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 In late May 2020, 
private events at hookah 
lounges in Germany 
led to a cluster of 
COVID-19 cases, where 
80 coronavirus infections 
(including 24 children) were 
traced to celebrations 
where attendees shared 
hookah pipes.1 This 
outbreak in the city of 
Göttingen put 370 people 
into quarantine, closed 
local schools, and required 
compulsory mask wearing 
for two weeks.2

Elsewhere, the provincial health 
authority in Alberta, Canada, recently 
determined that when eating 
establishments began to reopen after 
lockdown, all restaurants that allowed 
shisha smoking on site would remain 

HOOKAH, COVID-19,  
AND POLICY OPTIONS

www.publichealthlawcenter.org/caltobacco
http://publichealthlawcenter.org/


 2Hookah, COVID-19,  and Policy Optionswww.publichealthlawcenter.org/caltobacco

closed.3 Alberta made this decision after the Canadian Medical Association Journal pointed 
out that “hookahs are ideal for transmission and may exacerbate the risk for severe COVID-
19 through shared use.”4 This fact sheet describes hookah-related health risks in light of the 
coronavirus, as well as a few policy options that California jurisdictions might consider to 
reduce these risks.

 Hookah and Coronavirus Risks

Hookah smoking is communal in nature and often involves a single mouthpiece and hose 
shared between users in social settings. Hookah components include difficult-to-clean 
mouthpieces, hoses, and water reservoirs, each of which might harbor the COVID-19 virus, and 
the smoke’s “hazardous chemicals that injure the respiratory lining and predispose the smoker 
to viral infections, tuberculosis and other infectious diseases.”5 This logical link between 
hookah and exacerbated COVID-19 transmission and outcomes has been flagged by the World 
Health Organization and public health authorities in the U.S.6

Scientists believe that hookah smoking may be an exposure source for a prior deadly 
coronavirus, Middle East Respiratory Syndrome (MERS-CoV).7 Growing evidence suggests that 
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COVID-19 is more transmissible in community settings than MERS-CoV.8 It is not surprising, 
then, that in response to COVID-19, some Middle East countries that experienced past 
outbreaks of MERS-CoV shut down all hookah-smoking establishments.9 Indeed, past research 
has shown that communal use of hookah pipes, also known as waterpipes, shisha, or narghile 
(and other names), carries a risk of transmitting infectious diseases such as oral herpes, 
hepatitis, and other viruses.10 COVID-19 is just one disease that can potentially result from this 
vehicle of infection.

 Possible Policy Measures

California jurisdictions can take several measures to mitigate this danger, each with the 
additional public health benefit of reducing secondhand exposure to hookah smoke. 

First, jurisdictions could prohibit smoking in all tobacco shops and private smoking lounges, 
similar to the prohibitions in the Middle East. This policy option is available in California 
because the state’s clean indoor air law allows jurisdictions to adopt more stringent measures 
than state standards, such as requiring such establishments to be smoke-free.11

Second, California jurisdictions can prohibit smoking in places that sell food or drink. This 
type of limitation prohibits “hookah café” businesses that mix customers seeking out food or 
drink with after-hours smoking in the same venue, preventing exposure of people engaged 
in activities that cannot be paired with protective masks, and thus reducing the number of 
businesses and people likely to be exposed. Both the state Legislative Counsel and Attorney 
General have interpreted existing state law12 to mean that smoking in a tobacco shop or 
smoking lounge is prohibited if the establishment also serves alcohol.13 The same logic behind 
this interpretation of California labor law would seem to apply to establishments that sell food. 
Rather, however, than relying on persuasive, but ultimately non-binding, interpretations of state 
law, local jurisdictions can adopt ordinances that prohibit either the selling of food in places 
where hookah use is allowed, or prohibit hookah smoking where food and beverages are sold 
or served. Linking violations of these prohibitions to loss of food or tobacco retail licenses gives 
the local jurisdiction a far stronger tool than the enforcement options available under state law.

Third, under California’s Food Code (and similar to the Alberta example), local environmental 
health authorities can suspend licenses to operate food businesses, such as restaurants 
and cafes, that pose an “imminent health hazard.”14 Under this law, inspectors can act when 
evidence shows that a practice creates a situation that can cause disease transmission, or a 
hazardous condition that requires immediate correction to prevent injury, illness, or death.15 
Based on the available scientific evidence on COVID-19, jurisdictions might find communal 
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hookah smoking an imminent health hazard under California law, requiring the suspension and 
closure of food establishments that offer on-site shared smoking.

Fourth, jurisdictions across the state are prohibiting the sale of flavored tobacco products, and 
such a measure including all flavored shisha would greatly limit the appeal to young people 
that are drawn to flavored tobacco.16 Very few non-flavored hookah products are available, and 
they likely do not appeal to youth, so including hookah in flavored tobacco prohibitions would 
restrict the risks of exposure to smoke and communicable disease to those who already use 
hookah regularly. 

Enforcing any of the above regulatory measures could protect communities from the cost and 
danger of a COVID-19 outbreak, and also likely protect staff and patrons from secondhand 
smoke, which has been proven to cause injury, illness, and death. As a result, these policies 
would benefit public health even after the current coronavirus crisis has ended. 

For further information on the important health equity and demographic trends of California 
and national hookah use, please consult the Center’s other publications on hookah.

This publication was prepared by the Public Health Law Center, a nonprofit organization that provides information 
and legal technical assistance on issues related to public health. The Center does not provide legal representation or 
advice. The information in this document should not be considered legal advice. This case study was made possible 
by funds received from Grant Number 19-10229 with the California Department of Public Health, California Tobacco 
Control Program, and the American Lung Association in California.

Endnotes

1 Associated Press, German School Shuts Down After Outbreak, Central Maine, June 3, 2020, https://www.centralmaine.
com/2020/06/03/the-latest-cyprus-brings-forward-end-of-lockdown-by-3-weeks; see also Agence France-Presse, 
Coronavirus Outbreak Traced to German Hookah Bar, DW (Germany), June 1, 2020, https://www.dw.com/en/coronavi-
rus-outbreak-traced-to-german-hookah-bar/a-53651444 

2 See Associated Press, supra note 1. 

Enforcing these regulatory measures could protect communities from the 
cost and danger of a COVID-19 outbreak, and also likely protect staff and 
patrons from secondhand smoke, which has been proven to cause injury, 
illness, and death. 

August 2020

www.publichealthlawcenter.org/caltobacco
https://www.publichealthlawcenter.org/sites/default/files/resources/Hookah-Fact-Sheet.pdf
https://www.centralmaine.com/2020/06/03/the-latest-cyprus-brings-forward-end-of-lockdown-by-3-weeks
https://www.centralmaine.com/2020/06/03/the-latest-cyprus-brings-forward-end-of-lockdown-by-3-weeks
https://www.dw.com/en/coronavirus-outbreak-traced-to-german-hookah-bar/a-53651444
https://www.dw.com/en/coronavirus-outbreak-traced-to-german-hookah-bar/a-53651444
http://publichealthlawcenter.org/


 5Hookah, COVID-19,  and Policy Optionswww.publichealthlawcenter.org/caltobacco

3 Sara Rieger, Calgary Restaurant Ordered to Close for Offering Dine-in, Shisha Service, CBC News, May 24, 2020, https://
www.cbc.ca/news/canada/calgary/restaurant-closure-covid-1.5582774.

4 Skand Shekhar & Fady Hannah-Shmouni, Hookah Smoking and COVID-19: Call for Action, Canadian Medical Association 
Journal, Apr 27, 2020, https://www.cmaj.ca/content/192/17/E462. 

5 Id.; see also Suchitra Bajpai Chaudhary, Coronavirus: UAE Doctors Explain Why Shisha Ban is a Good Thing, Gulf News, Mar. 
13, 2020, https://gulfnews.com/uae/coronavirus-uae-doctors-explain-why-shisha-ban-is-a-good-thing-1.70361768.

6 See, e.g. Wael Al-Delaimy, Hookah and Covid-19: How Hookah Puts You at Risk, Tobacco Free CA, https://tobaccofreeca.
com/health/hookah-and-covid-19-how-hookah-puts-you-at-risk (last visited June 23, 2020); World Health Organiza-
tion Tobacco Free Initiative, Tobacco and Waterpipe Use Increases the Risks of Suffering from COVID-19, http://www.emro.
who.int/tfi/know-the-truth/tobacco-and-waterpipe-users-are-at-increased-risk-of-covid-19-infection.html (last visited 
June 23, 2020).

7 See Shekhar & Hannah-Shmouni, supra note 4 (citing Abdulaziz Alagaili et al., Waterpipe Smoking as a Public Health Risk: 
Potential Risk for Transmission of MERS-CoV, 26 Saudi J Biol Sci 938–41 (2019), https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/
article/pii/S1319562X18301177).

8 Qin-Long Jing et al., Household Secondary Attack Rate of COVID-19 and Associated Determinants, MEDRxiv 
(2020) doi:10.1101/2020.04.11.20056010, https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC7276017/pdf/ni-
hpp-2020.04.11.20056010.pdf.

9 See Bajpai Chaudhary, supra note 5; Coronavirus: Qatar Bans Shisha in Public Places to Stem Outbreak, Middle East Eye, 
Mar. 10, 2020, https://www.middleeasteye.net/news/coronavirus-qatar-ban-shisha-covid-outbreak; Coronavirus in the 
Gulf: Everything You Need to Know about Covid-19 in the GCC, The National, Apr. 12, 2020, https://www.thenational.ae/
world/gcc/coronavirus-in-the-gulf-everything-you-need-to-know-about-covid-19-in-the-gcc-1.994534.

10 Sreenivras Veeranki et al., Waterpipe Use and Susceptibility to Cigarette Smoking Among Never-Smoking Youth, 49 Am. J. 
Preventive Medicine 502 (2015); Am. Lung Ass’n, Hookah Smoking: A Growing Threat to Public Health, https://www.lung.
org/getmedia/4460faae-7e9f-4510-87d6-65821ad02c1a/hookah-policy-brief-updated.pdf. 

11 See California Dep’t Public Health, California’s Statewide Smoke-free Air Laws (2016), https://www.cdph.ca.gov/pro-
grams/ccdphp/dcdic/ctcb/cdph%20document%20library/policy/secondhandsmoke/shslawbrochurefinal.pdf. The law 
itself explicitly allows local control, stating: “Notwithstanding any other provision of this section, it is the intent of the 
Legislature that an area not defined as a ‘place of employment’ pursuant to subdivision (e) is subject to local regulation 
of smoking of tobacco products.” Labor Code § 6404.5(a), https://leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/codes_displaySec-
tion.xhtml?sectionNum=6404.5.&lawCode=LAB.

12 Both interpretations are of Labor Code § 6404.5, https://leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/codes_displaySection.xhtml?-
sectionNum=6404.5.&lawCode=LAB.

13 Cal. Att’y Gen. Op. No. 09-507 (Dec. 21, 2011), https://oag.ca.gov/system/files/opinions/pdfs/09-507.pdf; Legis. 
Counsel of Cal. Op. No. 0824950 (Sept. 15, 2008).

14 See Health and Safety Code § 113810 (defining “imminent health hazard”), https://leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/
codes_displaySection.xhtml?lawCode=HSC&sectionNum=113810.

15 Id. 

16 Truth Initiative, Flavored Tobacco Use Among Youth and Young Adults (2018), https://truthinitiative.org/research-resourc-
es/emerging-tobacco-products/flavored-tobacco-use-among-youth-and-young-adults.

August 2020

www.publichealthlawcenter.org/caltobacco
https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/calgary/restaurant-closure-covid-1.5582774
https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/calgary/restaurant-closure-covid-1.5582774
https://www.cmaj.ca/content/192/17/E462
https://gulfnews.com/uae/coronavirus-uae-doctors-explain-why-shisha-ban-is-a-good-thing-1.70361768
https://tobaccofreeca.com/health/hookah-and-covid-19-how-hookah-puts-you-at-risk/
https://tobaccofreeca.com/health/hookah-and-covid-19-how-hookah-puts-you-at-risk/
http://www.emro.who.int/tfi/know-the-truth/tobacco-and-waterpipe-users-are-at-increased-risk-of-covid-19-infection.html
http://www.emro.who.int/tfi/know-the-truth/tobacco-and-waterpipe-users-are-at-increased-risk-of-covid-19-infection.html
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S1319562X18301177
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S1319562X18301177
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC7276017/pdf/nihpp-2020.04.11.20056010.pdf
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC7276017/pdf/nihpp-2020.04.11.20056010.pdf
https://www.middleeasteye.net/news/coronavirus-qatar-ban-shisha-covid-outbreak
https://www.thenational.ae/world/gcc/coronavirus-in-the-gulf-everything-you-need-to-know-about-covid-19-in-the-gcc-1.994534
https://www.thenational.ae/world/gcc/coronavirus-in-the-gulf-everything-you-need-to-know-about-covid-19-in-the-gcc-1.994534
https://www.lung.org/getmedia/4460faae-7e9f-4510-87d6-65821ad02c1a/hookah-policy-brief-updated.pdf
https://www.lung.org/getmedia/4460faae-7e9f-4510-87d6-65821ad02c1a/hookah-policy-brief-updated.pdf
https://www.cdph.ca.gov/programs/ccdphp/dcdic/ctcb/cdph%20document%20library/policy/secondhandsmoke/shslawbrochurefinal.pdf
https://www.cdph.ca.gov/programs/ccdphp/dcdic/ctcb/cdph%20document%20library/policy/secondhandsmoke/shslawbrochurefinal.pdf
https://leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/codes_displaySection.xhtml?sectionNum=6404.5.&lawCode=LAB
https://leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/codes_displaySection.xhtml?sectionNum=6404.5.&lawCode=LAB
https://leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/codes_displaySection.xhtml?sectionNum=6404.5.&lawCode=LAB
https://leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/codes_displaySection.xhtml?sectionNum=6404.5.&lawCode=LAB
https://oag.ca.gov/system/files/opinions/pdfs/09-507.pdf
https://leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/codes_displaySection.xhtml?lawCode=HSC&sectionNum=113810
https://leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/codes_displaySection.xhtml?lawCode=HSC&sectionNum=113810
https://truthinitiative.org/research-resources/emerging-tobacco-products/flavored-tobacco-use-among-youth-and-young-adults
https://truthinitiative.org/research-resources/emerging-tobacco-products/flavored-tobacco-use-among-youth-and-young-adults
http://publichealthlawcenter.org/

