
Commonly Asked Questions  
What is second-hand smoke? 

Second-hand smoke harm occurs when you are exposed to tobacco being smoked near 
you.  Second-hand smoke comes from the burning end of the cigarette and the smoke 
breathed out by smoker.  

At least 325 New Zealanders die each year due to of exposure to second-hand smoke.Error! 

Bookmark not defined.   

Second-hand smoke (SHS) contains a lethal mix of chemicals such as arsenic, hydrogen 
cyanide, ammonia and carbon monoxide. At least 98 of these chemicals have been 
identified as poisonous. 1, 2 

Second-hand smoke is the leading environmental cause of death in this country.3 There is 
no safe level of exposure to second-hand smoke and those who are exposed may suffer 
from many of the same diseases as regular smokers, such as coronary heart disease, lung 
cancer, stroke, eye and nasal irritation and nasal sinus cancer.4 

Children are our most valuable asset and are particularly vulnerable to second-hand smoke 
due to their smaller lungs, higher respiratory rates and immature immune systems.5  Infants 
in particular ingest second-hand smoke from fabrics and other surfaces, as well as inhaling 
it.6  Children need to be protected from second-hand smoke as much as possible as it can 
cause: 

- middle ear infections (including glue ear/otitis media) 
- lower respiratory illnesses (including croup, bronchitis, bronchiolitis and pneumonia) 
- the onset of asthma and worsening of asthmatic symptoms 
- reduced lung growth 
- sudden unexpected death in infancy (SUDI) 
- meningococcal disease 
- and may effect a child’s learning development and behaviour. 

Exposure to second-hand smoke during pregnancy can reduce foetal growth and create 
complications. 

Why smokefree cars?  

The New Zealand Government recognises that second-hand smoke continues to impose 
health risks on non-smokers, and that children in particular are vulnerable to being exposed 
to second-hand smoke in situations outside their control.  
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Smoking around children and young people is harmful.  They will be exposed to second-
hand smoke, and children who breathe in second-hand smoke are more likely to develop 
illnesses such as chest infections, glue ear and asthma. Exposure to second-hand smoke 
increases the risk of sudden unexpected death in infancy (SUDI). 

Research shows that young people who have friends / family / whänau who smoke and who 
are exposed to second-hand smoke are more likely to become vulnerable to starting 
smoking.Error! Bookmark not defined.   

Children and young people are often not able to move away from second-hand smoke.  
Opening or winding down a window will not remove all of the poisons. The poisons will linger 
long after the smoke and smell have disappeared. 

There is NO safe amount of second-hand smoke.  New Zealand research indicates that 
second-hand smoke in a car can be as bad as a smoky pub even with the car windows 
down.7 

Besides second-hand smoke, when they are in cars where there has been smoking, children 
are exposed to third-hand smoke, which is the second-hand smoke that sticks to surfaces 
and is released.8 Poisons from second-hand smoke can linger in dust and on surfaces for 
days, weeks or even months after smoking has taken place.9 

Who else has smokefree cars?  

Laws prohibiting smoking in vehicles carrying children have been adopted in; Australia all 
states, Canada in most provinces, United States in 6 states, South Africa, United Arab 
Emirates, Bahrain, Cyprus, Mauritius and Puerto Rico. 

Smokefree cars are being considered in Finland, Ireland, Israel, Netherlands and Taiwan. 

See Appendix 2.  Smokefree Cars an International Overview 

Smoking in cars and road safety 

Smoking in cars creates a driver distraction.  

The acts of looking for, reaching for, even rolling a cigarette and then lighting cigarettes can 
cause the driver to be distracted. A burning cigarette that has fallen into a drivers lap can 
lead to panic like reactions. 

Cigarette butts thrown out of a car window can pose a serious fire threat. 

You can’t tell me what to do in my own car 

When it is a health issue and a road safety issue the New Zealand Government has a 
responsibility to protect the public.  We already legislate around driver licencing, car 
registrations, warrants of fitness, seat belts, child restraint car seats and cell phones.10 

As a driver distraction smoking in cars can be compared to using a cell phone while driving 
which is banned in New Zealand. 

What about enforcement? 

Roadside checks can be done during the over three million11 annual routine stops by police.  
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Smokefree car laws are effective. The Canadian experience indicates that there has been a 
reduction of exposure to second-hand smoke in cars after legislation.12 Research shows that 
after a smokefree cars law has been introduced it generally becomes self-enforcing.13  

More than 80% of New Zealand’s adult population are smokefree, most smokers are 
considerate and don’t smoke around children or in their cars, so this would mean that there 
would be a minimal level of enforcement. 

Smokefree cars would infringe on the rights of smokers 

This argument assumes that the rights of an adult to smoke around a child outweigh the 
rights of a child to breathe clean air that won’t make them sick. 

Surely the relatively minor inconvenience the ban would cause smokers – having to smoke 
before or after a journey with children, or to pull over on long journeys just as they would if 
they needed a break or refreshments – is worth it to protect children from illnesses that can 
result from second-hand smoke? 

If the government starts telling parents they can’t smoke around 
children, soon they will telling them what they can feed them 

Even though too much salt, sugar and fat is bad for children, a certain amount of each is 
actually necessary for their health. 

This is not true with second-hand smoke, which is never good for children. It is therefore 
much clearer to say exposing a child to second-hand smoke in cars is wrong, and that we 
have a duty to do what we can to prevent it. 

For many years New Zealand has waged expensive educational campaigns urging smokers 
not to expose children to tobacco smoke in vehicles and homes. While many smokers 
observe this advice, ultimately these voluntary measures fail to protect all children. A recent 
University of Otago Wellington Study found that a well-resourced local smokefree cars 
campaign was only successful in halving the number of people smoking in cars carrying 
children.14 The researchers concluded that achieving fully smokefree vehicles would require 
national-level smokefree vehicle legislation. 
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