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The electronic cigarette- angel or
demon ?

Richard Béliveau
Translated from Le Journal de Montréal, June 23, 2014

Despite the harmful effects which are well known to be associated
with the use of tobacco, 20% of Canadians still smoke due to their
very strong addiction to nicotine. A recent study suggests that
electronic cigarettes facilitate quitting smoking and could thus
represent a valuable asset to people who want to stop smoking.

At the doses found in a cigarette, nicotine has the ability to
activate what is called the “reward system” of the brain. In people
who regularly smoke, this reward system is progressively
reinforced and becomes more and more important for the well-
being of the person, causing very intense cravings when tobacco
use ceases. The addictive power of nicotine is enormous: it has
been estimated that more than a third of the people who smoke at
least one cigarette will become dependent on tobacco, a higher
percentage than is seen for all other drugs including heroin,
cocaine and alcohol.

BREAKING THE CHAINS

During the last thirty years, the establishment of strategies to
combat tobacco (information campaigns, significant increases in
taxation, outlawing advertising and banning smoking in public
places) has led to a significant decrease in the number of smokers.
However, 20% of the population remains dependent on tobacco
and have proven enormously reluctant to stop smoking, although
polls have shown that the majority of these people would like to do
so. Nicotine substitutes (patches, gum) or medications like
bupropion (Zyban) or varenicline (Champix) can sometimes prove
useful, but in most cases these treatments do not achieve effective
relief of the cravings which result from nicotine withdrawal. Thus,
it seems that new approaches should be considered in order to
further reduce the number of smokers who are unable to quit.

E-CIGARETTE

The arrival on the market of the electronic cigarette could provide
a new dimension to the war on tobacco. The principle on which
these products are based is relatively simple: a solution of nicotine
is heated with the aid of an atomizer, generating a white “vapour”
that looks similar to the smoke from a cigarette. The “vaper” thus
inhales a small quantity of nicotine, like a smoker, but the vapour
does not contain the various carcinogenic molecules and the fine
particles formed during the tobacco combustion. These “e-
cigarettes” are thus essentially a means of administering a drug
(nicotine), but are much less dangerous than traditional cigarettes.

A recent study performed with 5863 British smokers suggested that
e-cigarettes could also significantly increase the rate of quitting
nicotine. According to this study, smokers who tried to quit
smoking by themselves, without the assistance of a health
professional, had about a 60% greater chance of successfully
quitting with e-cigarettes than with a nicotine substitute'”

REVOLUTION OR BACK TO THE PAST?

The arrival of e-cigarettes was welcomed with enthusiasm by a
large number of health professionals who are daily faced with the
damage caused by tobacco. In fact, a group of international experts
composed of oncologists and specialists in nicotine addiction has
recently pleaded with the World Health Organization to encourage
greater use of these products. According to them, it is a valuable
strategy for reducing the damages of smoking, an approach which
targets the consequences rather than the method. For opponents of
this form of nicotine administration, on the other hand, the e-
cigarettes are more a “Trojan horse”, a springboard towards
renormalizing nicotine which could eventually reverse the gains
made against tobacco use in recent decades.

On one hand, we must certainly remain quite vigilant in the face of
these products: nicotine is a very dangerous substance, thus its
purchase must be strictly controlled, particularly amongst the
young. However, one cannot remain silent about the enormous
potential that e-cigarettes hold for reducing the damages caused by
smoking. Six million people die each year of diseases caused by
tobacco use and the substitution of actual cigarettes by their
electronic versions could represent a major turning point in the
history of humanity by preventing millions of deaths in the 21*
century.
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