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Measuring the illicit market

Tracking the size and nature of the illicit market has
been a key part of our work. We cascaded the findings
of our 9th North East lllicit Tobacco Survey, one of the
most detailed regional studies of illicit tobacco in the
UK which has tracked buying behaviour, sources and
attitudes since 2009.

The survey sampled 2,700 people across all 12
local authorities, including 1,227 smokers and 1,476
non-smokers.

These findings have provided insights for campaigns
and powerful evidence to support regional and national
policy discussions and reinforce the importance of
tackling illicit tobacco alongside measures to reduce
smoking prevalence.

Findings showed:

21%

of smokers buy
illicit tobacco in
the North East

41 o/o 9m7iIIion

of the tobacco
consumed by an
illicit tobacco buyer
is illicit tobacco

illicit cigarettes are
smoked each year
equating to £60
million in lost duty

77%

of illicit tobacco
buyers are from
C2DE socioeconomic
backgrounds

82%

of illegal tobacco
buyers say that illegal
tobacco facilitates
their smoking

99%

of young smokers
buy illicit tobacco

National leadership

Action on illicit needs to be international, national,
regional and local. Fresh co-ordinates the lllicit Tobacco
Partnership — a collaboration of tobacco control
programmes across the North alongside ASH — and
through this partnership Fresh convenes and chairs the
National lllicit Tobacco Group, bringing together senior
representatives from: DHSC; HMRC; Action on Smoking
and Health (ASH UK); National Trading Standards;
Chartered Trading Standards Institute; wider public
health and enforcement partners.

Throughout the year Fresh:

Advised national stakeholders on illicit tobacco
policy and communications.

Supported ASH in addressing concerns around
illicit trade within debates relating to the Tobacco
and Vapes Bill.

Worked with HMRC and National Trading
Standards regarding enforcement and
communications approaches.

Contributed evidence and expertise to the new
Royal College of Physicians report on tobacco
control and health inequalities.

Fresh also played an important role in discussions
around track-and-trace systems, sanctions and
opportunities for local enforcement agencies to
maximise use of existing regulatory powers.

International influence

Fresh's expertise on illicit tobacco is increasingly
sought beyond the UK. In November 2025, Fresh
represented UK civil society at the World Health
Organisation (WHO) Framework Convention on
Tobacco Control lllicit Trade Protocol Meeting of
the Parties (MOP4) in Geneva as part of the Global
Alliance for Tobacco Control delegation.

Activities included: participation in international
policy discussions; supporting collaboration
between HMRC and international researchers;
sharing evidence and intelligence from the North
East model and contributing to discussions on
implementation of the Protocol globally.

Fresh has also worked with international partners
including: Global Alliance for Tobacco Control; Irish
Heart Foundation; National Health and Medical
Research Council funded Centre of Research
Excellence on Achieving the Tobacco Endgame

in Australia; and European tobacco control
organisations. This has all been invaluable to help
shape planning and delivery of evidence led work
in the North East and to support local delivery.

Public awareness and communications

Our insight-led Keep it Out campaign uses real
insights to reduce buying and generate public
reporting through our website at www.keep-it-out.
co.uk With the latest survey findings, we continued
to promote the campaign, PR guide and resources
to partners, highlighted the issue with news and
retail media and supported enforcement partners
with communications.
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Tobacco and

Nicotine Regulation

Effective regulation of tobacco and nicotine products
remains a core priority. Tobacco is uniquely harmful,
killing up to two-thirds of long-term users, which is
why Fresh continues to support the strongest possible
regulation of all tobacco products.

While nicotine is addictive, it carries far fewer
health risks when used outside tobacco and can
help people quit smoking through products such
as nicotine replacement therapy and vapes.

We therefore support a proportionate regulatory
approach that helps smokers quit while protecting
children and non-smokers.

A major focus during the year was supporting the
Tobacco and Vapes Bill, now Act, the most significant
opportunity to strengthen tobacco and nicotine
regulation in a generation. Alongside advocating for
its implementation, we continued to promote further
measures to reduce smoking and youth nicotine use,
including a tobacco manufacturer levy, dissuasive
cigarettes and a funded, evidence-based national
tobacco control plan.

Success depends on strong partnerships across health,
regulatory and enforcement organisations. Fresh
continued to support collaboration through the North
East Public Protection Partnership, including Trading
Standards, Environmental Health and Licensing teams,
while also strengthening relationships with Police and
Crime Commissioners across the region to support
effective regulation and enforcement.

Key achievements

Hosted two Tobacco Crime and Regulation Forums
with over 50 attendees and representation from all
local authorities and enforcement agencies.

Supported partners throughout implementation
planning for the Tobacco and Vapes Bill.

Regular engagement with the North East Public
Protection Partnership, the North East Trading
Standards Association and colleagues on the North
East Strategic Licensing Group.

Led regional engagement on the DHSC tobacco and
vapes call for evidence to support legislation which
covered vape flavours and ingredients; tobacco
flavours and accessories; vapes; heated tobacco
devices; licensing and product registration.

Led regional engagement on the DHSC consultation
on implementing inserts in cigarette and hand rolling
tobacco packs.

Led regional engagement on the DHSC consultation
on smoke-free, heated tobacco-free and vape-free
places in England.

Provided submission to HM Treasury ahead of
Autumn 2025 Budget, calling for tobacco taxation
to be strengthened and for there to be a full funded
national tobacco control plan including a levy on
tobacco manufacturers.

Delivered a presentation to the Faculty of Public
Health on the role of tobacco regulation for public
health.

Providing advice, support and guidance in relation
to developments in nicotine products e.g. nicotine
pouches.

Secured effective engagement with Police and
Crime Commissioners across the North East.

Produced national guidance relating to WHO
Framework Convention on Tobacco Control
Article 5.3.
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“Over the last year, Fresh and Balance have continued to provide strong
and influential regional advocacy across both tobacco control and
alcohol harm prevention, ensuring the North East'’s voice is consistently
heard at a national level. Through clear, evidence-based messaging,
they have championed key policy developments, including the Tobacco
and Vapes Bill, while strengthening a more joined-up, system-wide
approach for alcohol prevention across the LA-7. By bringing partners
together and sharing timely insights, they have supported co-ordinated
action on both smoking and alcohol harms, and through other initiatives
such as the Reducing Alcohol Harm blueprint, have helped shape the
national conversation and set out clear priorities for future policy. The
team is widely valued by partners including DHSC for their expertise,
responsiveness and commitment to making a difference.”

Claire Mathews,

Health and Wellbeing Programme Lead
(North East), Office for Health Improvement
and Disparities, Department of Health and
Social Care
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Data, Research
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Providing the evidence base for action

Fresh continued to play a vital role in gathering,

interpreting and disseminating the latest evidence,

data and research to support public health across
the North East and nationally - from data around
smoking prevalence to public opinion.

Throughout the year, Fresh ensured partners had
access to timely intelligence, emerging research,
public opinion findings and local data to inform
policy, commissioning, communications and
service development.

“It has been a pleasure to work with the
FRESH team over the last 12 months. FRESH
do absolutely vital work on regional tobacco
control - our independent analysis showed
that between 2006 and 2024, smoking rates
in the North of England fell faster than the
national average, narrowing the geographic
inequalities in smoking prevalence, and

that regional tobacco control programmes
appeared to contribute to this progress.

FRESH have also regularly provided valuable
strategic input on research priorities and
advice on how our research can have the
most impact with key stakeholders. More
importantly, at a national level, they have
been a key voice and actor in helping to
pass the landmark Tobacco and Vapes Bill,
which should set the country on a pathto a
Smokefree future.”

Jamie Brown,

Professor of Behavioural Science and Health;
Director, Tobacco and Alcohol Research Group,
University College London.

“Over the past 20 years, Fresh has demonstrated
what is possible when a sustained, evidence-
led, system-wide approach is applied to tackling
tobacco harm - helping to transform outcomes
in the North East and significantly reduce
smoking prevalence and health inequalities.

From a North of England perspective, their
leadership, insight and strategic coordination
have strengthened our collective ability to act at
scale. Their expertise in delivering population-
level campaigns, shaping policy and aligning
partners around a shared evidence-base has
helped move us beyond isolated programmes
towards a more coherent and effective

system response.

At the Humber and North Yorkshire Centre for
Excellence, we see the Fresh programme as
the gold standard for regional tobacco control -
and one we continue to learn from as we
develop our own approach. Their sustained
focus on partnership working, advocacy

and evidence-led action continues to set the
benchmark for others.

| have personally valued the openness and
generosity of the Fresh team - their willingness
to share learning, support innovation, and act
as a critical friend across regional boundaries.
| would also like to thank all those who fund
and sustain the Fresh programme; long-term
investment of this kind is critical to delivering
meaningful population health impact.

Partners in the North East should be very proud
of what you have achieved together - building
the infrastructure, partnerships and shared
ambition needed to make smoking history

and reduce inequalities at scale.”

Scott Crosby,

Associate Director, Centre for Excellence, Humber and
North Yorkshire Centre for Excellence, NHS Humber
and North Yorkshire Health and Care Partnership

Smoking prevalence continues to fall

One of the year's most significant milestones was the
publication of the Annual Population Survey, which
showed that adult smoking prevalence in the North East
has fallen to 10.2% — the lowest level ever recorded and
the third lowest regional rate in England.

The North East has achieved the largest reduction in
smoking prevalence of any English region since 2005,
when almost three in ten adults smoked (29%). This
represents an overall reduction of almost 65% over the
last two decades. We however know that there is still
much to be done and that rates are much higher in

some groups and that there are likely to be significant
numbers of people who smoke missing from the
Annual Population Survey. This is why it is important
that multiple data sources are used.

Fresh updated regional and local authority smokefree
trajectories following publication of the new data,
providing all 12 local authorities with refreshed
modelling to support progress towards the shared
interim ambition of achieving smoking prevalence

of 5% or below by 2030 and to ultimately 1% or less
by 2040.
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Tried to stop smoking in past 12 months by region
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North East leading the country on smoking
reduction

Fresh continued to work with University College London
(UCL) and the Smoking in England research team to
track smoking and quitting trends. Research published
during the year reinforced the strong link between
smoking, deprivation and geography, highlighting the
need for continued investment in reducing smoking
while demonstrating the progress made in the North
East through sustained action.

Further research showed encouraging signs for

the region, including higher quit attempt rates than
elsewhere in England, some of the lowest smoking
rates nationally by year-end, and growing evidence that
long-term tobacco control measures are helping drive
down smoking prevalence at a greater rate in the NE
than elsewhere.

Understanding public opinion

Engaging public opinion is vital — and Fresh continued
to use public research to inform advocacy and
communications as we have throughout our two-
decade history. ASH YouGov polling continues to show
strong and consistent support among North East
adults to reduce smoking, including policies to achieve
a Smokefree Generation, a licencing scheme and a levy
on tobacco companies. This evidence has been a
valuable asset in supporting the Tobacco and Vapes
Bill and shaping future policy development.

2018 2019 2020 2021 2022 2023 2024 2025
e Orkshire and The Humber (N=8813)
e East of England (N=8686)
e South West (N=8162)

Influencing research and evidence
development

Fresh continues to be recognised for its expertise
nationally and internationally and contributed to a
wide range of research initiatives during the year.

Membership of the advisory group for the
UCL Tobacco and Alcohol Research Group.

Ongoing collaboration with Cancer Research
UK, Action on Smoking and Health (ASH),
NCSCT and academic partners.

Supporting the development of research
relating to smoking, vaping, illicit tobacco
and health inequalities.

Growing collaboration with Balance around
the crossovers between tobacco and high
risk drinkers.

Collaboration with The NHMRC Centre of

Research Excellence on Achieving the Tobacco

Endgame sharing learning from the North
East model of tobacco control with
Australian partners.

In 2026 Great Britain supported government action to tackle tobacco:

From 2009-2013, this question was only asked in ENgland and Scotland. Results from 2014 onward
are all GB, including Wales.

Most adults in Great Britain either support the current level of government acrtion to limit smoking
(81%) or think it should go further (44%). Together, this makes a total of 74% who support continued
or increased government action around smoking. Only 9% think the government is doing too much.

Most adults in Great Britain think that all government health policy should be protected from the influence
of the tobacco industry and its representatives (75%). Most of the remaining people surveyed were neutral
(‘Neither’) or undecided (‘Dont know'). Active opposition is very rare (2%).

Most adults in Great Britain agree with raising the age of sale of tobacco by a year each year (65%).
This is included in the Tobacco and Vapes bill.
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Looking Ahead

Fresh enters 2026—27 with strong momentum and
continued collaboration with so many committed
partners and people within the North East and beyond.

With overall smoking prevalence at a historic low, a
risk now is that we assume “the job is done” on our
biggest killer. Challenges remain — smoking rates are
still high among some groups and in more deprived
communities, and the official data will underestimate
prevalence in these populations. Lung cancer rates are
also rising among women.

The Tobacco and Vapes Act will help turn off the tap of
new smokers but won't be a quick fix. With expanded
access to new smoking cessation treatments, and
growing recognition of the Fresh model regionally,
nationally and internationally. Fresh remains uniquely
positioned in the health system to support our people
and help deliver a smokefree generation.

Through continued leadership, innovation and
collaboration, Fresh will work with the many invaluable
and committed partners to ensure the North East
remains at the forefront of public health best practice
and continues to demonstrate what is possible when a
region works together for better health - and to ensure
that our collective work to achieve a totally Smokefree
Future is a reality as soon as possible.

In order to achieve this, we also recognise the vital role
of a continued focus to reduce alcohol harms. We are
incredibly proud of all the work we have delivered
through our Balance alcohol prevention programme.

We remain positive that through collective work we
can acheive a totally smokefree future for all.
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To find out more

Contact Us:

Email: info@fresh-balance.co.uk
LinkedIn: fresh-and-balance
www.fresh-balance.co.uk

For support to quit:
www.freshquit.co.uk

To report illicit tobacco:
www.keep-it-out.co.uk

fresh’

Making Smoking History



