Two-a-pack cigarette packet in Sri Lanka: an
affordability experiment by the tobacco industry?
Hiruni Wijesuriya,1 Manuja Niranshi Perera,  1,2 Givantha De Silva,3
Peshani Risna Vithanage,3 Periyannan Dineshkumar,1,3 Sameera Lakmal,1,3
Ishara Buddhika Fernando,1,3 Mahesh Rajasuriya,1,4 Alcohol and Drug Information
Centre (ADIC) Sri Lanka
1

Centre for Combating Tobacco,
Faculty of Medicine, University
of Colombo, Colombo, Sri Lanka
2
Department of Public Health,
Faculty of Medicine, University
of Kelaniya, Ragama, Sri Lanka
3
Alcohol and Drug Information
Centre (ADIC) Sri Lanka,
Colombo, Sri Lanka
4
Department of Psychiatry,
Faculty of Medicine, University
of Colombo, Colombo, Sri Lanka
Correspondence to
Dr Manuja Niranshi Perera,
Department of Public Health,
Faculty of Medicine, University
of Kelaniya, Ragama 11010, Sri
Lanka; kmanujanp@gmail.com
HW and MNP are joint first
authors.
Received 31 January 2019
Revised 4 April 2019
Accepted 5 April 2019

© Author(s) (or their
employer(s)) 2019. No
commercial re-use. See rights
and permissions. Published
by BMJ.
To cite: Wijesuriya H,
Perera MN, De Silva G, et al.
Tob Control Epub ahead of
print: [please include Day
Month Year]. doi:10.1136/
tobaccocontrol-2019-054981

This publication is based on a joint investigation by
the Alcohol and Drug Information Centre Sri Lanka
and the Centre for Combating Tobacco.
A new cigarette pack containing only two cigarettes was noticed in the market in October 2018.
In Sri Lanka there are no regulations related to the
minimum number of sticks that should be in a cigarette pack as of October 2018. The cigarette packs
in the local market contained 20 cigarettes up to
this point, and it was for the first time in history
that the circulation of such a pack was reported. It
was first reported in social media on 12 October
2018 (figure 1).
We purchased the cigarette pack shown in figure 2
through a volunteer (a regular customer of the
shop) from a shop in Colombo 05. The volunteer
observed that the shop owner inserted the two cigarettes to the pack at the time of sale. The dark-redcoloured pack was cuboid-shaped and had 100 Sri
Lanka rupees printed on it in the most commonly
used local language (Sinhala). Two cigarettes manufactured by the British American Tobacco (BAT)
subsidiary Ceylon Tobacco Company (CTC) were
inside: one John Player Gold Leaf (55.00 Sri Lanka
rupees) and one John Player Navy Cut (40.00 Sri
Lanka rupees).1 2 It was sold at the price of 100
Sri Lanka rupees when the total cost of a pair of
aforementioned cigarettes as of October 2018 was
95.00 Sri Lanka rupees (55.00+40.00) in the local
market.1 2 The pack did not contain pictorial health
warnings as prescribed by the National Authority
on Tobacco and Alcohol (NATA) Act or any other
form of health warning.
We checked in 30 other shops in total, distributed in the same area (Colombo 05) and five other
adjacent main urban and semiurban areas (Ragama,
Wattala, Gampaha, Colombo 03 and Colombo 06).
The majority of the shops (n=22, 73.3%) covered
were ‘Abhisheka’ shops, the shops belonging to the
CTC trade loyalty programme. We selected those
purposively considering the geographical location
and sociodemographic and economic characteristics of the communities they serve. All of them
were majorly catering to mobile populations, daily
visitors to the area for employment from rural or
semiurban areas.
We only found the pack in one shop. We made
two purchases from the same shop, additional to
the aforementioned purchase made by the volunteer. The shop owner when enquired stated that

Figure 1 The new cigarette packet reported by two
individuals via social media (N Rathnayaka, Whatsapped
to CCT, 13 March 2018; K Ganegama, Whatsapped to
CCT, 13 March 2018). CCT, Centre for Combating Tobacco.
(*SL = Sri Lanka)

the packs were given by the CTC area distributor.
We received the same combination of the cigarette
brands (one John Player Gold Leaf and one John
Player Navy Cut) in all three purchases.
CTC, majorly (84.13% shares) owned by the
BAT, has the monopoly in cigarette manufacturing
and sales in Sri Lanka.3 4 As shown in figure 2, the
cigarette pack did not contain any trademark or a
logo except the price. However, the colour of the
pack was similar to the colour of the John Player
brand, a brand locally manufactured by the CTC.
The two cigarettes inside had their tradenames
(John Player Gold Leaf and John Player Navy Cut)
printed on them.
In Sri Lanka, sale of tobacco products without a
health warning and the tar and nicotine content in
each tobacco product is prohibited under Section
34 of the NATA Act.5 Further, Sri Lanka enforced
pictorial health warnings covering 80% of cigarette
packs from 2015 and has plans to implement plain
packaging.6
The substantial increase of cigarette tax in 2016
decreased the volume of cigarette sales by 16.9% in
2017. First quarter of the year 2018, too, reported
a marked reduction of cigarette sales volume.7 8
The circumstances were made even more unfavourable for the industry with the announcement of a
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Figure 2 Cigarette packet bought by the TobaccoUnmasked team
from a shop in Colombo (Centre for Combating Tobacco, 13 March
2018).
potential ban on sale of single sticks as recommended by Article
16 of the Framework Convention on Tobacco Control. The bulk
of cigarette sales in Sri Lanka is made in individual cigarettes
rather than in packs.9–11 Is the tobacco industry experimenting a
tactic to evade the imminent ban on single stick sales?
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