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Alan*, a local academic, is a smoker. It was time to kick the habit when his family 
welcomed a newborn daughter. He hadn’t been able to stop in the past, but now had new 
incentive. Strong incentive. And a new option. 
 
An alternative to conventional smoking cessation devices was presented to Alan in the 
form of a “vaping” device, aka the e-cigarette. Using a battery, an “e-liquid” is 
vapourised for the user to inhale producing a similar experience to smoking without any 
combustion involved. They can, but legally do not in Hong Kong, contain nicotine, the 
addictive substance in cigarettes. People can use them to control and reduce nicotine 
dosage and eventually give up nicotine altogether. Regular use of his e-cigarette enabled 
Alan to cut his smoking to one pack of cigarettes in three weeks, and then extended 
periods of zero smoking.  He was on his way to reducing his nicotine dosage to zero. 
Unfortunately for Alan, a recent crackdown by the government on e-liquids containing 
nicotine disrupted his use of e-cigarettes. He has reverted to smoking a pack of cigarettes 
per day. 
 
Nipping it in the bud 
His personal situation plays out against a broader campaign. On March 30th, the Hong 
Kong Council on Smoking and Health (COSH) held a press conference advocating a total 
ban on e-cigarette products. 
 
E-cigarettes, without nicotine, are easily accessible in Hong Kong. COSH claims some 
products “target youngsters”, and “normalise smoking behaviour”, potentially creating a 
(supposedly new) “tobacco epidemic”. COSH Chairman Antonio Kwong says, “COSH 
has serious concern on the spread of e-cigarettes. To protect public health, we advocate 
the Government for a total ban on e-cigarette to prevent its prevalence among the 
youngsters and stop it from becoming the gateway to smoking.” 
 

A TOTAL BAN ON E-CIGARETTES WOULD ENTAIL THE “PROHIBITION OF 
SALES, ADVERTISING, PROMOTION AND SPONSORSHIP, DISTRIBUTION, 

IMPORTATION AND MANUFACTURING” OF THE PRODUCT. 
 

A total ban on e-cigarettes would entail the “prohibition of sales, advertising, promotion 
and sponsorship, distribution, importation and manufacturing” of the product. 
Hours after the COSH press conference, Secretary for Food and Health Dr Ko Wing-man 
was quoted stating that the government was “inclined to agree” with the Council’s 
request citing possible health risks and the possibility that youngsters may pick up 
smoking [conventional] cigarettes after they begin smoking e-cigarettes. He added that 
detailed studies would be required before they could proceed with legislation. 
  



Currently, under the Pharmacy and Poisons Ordinance, any e-cigarettes containing 
nicotine and marketed as nicotine replacement therapy must be registered before sale and 
possession, under threat of a maximum penalty of HK$100,000 and 2 year’s 
imprisonment. No nicotine containing e-cigarette product has ever been registered as 
pharmaceutical products in Hong Kong, creating a de facto ban. 
 
Against the ban 
Ray Story, founder and CEO of Tobacco Vapor Electronic Cigarette Association 
(TVECA), is an advocate for regulation, not banning it outright. Mr Story, an owner of 
several e-cigarette brands, successfully pushed for the legalisation and subsequent 
regulation of e-cigarettes in the United States and the EU. He was recently in Hong Kong 
to speak to the media on the matter after attending the Shenzhen International Electronic 
Cigarette Industry Expo where over 100,000 industry professionals gathered. 
 
SECRETARY FOR FOOD AND HEALTH DR KO WING-MAN WAS QUOTED STATING 

THAT THE GOVERNMENT WAS “INCLINED TO AGREE” WITH THE COUNCIL’S 
REQUEST. 

  
Mr Story claims that the focus is misplaced. He explains, “when you look at conventional 
tobacco and how it’s used, you create all different types of chemicals when you light a 
cigarette.” A conventional cigarette is known to have approximately 600 chemicals in it 
and produces up to 7,000 when burned, at least 69 of which are known carcinogens. “An 
e-cigarette has five ingredients. So by not having all those chemicals and tar through 
combustion, it is therefore less harmful than conventional tobacco,” claims Mr Story. 
 
  
Instead, Mr Story believes banning e-cigarettes is unfair to current smokers. “To ban e-
cigarettes, would only mean you will allow conventional cigarettes to continue,” he says. 
“Banning the product would therefore be extremely irresponsible.” 
 
What lies within 
The five main ingredients in an e-cigarette, are nicotine, water, propylene glycol, 
glycerin, and flavouring. There are e-liquid options on the market that contain no 
nicotine, which are currently on sale legally in Hong Kong. 
 

“TO BAN E-CIGARETTES, WOULD ONLY MEAN YOU WILL ALLOW 
CONVENTIONAL CIGARETTES TO CONTINUE.” 

RAY STORY, FOUNDER AND CEO OF TOBACCO VAPOR ELECTRONIC 
CIGARETTE ASSOCIATION (TVECA) 

 
Out of the five ingredients, water is obviously not a point of contention. Nicotine, on the 
other hand, is undeniably addictive. However,  advocates suggest the e-cigarette is still a 
much less harmful alternative. Mr Story says, “Nicotine is not the problem in tobacco. It 
is the tar and the carcinogens and the chemicals that are the issue. E-cigarettes do not 
have these issues.” 
 



Propylene glycol and glycerin, while found in many food items and cosmetic products, 
are often touted by opposers to cause health risks. At COSH’s press conference, Dr 
Daniel Ho Sai-yin, associate professor at University of Hong Kong, cited literature 
claiming the chemicals cause mouth and throat irritations, and, at high temperatures, form 
formaldehyde and acetaldehyde, known carcinogens. 
 
Investigating papers referenced by Dr Ho muddles the argument. The conclusions found 
in the report in the New England Journal of Medicine, from University of Portland 
researchers, titled “Hidden formaldehyde in e-cigarette aerosols”, were criticised earlier 
this year due to methods failing to reflect realistic situations. The report described what 
happened when researchers used two different voltage settings on the vaping device: “At 
low voltage (3.3 V), we did not detect the formation of any formaldehyde-releasing 
agents (estimated limit of detection, approximately 0.1 μg per 10 puffs).” In other words, 
when they tested a tank system at a realistic voltage setting of 3.3V, no formaldehyde 
was detected. But at an unrealistically high temperature setting of 5.0V, formaldehyde 
concentrations five- to fifteen-fold that of cigarettes were measured. The experiment 
showed that when overheated, vaping devices yield unacceptable levels of formaldehyde. 
 
“WHAT WE DO KNOW IS, THERE ARE CARCINOGENIC AGENTS. A CARCINOGEN 

IS A CARCINOGEN, WHAT IS A SAFE LEVEL?” 
COSH CHAIRMAN ANTONIO KWONG 

 
Media reports, however, touted the more sensational conclusion, leading readers into 
believing that normal consumption of e-cigarette vapour can expose a user to cancer-
causing chemicals more dangerous than conventional cigarettes. The vapour, if produced 
at such levels, would be so noxious and irritating to the airway that the user would be 
unable to inhale it anyway, according to Professor Peter Hajer,  Director of the Health 
and Lifestyle Research Unit at the Wolfson Institute of Preventative Medicine, Barts and 
The London School of Medicine and Dentistry, Queen Mary University of London. 
 
For the ban 
Nonetheless, COSH is adamant the time to ban it is now. Speaking to Harbour Times, 
COSH chairman Antonio Kwong said, “the e-cigarette is a new product that hasn’t been 
widespread in Hong Kong yet. If we need to wait for all the evidence to come out, say in 
20-30 years, many people may have already picked it up by then and we’ll be asking 
ourselves why we didn’t ban it earlier. We feel we need to ban it to avoid this situation.” 
 

“IT TOOK US A NUMBER OF YEAR TO BRING THE SMOKING PREVALENCE 
DOWN FROM 23.3% IN THE 80S TO THE 10.7% TODAY, AND TOOK MAJOR 

EFFORTS TO DE-NORMALISE THIS BEHAVIOUR, SO IF THIS “RE-NORMALISES” 
TOBACCO USE IT COULD BE VERY HARMFUL, ESPECIALLY WHEN WE SEE ITS 

ATTRACTING A YOUNGER AGE GROUP AND NON-SMOKERS.” 
COSH CHAIRMAN ANTONIO KWONG 

 
The fact that e-cigarettes are less harmful than conventional tobacco products by “orders 
of magnitude”, as some claim, holds no water with COSH and, to them, doesn’t even 



bear examination. Kwong: “I can’t comment on [whether it is less harmful], we don’t 
have enough research to prove that. What we do know is, there are carcinogenic agents. 
A carcinogen is a carcinogen. What is a safe level?” 
 
Glamour and gateway arguments 
To COSH, health risks are only half the problem. “It took us a number of years to bring 
the smoking prevalence down from 23.3% in the 80s to the 10.7% today, and took major 
efforts to de-normalise this behaviour, so if this “re-normalises” tobacco use it could be 
very harmful, especially when we see its attracting a younger age group and non-
smokers,” explains Kwong. 

 
The market is currently flooded with e-liquid flavours. 

According to a survey conducted by COSH last year, while only 1.8% out of the 2,400 
participants admitting to having used e-cigarettes before at least once, the study 
concluded that “young people were more likely to use e-cigarettes”. “The promotion of e-
cigarettes remains unregulated. Nowadays, e-cigarettes come in all shapes and sizes and 
can be very attractive to curious young people,” explains Kwong. 
 
Responding to these claims that e-cigarettes could become a “gateway” to smoking, or re-
normalise the behaviour, Mr Story claimed, “to state that you use one product and that 
takes you to the next level to use another product is unfounded. Does it happen?  
 
Potentially. But is that the norm? There’s a lot more people that have gone from 
conventional tobacco to e-cigarettes, than the other way around. But I’m obviously not 
going to rule it out, because that would be ignorant on our part. The majority, however, 
goes from regular tobacco cigarettes, to e-cigarettes, and that has been the norm, and all 
the science backs it up as well.” 
 
Official UK figures from a study on smoking behaviour by the UK’s Office for National 
Statistics conducted last year support Mr Story’s claim. The study found that about one in 
10 current cigarette smokers surveyed and one in 20 of the former smokers said they 
were now using e-cigarettes. Over half of e-cigarette users surveyed said their main 
reason was to stop smoking. About one in five said it was because they thought they were 
less harmful than cigarettes. 
 
Regulate not ban 
“If there’s no regulation, we don’t know where they’re manufactured, what’s in them. All 
these issues need to be addressed, and can only be addressed once you have a 
conversation logically and responsibly,” explains Mr Story. “But if you don’t want to 
have that conversation, just ban it, pretend it’s not there, then you’re gonna have the same 
situation we’ve seen in other places, where the product will continue to sell, but without 
regulatory oversight.” 
 
“WE TRY TO BUILD LAWS BASED ON AN ABUNDANCE OF INFORMATION, NOT A 

LACK OF INFORMATION.” 
RAY STORY, FOUNDER AND CEO OF TOBACCO VAPOR ELECTRONIC 



CIGARETTE ASSOCIATION (TVECA) 
 

The regulations Mr Story proposes would go along the lines of: age verification for sales, 
advertising restrictions, nicotine content restriction, labeling, maximum capacity tanks, 
maximum nicotine strengths. 
 
“The toxicity of any product is determined by its dosage. But if you regulate a product 
and allow them to only have 2 milliliters per cartridge, if you regulate the product and 
allow the bottle to only be 10 ml, just like we did in Europe, there’s no way it can hurt 
you,” claims Mr Story. 
 
The right course of action 
In 2009, when the authorities began cracking down on e-cigarettes by seizing shipments 
into the States, Mr Story took it upon himself to challenge the decision — and succeeded. 
American style. 
 
“I sued them,” he says, with a dramatic pause. “I took them to court and put my foot 
down and said I want to talk, but if you won’t talk to me, I will take you to court and 
make you prove your position in court to where you’re right and I’m wrong and 
somehow, they couldn’t do it. Because to ban it because you don’t have any information, 
is ignorant. We try to build laws based on an abundance of information, not a lack of 
information.” 
 
So will the TVECA replicate the process in Hong Kong? Mr Story says he truly hopes we 
won’t have to go there, but added “I will do what it takes.” 
 
Kwong believes that what COSH is doing is the right course of action. “It’s actually quite 
like the total ban on smokeless tobacco by the HK Government in 1987.” The ban 
successfully kept the product off Hong Kong shelves up till today, and according to 
Kwong, Hong Kong has avoided the diseases related to smokeless tobacco. 
“If you look at countries such as Sweden, Norway and Finland, or Pakistan and India, 
they have very serious problems related to smokeless tobacco, causing many cases of 
mouth cancers. Luckily we banned it and have no such issues. Therefore we hope the 
Government can do the same this time,” explains Kwong.  Not known are the benefits 
Hong Kong missed out on from avoiding secondhand smoke had smokeless tobacco 
products been allowed for the past 28 years. 

 
At the moment, Singapore and Thailand are among thirteen countries globally that have 
taken a similar stance on e-cigarettes, banning the industry altogether. 
 
Alexander Basile, CEO and founder of e-cigarette developer Digirette, an American e-
cigarette firm launching a Hong Kong office, urges the authorities to think about the 
10.7% of Hong Kong people, “If you start looking at it from the public good and be open 
to the possibility that this technology can make a significant difference, then you’re going 
to be able to find the middle of the road. To ban it right now would literally be to 
condemn everybody in HK who would have transitioned to this, to death instead.” 



 
“WE’RE TRANSITIONING PEOPLE THROUGH TECHNOLOGY TO A MUCH 

BETTER DELIVERY SYSTEM. 
ALEXANDER BASILE, CEO AND FOUNDER OF E-CIGARETTE DEVELOPER 

DIGIRETTE 
 

The unapologetic Mr Basile feels that, if its young people who were going to smoke who 
are picking up vaping instead, then everyone should be happy about that. “We’re 
transitioning people through technology to a much better delivery system. Here with this 
technology, you actually have a chance to make a difference with people who are alive 
that you spend time with. If it’s going to make vaping cool, then so be it.” 
 
To Mr Basile, and supporters of e-cigarettes alike, the bottom line is this, “It’s like 
driving on a freeway. If you’re smoking, you’re on the wrong side of the freeway and 
you’re driving against the traffic: you know that’s going to end badly. But vaping is 
equivalent to driving on the right side of the freeway. By no means is it harmless, but the 
likelihood of you dying from it is far less.” 
*Name changed to protect anonymity. 
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