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Background and overview 

Fresh is the comprehensive tobacco control programme in the North East of England, 

launched in 2005 to deliver an evidence-based multi component strategy designed to reduce 

smoking rates.  Our programme delivery is based on the key principles of motivating and 

supporting people to stop smoking, preventing uptake, and protecting people from tobacco-

related harm.   

 

Fresh works closely with key national partners including Action on Smoking and Health 

(ASH) and the Office for Health Improvement and Disparities (OHID) and we are a core 

member of the Smokefree Action Coalition.   

 

We have no direct or indirect links to, nor do we receive funding from, the tobacco industry 

or its affiliates.  We recommend that any individual or organisation making a Budget 

submission to HM Treasury that covers the topic of tobacco should be required to include 

declaration of any such links to ensure compliance with Article 5.3 of the WHO Framework 

Convention on Tobacco Control which exists to protect policy development from the vested 

interests of the tobacco industry and their affiliates.   

 

Fresh is collaboratively commissioned and jointly funded by all 12 of the North East’s local 

authorities and the North East and North Cumbria NHS Integrated Care Board (ICB), 

signalling a clear commitment to prevention from partners in the region.  Together with the 

ICB and the Association of Directors of Public Health North East, we have developed a 

shared North East Declaration for a Smokefree Future which clearly states the regional 

vision that: 

 

“A smokefree future, free of the death and disease from tobacco, is needed, wanted and 

workable.  This would improve the health and wealth of our region’s most disadvantaged 

communities more than any other measure.” 

 

Pricing policy is the number one lever available to Governments to reduce smoking rates.  

Recognising that the availability of illicit tobacco undermines taxation and other tobacco 

control measures, Fresh co-ordinates the Illicit Tobacco Partnership which exists to provide 

national leadership, to provide strategic advice and guidance, to influence policy 

development and to advocate for effective tobacco regulation.  The ITP consists of Fresh in 

collaboration with ASH and partners across the North – All Together Smoke Free in Cheshire 

and Merseyside, the Centre for Excellence in Humber and North Yorkshire and NHS Greater 

Manchester. 

 

 

https://www.fresh-balance.co.uk/
https://www.fresh-balance.co.uk/news/partners-supporting-north-east-declaration/
https://www.fresh-balance.co.uk/illicit-tobacco-partnership/
https://linkprotect.cudasvc.com/url?a=http%3a%2f%2fwww.freshne.com%2f&c=E,1,4QRliOddaDq8A866bQWAdm8ynD9kZjQG-vOXCNCIFfVZ6kes8n9-KFYZLCGOyjkG8e6UU28cVNSC-aTos7z-6MhqaLPzNdURzv_YWx5IF8BtEzwVMb-KgdQewu0,&typo=1
https://linkprotect.cudasvc.com/url?a=https%3a%2f%2fash.org.uk%2fhome%2f&c=E,1,CNFnAUnEVylxG82WRPkmQv0LghgGkU01IhyXbNyvYuigTn6zRdwPD2943EpZTtXZlHY5LXD8DZK14_q2nh8FMlLgbjTLtnaX8JJGURpUY1aBBYLv&typo=1
https://linkprotect.cudasvc.com/url?a=https%3a%2f%2fchampspublichealth.com%2fall-together-smokefree%2f&c=E,1,8H2gsDCBYnj_DY4LWJxSUet-YM4mMT_SGsm62YrTzpAEVTqrupL6K8OJvKMhplZROoxsy3IT2tonZpV3e8JowIY0wE1Wjb4tx47tzZKDIg,,&typo=1
https://humberandnorthyorkshire.org.uk/centreforexcellence/
https://linkprotect.cudasvc.com/url?a=https%3a%2f%2fgmintegratedcare.org.uk%2fabout%2f&c=E,1,DpJnC8_GJohqpeSlUch-z5sMewqv1v5tJlANcxIrfs9P3HZtnon8FHa5CP6QNLVfdHiDqb7WraE2WZYUHAjTG8tTHMmUQXIRUQU5SeMwfHE,&typo=1
https://linkprotect.cudasvc.com/url?a=https%3a%2f%2fgmintegratedcare.org.uk%2fabout%2f&c=E,1,DpJnC8_GJohqpeSlUch-z5sMewqv1v5tJlANcxIrfs9P3HZtnon8FHa5CP6QNLVfdHiDqb7WraE2WZYUHAjTG8tTHMmUQXIRUQU5SeMwfHE,&typo=1
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We support the key Budget recommendations from ASH – outlined below – and we endorse 

their submission which contains more proposals for consideration by HM Treasury.   

 

We also want to draw HMT’s attention to the submission from Balance, our sister 

programme in the North East of England, whose work is focused on reducing alcohol harm.  

Not only does alcohol use place a significant burden on society but action to reduce smoking 

will be limited without action to reduce the harms caused by alcohol, including measures to 

reduce affordability.   

 

The case for more action on tobacco in Autumn Budget 2026 

There is strong support for further action on tobacco, not only from the public but also across 

the political spectrum.  Findings from the 2026 Smokefree Survey for ASH, conducted by 

YouGov, show strong public support to reduce the death and disease of smoking: 

• 68% of adults in the North East support a goal to make Britain a country where no-

one smokes 

• Only 10% believe the Government is doing too much to limit smoking. 46% believe 

the Government is not doing enough. 

• 90% support requiring businesses to hold a valid licence to sell tobacco – which can 

be removed if they are caught more than once for underage sales. 

• 78% support a levy placed on the profits of tobacco manufacturers for measures to 

help smokers quit and prevent young people from taking up smoking 

 

According to figures published by ASH, the total cost of smoking to society in the North East 

is now an estimated £2.08 billion, highlighting the economic and social impact of smoking 

across the region, underlining the huge burden it places on people and families, 

communities, public services and the wider economy. 

 

The £2.08 billion total cost to the North East every year is made up of: 

• Around £1.24 billion in lost productivity costs – lost earnings and unemployment 

through ill health, early deaths and money spent on tobacco 

• Around £735 million in social care costs, with people who smoke more likely to 

require social care support because of ill health (10 years younger than non-

smokers).The figure includes care needs met by local authorities and informal needs 

met by family 

• £84.3 million in healthcare costs 

• £18.1 million in costs linked to fires caused by smoking 

 

In total, the cost nationally to England is a staggering £44.8 billion, including £27.8 billion to 

the economy, £14.8 billion in social care costs, £1.8 billion in healthcare costs, and £383 

million in costs linked to fires caused by smoking. In contrast, revenue from tobacco taxation 

only raises around £7.5 billion nationally a year. 

 

The North East Chamber of Commerce has signed the new Pledge for a Smokefree UK, 

which was launched by Chief Medical Officer for England, ASH, the then-Public Health 

Minister and King’s Fund in May 2026. The Pledge is aimed at creating a UK where no one 

is harmed by tobacco, where children grow up free from tobacco addiction, and where 

support to quit is provided in every community. 

 

https://ash.org.uk/campaigns/pledge-for-a-smokefree-uk
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Speaking ahead of World No Tobacco Day in May 2026, Rhiannon Bearne, deputy chief 

executive at the North East Chamber of Commerce, said: “World No Tobacco Day highlights 

the importance of creating healthier environments and supporting positive long-term change 

that benefits not only individuals and families, but also businesses and communities across 

the North East. 

 

“We know that healthier people are more productive, more engaged in their communities 

and more likely to participate fully in the workforce. 

 

“Improving health and wellbeing is essential to unlocking the North East’s full economic 

potential and we look forward to continuing to work with our members to create a healthier, 

more resilient and productive region.” 

 

There has never been a stronger economic case to take action to reduce smoking.  At a time 

when the Government is focused on shaping how adult social care should work, who it 

should support, and how it should be funded through the Big Conversation on Care, there 

are clear benefits to re-visiting the case to introduce a levy on the profits of tobacco 

manufacturers.   

 

We support the following recommendations from ASH and have added in North East 

detail where relevant: 

 

We need a comprehensive smoking prevalence reduction strategy which includes: 

 

• A reset of national targets to have a clear goal in this 

parliament: The government needs a new ambitious goal on tobacco to set it on a 

path to create a smokefree UK.   

 

• Publication of a national strategy: reducing smoking rates requires comprehensive 

action by many different parts of the local, regional and national system. A new 

strategy is needed to ensure effort is co-ordinated and maximises the opportunity of 

legislation in the Tobacco and Vapes Act.  

 

• Embedding tobacco control in devolution approach: learn from 

existing regional tobacco models – including the long-running Fresh programme in 

the North East – and explore how new tobacco and nicotine regulatory measures 

could be delivered at scale through statutory authorities, particularly in relation to 

enforcement – see later recommendations on illicit tobacco.   

 

• Delivering funding needed for change: Protect current spending on 

tobacco control, including in the NHS, and increase the spend to around £310m per 

year (a fraction of the £10bn raised in excise tax from smokers).  

 

  

Review tobacco and nicotine taxes: in light of changes in UK legislation, the tobacco and 

nicotine market and plans at EU level, a comprehensive review of taxation should be 

undertaken including consideration of:  

https://www.fresh-balance.co.uk/news/2-08-billion-goes-up-in-smoke-each-year-latest-cost-of-smoking-to-the-north-east-is-revealed/
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• Tobacco tax escalator in future budgets: increase the tobacco 

tax escalator from 2% to 5% above RPI.  

• Raise Minimum Excise Tax beyond the tax escalator.  

• Enhance the handrolled tobacco (HRT) tax escalator: by an additional 10% 

above the tobacco tax escalator, until tax per average HRT cigarette is equivalent 

to that of factory made cigarettes.  

• Eliminate duty free allowances for tobacco.  This would build on the proposals 

in the current tobacco and vapes consultation – which Fresh supports – to ban 

duty free displays of tobacco in places such as airports.  

• Tax cigarillos at the same rate as cigarettes and eliminate the significant 

differential in taxation with factory made cigarettes.  

• Raise taxes on all tobacco products: it would be timely for HMT to review taxes 

across tobacco products, in particular heated tobacco which has grown in 

popularity and on which other European countries are levying higher taxes.  

• Rapid review of the vape excise tax: As the vape excise tax comes into 

force, there must a strong commitment to a rapid review and an adaptive policy 

approach depending on market responses and to meet government’s 

wider objectives on vaping.  

• Review the tax rate for nicotine pouches: With product regulations increasing 

on nicotine pouches and plans to ban or tax nicotine pouches in EU countries, it 

is timely to review their taxation in the UK, and we advocate for 

the implementation of a tax consummate with the forthcoming tax on vape 

liquids.  

 

Ensure anti-social businesses contribute more   

 

• Raise revenue from tobacco companies, limiting their pricing tactics 

and profits, by implementing a ‘Polluter pays’ levy scheme.  78% of North East 

adults would support the introduction of a levy, with only 6% opposing (ASH YouGov 

2026)  

• Work with DEFRA to bring forward a mandatory Extended Produce 

Responsibility duty on tobacco companies to fund efforts to reduce tobacco 

related litter. 

 

Maintain and extend progress on tackling the illicit market   

 

• Sustain and evaluate the UK’s illicit tobacco strategy and enforcement 

investment. Maintain national and local enforcement funding through at least 2029, 

fully implement the HMRC illicit tobacco strategy, and publish an evaluation before 

the strategy is renewed.  Through the Illicit Tobacco Partnership, Fresh convenes 

and chairs the National Illicit Tobacco Group with partners including HMRC, DHSC 

and Trading Standards  and we continue support an evidence based and strategic 

approach to illicit tobacco.   

 

• Strengthen the tobacco retail and supply-chain enforcement 

framework. Introduce comprehensive tobacco retail licensing with robust penalties 

for illicit and underage sales; integrate licensing with Track and Trace; ensure all local 
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authorities use the Track and Trace referral scheme; and publish retailer Economic 

Operator IDs to support enforcement.   

 

• Strengthen local and national enforcement capacity and coordination. Restore 

wider Trading Standards funding to pre-austerity levels, alongside dedicated illicit 

tobacco and vape enforcement funding; ensure Regional Organised Crime Units and 

the National Crime Agency are actively engaged; and strengthen Closure Order 

powers so premises selling illicit tobacco can be shut down effectively.   

 

As noted in our previous Government consultation responses, Fresh would also 

recommend the Government scopes out the benefits and risks of certain local 

Trading Standards services taking the lead role in enforcing tobacco regulations on 

behalf of neighbouring authorities and considering greater geographical alignment 

with the footprint of police forces.  While each local authority would retain its local 

Trading Standards service, this model would ensure that particular expertise is 

developed in supporting compliance and taking forward enforcement action, as well 

as realising economies of scale.  This would also support the earlier recommendation 

of embedding tobacco control in the devolution approaches. 

 

• Develop a robust approach to vape enforcement.  Publish a robust tax gap 

analysis on vape liquid following full introduction of the excise tax, build on existing 

practice to ensure a strong strategy in place at borders and on the high street to 

prevent the importation and sale of non-duty paid products.  Maintain funding and 

visible presence to provide the market with confidence that the tax is being enforced. 

 

• Improve intelligence, public engagement and demand reduction. Develop and 

sustain evidence-based national campaigns that reduce demand for illicit tobacco, 

generate intelligence and encourage quit attempts, supported by regular surveys of 

smokers with sufficiently detailed regional data to better target enforcement and 

engagement.  Fresh has tracked the North East illicit tobacco market every year 

since 2009 through a major survey which provides unique, regional-level intelligence 

on public behaviour, opinion and the size and scale of the market, complementing 

HMRC’s national tax gap publications.  We would support a similar approach to be 

taken nationally. 

  

• Maintain UK international leadership on illicit tobacco. Work with other countries, 

particularly across Europe, to share lessons from the UK’s approach, strengthen 

cross-border action and support implementation of the WHO Protocol to Eliminate 

Illicit Trade in Tobacco Products  

 

Fresh would be happy to discuss any element of this submission further if needed. 

 


