
The tobacco industry’s role

Fact sheet 2 

Evidence of the direct and indirect 
involvement of the tobacco industry in 
cigarette smuggling is well documented, on 
the basis of internal documents,1 its own 
admission2 and court judgements.3 

According to research on internal 
documents, evidence of the complicity of 
the tobacco industry in cigarette smuggling 
extends to Lebanon and the Middle 
East, where the illicit tobacco trade has 
benefited from weak governance and 
chronic political instability.4

In 2000 the deputy chairman of British 
American Tobacco (BAT) admitted: 
“Where any government is unwilling to 
act or their efforts are unsuccessful, we act, 
completely within the law, on the basis that 
our brands will be available alongside those 
of our competitors in the smuggled as well 
as the legitimate market.”

In July 2008 and April 2010 three tobacco 
companies in Canada pleaded guilty 
and admitted “aiding persons to sell or 
be in possession of tobacco products 
manufactured in Canada that were not 
packaged and were not stamped in 
conformity with the Excise Act” “while 
Northern Brands International Inc., a 
company related to RJ Reynolds, pleaded 
guilty to a conspiracy offence under 
the Criminal Code.5 

Since 2004, the four major international 
tobacco companies have paid billions of 
dollars in fines and payments to settle 
cigarette smuggling litigation in Europe 
and Canada. (European Union: Philip 
Morris International and Japan Tobacco 

International (JTI) = US$ 1.4 billion,6 
Canada: Imperial Tobacco Canada Ltd., 
Rothmans, Benson & Hedges and JTI 
Macdonald  = US$ 1.7 billion).

An ongoing lawsuit in the European Union 
accuses RJ Reynolds of running a global 
money laundering scheme with organized 
crime groups that involved the smuggling 
of drugs and cigarettes.7 

In 2014, BAT was fined £650,000 (US$ 
1 million) by British tax authorities for 
oversupplying its products to Belgium.8

In 2012, a major tobacco company, JTI, 
was accused of smuggling activities in the 
Middle East and under official investigation 
of the European Anti-Fraud Office, OLAF.9 

According to the investigative journalists 
of the Organized Crime and Corruption 
Reporting Project, internal JTI records 
showed the following.

 • “Smuggling incidents were reported 
almost monthly during 2009-10, but 
former employees said no action was 
taken in the company’s most profitable 
areas. Investigators suspected tens of 
millions of JTI cigarettes were being 
diverted to smuggling operations in 
the Philippines, Afghanistan, Jordan, Iraq 
and elsewhere, often with the help of 
JTI’s own distributors.

 • When investigators received 
information that 13 JTI employees or 
distributors may have been working 
directly with smugglers, a senior JTI 
vice president blocked an investigation, 



according to company e-mails and 
internal memos.

 • JTI contractors paid officials in Iraq, 
Kurdistan and Iran to get information 

on smuggling routes, according 
to company internal reports and 
interviews with contractors.”10
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