[On the letterhead of organization]
August 1, 2010
Anand Sharma 

Minister for Commerce and Industry

Government of India

Udyog Bhawan

New Delhi - 110107

Subject: Expressing concern over association of the Indian Tobacco Board, a Government of India unit, in sponsoring and endorsing the Global Tobacco Networking Forum, a tobacco industry event, to be hosted at Bangalore in October 2010.

Dear Sir,

[Introduce your organization and its work here in the first paragraph]
In our country, a very high prevalence of tobacco use is one of the major challenges to the public health and wellbeing of our citizens. A report by Government of India (GOI) (2004) estimates that nearly 9 lakh people die every year in our country due to tobacco related diseases. In the year 2004, total economic cost of only three major groups of diseases caused by tobacco was estimated to be $ 1.7 billion in India which was 16% higher than the total excise collected from all tobacco products in the year 2003-04. 

Recognizing this reality and in order to prevent health, economic and ecologic burden from tobacco use and ensure wellbeing of the citizens, the Parliament enacted the Cigarettes and Other Tobacco Products (Prohibition of Advertisement and Regulation of Trade and Commerce, Production, Supply and Distribution) Act, 2003 (COTPA). Keeping, further, with the objectives of the Act the Ministry of Health and Family Welfare, GOI, launched the National Tobacco Control Program (NTCP) in 2007 with an intention to reduce tobacco use and its burden in India. Besides the national legislation, India has signed and ratified the WHO’s Framework Convention on Tobacco Control (FCTC), the first and the most widely ratified global public health treaty initiated by the WHO, which mandates strong and effective tobacco control measures for implementation of the treaty obligations.
It is in this context that we are surprised and extremely concerned to learn that the Indian Tobacco Board, an undertaking of the Ministry of Commerce and Industry, GOI is one of the major sponsor and hospitality partner for the proposed Global Tobacco Networking Forum (GTNF www.gtnf-2010.com ), which is completely a tobacco industries event planned to promote interests of the tobacco industry. This tobacco industry networking, deal-making, socializing, touring event is being hosted in Bangalore, India during 4-8 October 2010. GTNF is set to discuss not only how the scope and reach of tobacco industry can be expanded in India and world over but also how the existing international and national policies and legislations on tobacco control can be circumvented. The topics of discussion at the event include:
· Why do people smoke? 

· What it is like to be a smoker in 2010

· FCTC: What is it, what it should be 

· Campaigning: a pragmatic approach

· Social media in regulated markets

· Social media workshop

Any public health expert working on tobacco control can make out that this agenda is primarily meant to counter the tobacco control efforts under FCTC and COTPA. It is also interesting to note that it is the developing countries with huge markets are the focus of the GTNF, previous two conferences were held in Brazil (2008) and Thailand (2009), and thus India becomes a natural choice for the host with a view to capture the largest and fastest growing market of the world. It is no secret that the tobacco industry sees Asia as its most promising market. However, if this is allowed to happen, it would be a great set back to the Government of India’s national and international commitment to tobacco control. 
This global summit of tobacco industry is being organized by Tobacco Reporter, a U.S.-based magazine that promotes tobacco. While organizing similar conference (Tabinfo 2009) in Thailand last year the organizers faced the ire of the Thai activists in Bangkok and the Thai Government too opposed the Tabinfo 2009. Even Thailand's state-run tobacco monopoly withdrew its exhibitions and sponsorship of a buffet breakfast for industry representatives at the conference. 
The world is witness that India played a strong leadership role in the global fight against tobacco during the negotiations of the WHO’s FCTC and was the eighth country to ratify the treaty. It is very important both from the point of view of preserving public health as well as preserving India’s pride in its tobacco control positioning and India’s image in the global community, that the Government takes all necessary steps to see that the GTNF 2010 does not happen in India.
In this regard, we would also like to bring to your notice that the preamble of FCTC recognized that the Parties to the Convention “need to be alert to any efforts by the tobacco industry to undermine or subvert tobacco control efforts and the need to be informed of activities of the tobacco industry that have a negative impact on tobacco control efforts”. Further the Article 5.3 of the FCTC requires the member country to ‘protect all public health policies from commercial and other vested interests of the tobacco industry’. This invariably mean that any party to the treaty should not accept, support or endorse partnerships with tobacco industry or with any entity/person that may further the interest of tobacco industry and should not grant incentives, privileges to the tobacco industry in establishing or run or promote their business in the country.
The organizers are also likely to advertise and promote tobacco products in violation of the express provisions under section 5 of the COTPA as the organizers are promising sponsors to the event benefits that include, inclusion of printed or electronic promotional materials in the delegate kit; logo on all promotional materials, e-mails blasts and ads related to the event; company logo and sponsorship level on all signage at GTNF 2010; a 200mm × 100mm graphic display package at GTNF 2010 and a free 468 pixel × 60 pixel banner advertisement on the ‘Tobacco Reporter’ website www.tobaccorepoeter.com.
Besides, the organizers have made GTNF a private and close event, thereby denying public access to what transpires in the conference. Whereas, Article 12 of the FCTC and the guidelines on Article 5.3 require that the governments should ensure that all operations and activities of the tobacco industry are transparent without prejudice to trade secrets or confidential information protected by law. 

We consider that the support provided by the tobacco board to the GTNF is a flagrant violation of the obligations of the GOI under the FCTC and COTPA. besides, it is not only the responsibility of the Ministry of Health to honour the FCTC and COTPA but the Guidelines to Article 5.3 adopted and accepted by India mandate that Parties should implement measures in all branches of government that may have an interest in, or the capacity to, affect public health policies with respect to tobacco control. The financial support by Indian Tobacco Board to GTNF 2010 amounts to a gross violation of this undertaking and is a misuse of the tax payers’ money especially when the GTNF is a tobacco industry promotional event and is in complete contravention of the tobacco control objectives of the Government of India.

Therefore, in the interest of public health and larger public interest we request your kind office that:
1. The Tobacco Board withdraws all kind of support extended or promised to the GTNF;
2. No Government representatives participates in the GTNF in any capacity; and
3. The Government asks the organizers of GTNF to call off the event in India

We look up to your unmatched leadership in extending support and honouring India’s commitment under FCTC  and effectively advancing tobacco control to protect and avert million tobacco related deaths in the country.
With warm regards,

Yours sincerely,

[Put your signature, designation, and seal]
With Copy to,
1. Dr. Manmohan Singh, Prime Minister of India
2. Smt. Sonia Gandhi, President, Indian National Congress

3. Dr. Pranab Mukherjee, Minister of Finance, Government of India

4. Shri Ghulam Nabi Azad, Minister of Health and Family Welfare, Government of India

5. Jyotiraditya M. Scindia - Minister of State for Commerce & Industry
6. Mr. Dinesh Sharma, Chairman, Indian Tobacco Board
7. Dr. Hans Raj Bhardwaj, Governor, Government of Karnataka

8. Dr. B S Yeddyurappa, Chief Minister, Government of Karnataka

9. Mr. Murugesh Rudrappa, Minister of Large and Medium Scale Industries, Government of Karnataka

10. Mr. Venkataramanappa, Minister of Small Scale Industries and Sericulture, Government of Karnataka

11. Mr. Sriramulu, Minister of Health and Family Welfare, Government of Karnataka
12. Shri Rahul Gandhi, Member of Parliament
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