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Ahead of Key Negotiations, Tobacco Industry Signals Approval of 
Weakened EU Tax Compromise 

Brussels, 17 February 2026 – As the Council Working Party prepares to negotiate a new 
compromise text on the EU's Tobacco Taxation Directive on 25 February, Member States have 
a critical opportunity to reverse course. The previous Cypriot compromise represented a 
troubling shift away from the Directive's original public-health ambition, replacing evidence-
based reform with a lowest-common-denominator approach aimed at securing unanimity 
among Member States. 

The direction of travel is perhaps best illustrated by the reaction of the tobacco and nicotine 
industry to the previous compromise text. As reported by Euractiv, industry representatives 
welcomed the Cypriot proposal as a “return to reality”, a clear signal that the revised text aligns 
more closely with commercial interests rather than with the EU’s health objectives.1 

“When the tobacco industry applauds a reform, it should raise immediate red flags for 
policymakers,” said Erin Roman, Director of the Smoke Free Partnership. “By ignoring the 
power of pricing and timing, the suggested proposal hands the industry a free pass to recruit a 
new generation of young Europeans into lifetime nicotine addiction.” 

From Policy-Driven Reform to Political Damage Control 

The European Commission’s original proposal sought to modernise tobacco taxation by 
strengthening minimum rates, closing loopholes, and ensuring convergence across product 
categories in line with public-health goals. However, in the current compromise text these 
objectives have been significantly diluted. 

Key elements of the compromise undermine the price signals that are proven to reduce 
consumption, particularly among young people and first-time users: 

• Lower minimum rates for cigarettes, fine-cut tobacco, and heated tobacco products 
compared to the Commission proposal, reducing the impact on affordability. 

• Extended and softened transitional periods, which risk becoming de facto delays and 
postponing meaningful public-health impact well into the 2030s. 

• Over-flexible tax structures, particularly for heated tobacco, that preserve per-item 
taxation and enable manufacturers to minimise prices through product design. 

• Weakened equalisation language remains present, reducing the likelihood of long-
term convergence between cigarettes, novel nicotine products, and emerging 
substitutes. 

 

 
1 Euractiv: Industry hails Cyprus’ tobacco tax proposal as ‘return to reality’ 

https://www.euractiv.com/news/industry-hails-cyprus-tobacco-tax-proposal-as-return-to-reality/
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Industry approval is not a coincidence 

The positive industry response reflects the substance of the changes. The Cypriot Presidency 
has prioritised unanimity over ambition, seeking to close the file within its term. While political 
pragmatism is understandable, the result is a text that industry actors increasingly view as 
predictable, adaptable and commercially acceptable. 

This outcome stands in sharp contrast to public-health evidence. With daily nicotine use on 
the rise among Europe's youth, robust and harmonised tobacco taxation remains one of the 
most effective measures to reduce consumption, prevent initiation, and limit product 
substitution2. 

Respecting the Integrity of the Council Process 

The Smoke Free Partnership also underlines the importance of safeguarding the integrity of the 
Council’s Working Party on Tax Questions. Compromise texts are intended to facilitate open, 
technical and trust-based discussions between Member States, not to be shaped through 
selective leaks.  

When Working Party documents circulate beyond their intended setting, this can harden 
negotiating positions and politicise what should remain technical exchanges, ultimately 
complicating the path to agreement. Respecting the confidentiality of these discussions is 
therefore essential to ensuring that compromises are built constructively and that the Tobacco 
Taxation Directive is agreed on the basis of sound policy rather than premature or fragmented 
public debate. 

What’s at Stake: Lives and Revenue 

New EU-wide and country-level infographics published last week by the Smoke Free 
Partnership underscore what is at stake. Expert modelling shows that the European 
Commission’s original, ambitious revision of the Tobacco Taxation Directive would deliver 
major public-health and fiscal gains through modest and manageable price increases. If 
implemented as proposed, the revised TTD could prevent more than 550,000 premature deaths 
across the EU by reducing consumption and curbing youth uptake.  

At the same time, failure to adopt a robust revision would cost Member States an estimated 
€25.7 billion in lost excise revenue between 2028 and 2030. Far from representing an economic 
shock, the evidence confirms that a strong Directive would reduce overall tobacco 
consumption by around 3%, while generating sustained public revenues and protecting the 
next generation from nicotine addiction. 

 

 

 
2 EUDA: Key findings from the 2024 European School Survey project on Alcohol and Other Drugs; SFP Infographic: 
Improve Health, Reduce Costs - SmokeFree Partnership 

https://www.euda.europa.eu/publications/data-factsheets/espad-2024-key-findings_en
https://www.smokefreepartnership.eu/our-policy-work/infographics/infographic-improve-health-reduce-costs
https://www.smokefreepartnership.eu/our-policy-work/infographics/infographic-improve-health-reduce-costs
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A Call to Re-Align the Directive with Public Health 

The Smoke Free Partnership recognises the political constraints facing the Council and 
welcomes constructive efforts to modernise the Directive. In particular, the retention of EU-
wide minimum rates for e-liquids, regardless of nicotine content, is a positive step. 

However, modernisation must not come at the expense of effectiveness. 

“Europe does not need a Tobacco Taxation Directive that looks comprehensive on paper but 
fails to deliver meaningful change in practice”, Roman added. “A weakened Directive risks 
perpetuating discrepancies, entrenching loopholes, and handing the industry predictability 
without consequence, exactly what it desperately seeks.” 

Next Steps 

As the Council Working Party convenes on 25 February, Member States have a critical 
opportunity to reverse the trend of dilution and restore the Directive's impact. For this reason, 
we call on Member States and the Cypriot Presidency to resist further dilution and reaffirm the 
original public-health objectives of the TTD. The final Directive must deliver real price increases 
and real convergence without further delay, so that tobacco consumption and nicotine 
exposure are reduced and Europe's youth is protected. 
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About Smoke Free Partnership 

SFP's vision is a world free from the death and suffering caused by tobacco consumption. SFP’s mission is the 

effective implementation of the WHO Framework Convention on Tobacco Control (FCTC). To this end, the SFP works 

with decision makers to ensure that tobacco control receives adequate political attention at EU level and to promote 

tobacco control information and policy research at EU and national level, in collaboration with other EU health 

organizations and tobacco control networks. It also aims to ensure FCTC implementation globally and is working to 

release EU funding for tobacco control to counter poverty in developing countries. 


