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THE TOBACCO INDUSTRY AND HUMAN RIGHTS
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THE TOBACCO INDUSTRY AND HUMAN RIGHTS
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THE RIGHT TO HEALTH
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“The enjoyment of the highest attainable 
standard of health is one of the fundamental 
rights of every human being without distinction of 
race, religion, political belief, economic or social 
condition”.
- WHO Constitution, 1946



THE TOBACCO INDUSTRY AND HUMAN RIGHTS
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“A JOURNEY TO A BETTER TOMORROW”

“We have a long-standing 
commitment to respect 
fundamental human rights, as 
affirmed by the Universal 
Declaration of Human 
Rights…Our approach to 
human rights management is 
aligned to the UN Guiding 
Principles on Business and 
Human Rights.”
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“A JOURNEY TO A BETTER TOMORROW”

7/26/2022 12



BAT’S JOURNEY TO HUMAN RIGHTS

Consumer Choice
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1998 2020



1997 AND ROYAL DUTCH SHELL

• 1997 – Royal Dutch Shell 
faces protests and 
scrutiny for its relationship 
to Nigeria’s government, 
triggering internal 
dialogues in other 
multinational corporations 
doing business in Nigeria 
(including BAT)
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1997 – BAT LAYS DOWN ITS HUMAN RIGHTS 
FRAME

7/26/2022 15



1997 – BAT LAYS DOWN ITS HUMAN RIGHTS 
FRAME

7/26/2022 16



1997 – BAT LAYS DOWN ITS HUMAN RIGHTS 
FRAME
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1998-1999 – BUILDING NGO RELATIONSHIPS
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1998-1999 – BUILDING NGO RELATIONSHIPS
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2009 – BAT LEANS IN
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2011 – A REFRAIN FORMS
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We have a long-standing commitment to respect fundamental 
human rights, as affirmed by the Universal Declaration of Human 
Rights.
Human Rights Report, 2020
Annual Report, 2017
Corporate Behaviour Sustainability Focus Report, 2016
Sustainability Report, 2016
Annual Report, 2015

Tobacco Industry Cooption of Human Rights and Harm Reduction



2013 DIALOGUE ON HUMAN RIGHTS
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• Following the dissemination of the UN Guiding Principles on Business 
and Human Rights (2011), BAT convened a stakeholder dialogue in 
2013 to discuss the company’s human rights commitments and 
responsibilities.

• “Health” did not come up, even with respect to consumers
• Workplace and supply chain focus remains the parameters, though the 

UN Guiding Principles themselves recognize that business activities 
and impact extend beyond.



2013 DIALOGUE ON HUMAN RIGHTS
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2012 2013 2014 2016 2017
“We know tobacco 
products pose real and 
serious health risks…But 
many adults choose to 
smoke, so our top priority 
[is] making available a 
range of less risky tobacco 
and nicotine-based 
alternatives…”

“For adults that choose to 
continue to smoke, 
tobacco harm reduction 
takes a pragmatic 
approach by offering them 
the choice of less risky 
tobacco and nicotine 
alternatives.”

“Tobacco harm reduction 
is about providing a choice
of viable, less risky 
alternatives for the 
millions of smokers who 
find it difficult to, or do not 
wish to, stop using 
nicotine."

“OFFERING CHOICE
This Report charts this 

progress and looks at the 
way in which the business 
has embraced the need to 
offer consumers a choice 

of new products, and how 
we are championing harm 

reduction…”

“SDG 3
Our Transforming Tobacco 

journey reflects our 
commitment to harm 
reduction and to offer 
consumers a choice of 

potentially less harmful 
tobacco and nicotine 

products.”

Tobacco Industry Cooption of Human Rights and Harm Reduction

BAT Annual Report, 2012

BAT Sustainability Report, 2013

BAT Sustainability Report, 2014

BAT Harm Reduction Report, 2016

BAT Sustainability Report, 2017

CHOICE
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ESG 2020 – HUMAN RIGHTS AND HARM 
REDUCTION

Stakeholder Panel
“The Panel recommends that 
this [Report] be supplemented 
in future reports by an 
explanation of how BAT views 
the relationship between 
human rights and the health 
risks of its products and 
makes explicit the part it has 
to play in reducing the latter.”

BAT Response
“…In our recent Human Rights 
Report, published in December 
2020, we provide detailed 
information…and prioritise our 
most important human rights 
impacts…
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ESG 2020 – HUMAN RIGHTS AND HARM 
REDUCTION

Stakeholder Panel
“The Panel recommends that 
this [Report] be supplemented 
in future reports by an 
explanation of how BAT views 
the relationship between 
human rights and the health 
risks of its products and 
makes explicit the part it has 
to play in reducing the latter.”

BAT Response
“…In our recent Human Rights 
Report, published in December 
2020, we provide detailed 
information…and prioritise our 
most important human rights 
impacts…
These include human rights issues 
that are closely interrelated with our 
other priority areas, including harm 
reduction...”
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KEY TAKEAWAYS
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• 20 years of change = saying the same 
things, but more often

• 20 years of no change in what BAT does 
not say

• Human rights connection to harm reduction
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CONTACT US
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651.290.7506

publichealthlawcenter@mitchellhamline.edu

www.publichealthlawcenter.org

@phealthlawctr

facebook.com/publichealthlawcenter
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