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Smokefree Success Stories: Spotlight on smokefree countries 
 

   Scotland 
 

Scotland led the way in the United Kingdom when it decided to go 100% smokefree from 

Spring 2006.  

 

 

On 26 March 2006, the Smoking, Health 

and Social Care (Scotland) Act 2005 to ban 

smoking in substantially enclosed public 

places was implemented with the aim of 

protecting non-smokers from the health 

effects of secondhand smoke.1  

 

Background 

 

Scotland had the highest smoking rates of any part of the UK – about 28% of all adults 

smoke.2 Before the smokefree law was passed, the health risks of secondhand smoke were 

impossible to avoid in many communities. One estimate indicates secondhand smoke exposure 

is responsible for between 1500 and 2000 non-smokers’ deaths per year in Scotland.3 

 

Faced with medical evidence on the dangers of secondhand smoke and the realities of 

Scotland’s smoking culture, members of the Scottish Parliament took action and considered 

100% smokefree legislation. Campaigning groups, health charities, professional associations, 

and unions joined forces to support them. 

 

Finally, Scottish Government Ministers announced a public consultation process on going 

smokefree. They were flooded with responses – nearly 54,000 of them – representing the 

views of more than 1% of the adult population. Eight in every ten favored a smokefree law. 

 

Ministers visited Dublin to look at Ireland’s experiences. Then they announced plans to adopt a 

similar law in Scotland. This was new territory. While most other European countries had at 

least some legal restrictions on smoking in public places, Scotland had no regulations at all. 

 

As the media grappled with the evidence being presented and the tobacco industry’s spin, 

public support for the new law increased. By the time the law was introduced, a poll showed 

that 79% of Scots supported it. Meanwhile, the press lost its initial skepticism and hailed the 

new law as a major step forward for Scotland. 

 

The Scottish smokefree legislation is, above everything else, about health. People are no longer 

exposed to secondhand smoke in public or at work. All of Scotland’s enclosed public places – 

from pubs and bars to railway stations – are now smokefree. The law covers even private 

members’ clubs. All public places that are more than half enclosed are also included. There are 
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a few exemptions – places like prisons, hospices, and long-stay psychiatric facilities – but for 

the most part, Scotland’s smoke-filled rooms are now history. 

 

The new law was the subject of intense public debate and discussion. The instantly 

recognizable “no smoking” symbol is everywhere. “No Smoking” signs are now mandatory in all 

public places, and must include the name of an employee to whom people can complain if the 

law is being ignored.  

 

Preliminary results from post-implementation studies indicate that the law has been a success: 

 

• Between March and May 2006, enforcing authorities found that over 99.4% of premises 

were smoke-free during more than 3,900 inspections across Scotland, suggesting that 

compliance with the legislation is high throughout the community.4 Nationwide, only 

three businesses and three individual smokers were fined for breaking the law. 

 

• In an opinion poll conducted by Cancer Research UK six months after the introduction of 

the legislation, an overwhelming 92 percent of Scottish bar staff said their workplaces 

are healthier since the smoking ban came into effect.5 In the same Cancer Research UK 

survey, more than 75% of those surveyed believe that the legislation will benefit their 

health in the long term. 

 

• In a public opinion poll of 18-24 year olds conducted on 14 March 2006, right after the 

ban came into effect, 84% of those surveyed thought that ‘a smoke-free Scotland is 

something to be proud of’ compared with 79% of adults surveyed overall.6  

 

The positive effects of the legislation on public health have also been seen within the first few 

months of its passage: 

 

• Post-implementation studies showed a 17% reduction in heart attack admittances to 9 

major Scottish hospitals, and an average reduction of 3% per year in Scottish heart 

attack admissions in the 10 years leading up to the ban.7  

 

• One study comparing air quality pre- and post-implementation found an 86% 

improvement in air quality in bars, and a 39% reduction in secondhand smoke exposure 

in non-smoking adults and children.8 

 

• The legislation seems to be supporting smokers to quit – stop smoking services in one 

part of Scotland saw a fourfold increase in demand in the three months before the law 

was implemented.9 

 

Early signs are that Scotland’s law is going well. The largest ever study comparing air quality 

before and after smokefree legislation found an 86% reduction in exposure to secondhand 

smoke.10 In addition, bar workers suffer fewer respiratory symptoms,11 and more than nine out 

of ten Scottish bar staff say their workplaces are healthier because of the law. 12
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