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20 March 2026 

 
 

Submission to the Inquiry into the  
Illegal Tobacco Crisis in Australia 

 
 
Dear Committee members, 
 
Harm Reduction Australia (HRA) appreciates the opportunity to provide this submission to 
the Inquiry into the Illegal Tobacco Crisis in Australia.  
 
HRA is a national organisation committed to reducing the health, social and economic harms 
potentially associated with drug use and drug policy responses. HRA is a membership-
based organisation that represents the views of its members who are advocates for the 
continuation and expansion of harm reduction policies in Australia. HRA takes a non-
judgmental approach to drug use within society and aims to ensure that drug policies in 
Australia first and foremost do no harm and provide real benefit to Australian society through 
evidence-informed and humane responses to drug use. Further information on HRA can be 
found on our website here.  
 
Our submission will address the Committee’s terms of reference (ToR) with particular 
reference to ToR b, c, d, and f: 
 

a) the scale and nature of the illegal tobacco market, including the volume and value of 
illicit tobacco trade; sources, distribution channels and methods of smuggling or 
illegal cultivation; and the involvement of transnational serious and organised crime 
(TSOC) groups; 

b) the impact of illegal tobacco on public health and on government revenue, including 
smoking rates and the loss of Commonwealth excise and customs revenue; 

c) law enforcement, intelligence and regulatory responses, including the adequacy of: 
i) penalties and deterrence measures, 
ii) the strategy and effectiveness of onshore and offshore disruption activities, 

and 
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iii) the current legislative and regulatory frameworks and the current levels of 
inter-government and inter-agency co-operation; 

d) the social and economic impacts, including on legitimate retailers, especially small 
businesses in regional and rural areas; the public health implications arising from the 
spread of unregulated tobacco products; and the safety implications for communities 
affected by illegal operations; 

e) forecasts, modelling and plausible future scenarios concerning the potential evolution 
of the illicit tobacco threat, including the prospect for increased violence and the 
effect of illicit tobacco on the wider TSOC threat; 

f) options for reform, including potential amendments to existing policies and to 
taxation, customs and/or criminal laws; and 

g) any other related matters. 
 
To address these ToR, HRA submits its recent policy brief, Tobacco Harm Reduction: 

Adverse effects of high cigarette taxation and the de facto prohibition of vapes (June 2025), 

as our primary submission to this Inquiry. We have also included a copy of the policy brief in 

hard copy with this letter.  

This policy brief directly engages with key elements of the Committee’s terms of reference, 

particularly in relation to the scale and drivers of the illicit tobacco market, the public health 

and economic consequences of current policy settings, and options for reform. In particular, 

the brief highlights how the combination of very high tobacco excise and restricted access to 

lower-risk nicotine products has contributed to the rapid expansion of a large and 

increasingly violent illicit market, alongside declining government revenue and ongoing 

public health harms . 

The recommendations outlined in the brief emphasise a shift toward a harm reduction–

oriented regulatory framework. These include establishing a regulated legal market for 

lower-risk nicotine products, recalibrating tobacco excise, strengthening public health 

messaging, and rebalancing investment away from enforcement-only approaches toward 

effective regulation and public health interventions . 

In addition to the attached policy brief, we draw the Committee’s attention to further analysis 

and commentary from HRA’s Tobacco Harm Reduction Advisers, Dr Alex Wodak and Dr 

James Martin (Deakin University), available via the HRA website and Crikey.com. These 

materials expand on the evidence base underpinning our recommendations and provide 

additional context regarding the relationship between current policy settings, illicit market 

growth, and associated harms. 

HRA would welcome the opportunity to provide further information to the Committee or to 

appear at a public hearing to elaborate on the issues raised in this submission. 

Thank you for your consideration of this submission. 

Yours sincerely, 

 
Yours sincerely 

 
 
Dr Annie Madden AO   
Executive Director 
Harm Reduction Australia   
E: executivedirector@harmreductionaustralia.org.au  
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