarette
smoking have resulted in far more disease.

Passive-smoking-related deaths are not included here due to the difficulties associated with
estimating total passive exposure to cigarette smoke. Deaths due to exposure of the foetus to
cigarette smoking by the mother have been included in the analysis (English et al. 1995).

There were an estimated 118,000 PYLL before the age of 75 in 1998, making smoking-related
disease the largest cause of preventable premature death in Australia.

Historic view

The manufactured cigarette was first marketed in England in the 1850s. The convenience of
cigarettes meant that they were distributed widely, and during the First World War 60% of
tobacco donated to the Allies was in the form of the cigarette. Between the First and Second
World Wars, it was males who smoked, but by the time the Second World War was over,
three-quarters of the male population and a quarter of the female population were smoking.
In 1950 Doll and Bradford-Hill published their studies causally linking smoking and lung
cancer and by the early 1960s the evidence on the harmful effects of smoking was
overwhelming (Winstanley, Woodward & Walker 1995).

Smoking rates in Australia have been declining since the 1970s but the rates of decrease
slowed in the 1990s (Mathers et al. 1999). Male rates of smoking declined from 72% in 1945
to 30% in 1995, while female smoking rates increased from 26% in 1945 to 33% in 1976, and
fell back to 25% in 1995 (Makkai & McAllister 1998).
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Age—sex distribution

The causes of death causally linked to smoking are listed in Appendix Table D5. Males
represented 12,849 (72%) of the smoking-related deaths. For 1998 it is estimated that 19% of
all male deaths were attributable to tobacco smoking, with the mortality rate for males (1,437
per million) three times as high as the rate for females (428) (Table 19.1). These estimates
refer only to active smoking of cigarettes. The health problems associated with cigar and
pipe smoking have not been included because their much lower use makes it difficult to
estimate their population impact as precisely as that of cigarettes.

Age-specific mortality rates were 66 per million for boys aged 0-4 (due to exposure of the
foetus to cigarette smoking by the mother) and 53 per million for girls 0-4, before dropping
off significantly until adulthood (Figure 19.3; Table 19.1).

Twelve-year trends 1987-1998

Smoking-related mortality rates decreased significantly over 1987-1998, reflecting declines
in cigarette use in earlier decades. Mortality rates for males decreased by 8.7% each year,
with significant decreases in the 0-4 years age group and all age groups from age 35
onwards. Mortality rates for females decreased 0.6% each year with significant decreases in
the 0-4 years age group, and most age groups from age 40 years onwards (Table 19.1;
Figure 19.2).

Figure 19.1 provides an insight into the impact of smoking on overall cancer mortality rates
over the second half of the 20th century. If lung cancer, which is almost entirely due to
smoking, is included, overall male cancer mortality rates steadily increase over the period. If
lung cancer is excluded these rates would have remained fairly constant.
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Figure 19.1: Trends in all cancers, with and without lung cancer: age-standardised rates
by year, Australia, 1945-1998
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Figure 19.2: Age-standardised mortality rates and fitted trends for smoking-related
disease, Australia, 1987-1998
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Figure 19.3: Age-specific mortality rates for smoking-related disease, by sex, Australia,
1987-1991 and 1994-1998

Comparisons by State and Territory, geographic category, Indigenous origin, country of
birth and socioeconomic status have not been made for deaths attributable to tobacco

smoking.
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