PRIVILEGE SPEECH


Mr. Speaker, I rise on a matter of personal and collective privilege to air a particular concern as regards the lack of specific mandate or rules on “smoking” especially in public and enclosed areas within the premises of the House of Representatives.

Mr. Speaker, R.A. 9211 or the Tobacco Regulated Act, provision on Section 5 covering Smoking in Public Places and Designated Smoking and Non-Smoking Areas states that : Smoking shall be absolutely prohibited in the following public places:


a. Centers of youth activity such as play schools, preparatory schools, colleges and universities, youth hostels, and recreational facilities for persons under eighteen (18) years old; 


b. Elevator and stairwells;


c. Location in which fire hazards are present, including gas stations, and storage areas for flammable liquids, gas explosives or combustible materials;


d. Within the buildings and premises of public and private hospitals, Medical, dental, and optical clinics, health centers, nursing homes, dispensaries and laboratories;


e. Public conveyance and public facilities including airport and ship terminals and train and bus stations, restaurant and conference halls, except for separate smoking areas; and food preparation areas.

Section 6 of the same Act on the other hand, covers provision on Designated Smoking and Non-Smoking Areas which states that : 
All enclosed areas that are open to the general public, public work places, and other places not covered under the preceding section, were smoking may expose a person to the other than the smoker to tobacco smoke, the owner, proprietor, possessor, manager or administrator of such places shall establish smoking areas. Such areas may include a designated smoking area within the building, which maybe in an open space or separate area with ventilation, but shall not be located within the same room that has been designated as a non-smoking area.

All designated smoking areas shall at least have one (1) legible and visible sign posted namely “SMOKING AREA” for the information and guidance of all concerned. In addition, the sign or not posted shall include a warning about the health effects of direct or second hand exposure to tobacco smoke. Non-smoking areas shall likewise have at least one legible and visible sign, namely: “NO SMOKING AREA” or “NO SMOKING”.

Mr. Speaker, allow me to convey my deepest and most genuine concern on our role as legislators in upholding enacted laws such as R.A. 9211. In other areas of Manila, I am fully aware that specific ordinances on “smoking ban” was created in support of said law, such as in Makati City, Taguig City, and City of Navotas.  
In the same manner, other nations are already taking their lead as regards stricter policies on “anti-smoking” --- Hongkong moved closer to a ban when the government late last year, would introduce legislation to criminalize smoking in public. 
Smoking which is estimated to kill about 5,700 of Hongkong population every year, is already banned in cinemas, shopping malls, supermarkets, banks and department stores. 

 “Smoking” related laws in Australia, where lighting up is already banned in bars and restaurants got even tougher this month when the powerful anti-smoking lobby groups and its consumer watchdog forced two of the country’s three firms to drop the terms “light” and “mild” from their product negotiations. While Beijing has signed, but has yet to ratify the Framework Convention on Tobacco Control, which came into force on March of this year.

Mr. Speaker, at this juncture, allow me to call on the sense of duty and responsibility of our colleagues in this Chamber as to the role we are setting to address this issue.  

Your Honor, gone are the days, when all that our forefathers can admit to the effects of “Smoking” is that it is known to cause ashtray residue. The Tobacco Industry is finally going on record acknowledging the dangers of smoking.  In fact, It is now proved beyond doubt that smoking is one of the leading causes of statistics…

Statistics showed that 16.5 % of the population are smokers with women constituting nearly half of the total. Tobacco claims 4.9 lives a year , and if the present consumption patterns continue, the number of deaths will increase to ten million by the year 2020, 70% of which will occur in developing countries. There are an estimated 1.3 billion smokers and half of them, some 60 billion people are expected to die prematurely of a tobacco related illness. At the current rate, the number of smokers are expected to rise from 1.3 billion to 1.7 billion by 2025.  

Our own Department of Health, which leads in the observance has issued a warning on the long term effects of cigarette smoking. Chemicals on tobacco smoke includes nicotine and tar which affects the bronchi system and the lungs. The other harmful chemicals are acetone, carbon monoxide, carbon dioxide, hydrogen cyanide, methane and benzopyrene which are also considered as major contributor responsible for smoking related diseases. 
Long-term smoking has been linked to various health problems found to aggravate existing health conditions, such as :  Nicotine addiction, coronary artery diseases, heart disease, hardening of arteries and complication of blocked arteries, blood clots, stroke, peptic ulcer, lung diseases, cancers, disease of the oral cavity and gums, and delayed healing of wounds. In women, long-term smoking has been found to cause reproduction disturbances or infertility, and problems during pregnancy like fetal abnormalities, and even death and low birth weight in infants. 


Second hand smoke is a real danger, and should be a concern for everyone who breathes it in. Non-smokers inhaling second hand smoke share some of the health risks smokers face. Let us not underrate the dangers of second hand smoke.  While second hand smoke may not kill as many people as smokers does, it is toxic and claims thousands of lives every year around the world.

Taking into consideration these facts Mr. Speaker, may I reiterate on our roles as public officials, as regards the issue of “smoking”.  Aren’t we supposed to take the lead to uphold and take on laws that addresses the health concerns of our public more seriously, or do we need to be the first to break the rules, that we ourselves have made. When all the other parts in the world are making their efforts, in one way or another to help create a healthier, “smoke-free” environment for our people to live in,
What have we actually done on our end to support such efforts? 

Mr. Speaker, I stand before you not to be misunderstood as a self-righteous individual, but rather, as a person concerned. I believe, that more than anything else, it is our moral obligation to our fellowmen to be conscious of our actions and the consequences it brings, hence the issue of “smoking and non-smoking” in public places. 

Here at these very walls of our Chamber, I have observed that smoking is freely done in any area of the House. “Smoking” is done in almost all parts of the premises and there are clearly no restrictions on the matter. 
Mr. Speaker, Your Honor, in my point of view, the issue on whether “To Smoke, or Not to Smoke” is a genuine Health Concern we all must show ourselves as being responsible leaders elected by our constituents and regulate, if not STOP this practice being permitted in such an esteem public building. It is in fact, perhaps, an issue of responsibility that we should, not only take upon ourselves individually but also as the elected Representatives of our nation. In the same way that we all have the liberty to do as we please given the “free-will” to do so, certain freedom entails certain responsibility. I strongly feel that it is right that we impose certain sanctions or restrictions not only to protect the non-smoking fraction of our very own community but assist the Smokers amongst us to be aware of the dangers and health risks they could be spreading amongst their friends and colleagues.

May this be a “Smoke Signal” to somehow allow each of us time for personal reflection and check on our conscience on this serious Health issue. 
After all, reason often makes mistakes, but conscience, never does…
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