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Asian herbal-tobacco cigarettes: ‘‘not medicine but less
harmful’’?
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Objective: To describe the development and health claims of Asian herbal-tobacco cigarettes.
Methods: Analysis of international news sources, company websites, and the transnational tobacco
companies’ (TTC) documents. PubMed searches of herbs and brands.
Results: Twenty-three brands were identified, mainly from China. Many products claimed to relieve
respiratory symptoms and reduce toxins, with four herb-only products advertised for smoking cessation. No
literature was found to verify the health claims, except one Korean trial of an herb-only product. Asian herbal-
tobacco cigarettes were initially produced by China by the 1970s and introduced to Japan in the 1980s.
Despite initial news about research demonstrating a safer cigarette, the TTC analyses of these cigarettes
suggest that these early products were not palatable and had potentially toxic cardiovascular effects. By the
late 1990s, China began producing more herbal-tobacco cigarettes in a renewed effort to reduce harmful
constituents in cigarettes. After 2000, tobacco companies from Korea, Taiwan, and Thailand began
producing similar products. Tobacco control groups in Japan, Taiwan, and Thailand voiced concern over the
health claims of herbal-tobacco products. In 2005, China designated two herbal-tobacco brands as key for
development.
Conclusion: Asian herbal-tobacco cigarettes claim to reduce harm, but no published literature is available to
verify these claims or investigate unidentified toxicities. The increase in Asian herbal-tobacco cigarette
production by 2000 coincides with the Asian tobacco companies’ regular scientific meetings with TTCs and
their interest in harm reduction. Asia faces additional challenges in tobacco control with these culturally
concordant products that may discourage smokers from quitting.

S
moking in Asia has become a public health crisis, with
East Asian countries having 38% of the world’s smokers.1

The high smoking prevalence is complicated by the fact
that many countries have state-run tobacco monopolies,
including China, with 360 million smokers.2 Japan Tobacco
International is the world’s 3rd largest transnational tobacco
company and is 2/3 owned by the Ministry of Finance.3 Korea,
Taiwan, and Thailand all have had tobacco monopolies as
well.4–6 The entry of transnational tobacco companies (TTCs)
into the Asian markets in the 1980s has led to higher rates of
cigarette consumption than would have been otherwise
expected with the native tobacco monopolies alone;7 the TTCs
are now particularly interested in entering the large Chinese
market.8 9

Asian herbs have been used for medicinal purposes for
centuries10 and, beginning in 2000, several Asian countries
started producing cigarettes that combine these herbs with
tobacco. (The herbs used in Western herbal cigarettes, in
contrast, use ingredients such as hazel and rose petals that are
not considered medicinal nor are mixed with tobacco.11 12)
Asian herbal-tobacco cigarettes may appeal to Asian smokers
who believe they are deriving a health benefit from smoking
these products. Correspondingly, the TTCs and a 2001 Institute
of Medicine report have encouraged the creation of potentially
reduced exposure products (PREPs), which may deliver fewer
toxins to smokers who are unwilling or unable to quit.13 The
strategy of product modification as a form of tobacco control
has been criticised by some public health groups and
researchers, however, because there is no evidence of a public
health benefit at the population level14 15 and this strategy may
discourage current smokers from quitting.16

Little is known about Asian herbal-tobacco cigarettes, so
we sought to describe their development and product

characteristics by examining international news accounts and
internet sites for product descriptions and health claims. We
also used the TTCs documents to determine the level of
awareness and interest in the development of these products.
Asian herbal-tobacco cigarettes that claim to reduce the harms
of smoking have been developed in China since the 1970s and
the TTCs have been tracking these products since the 1980s. In
2000, other Asian countries tried to develop similar products,
which coincides with efforts by the TTCs17 to work with Asian
tobacco companies in promoting their ‘‘harm reduction’’
strategy in Asia.

METHODS
We collected brand information from news accounts published
between January 1999 and June 2005 through www.tobac-
co.org, a tobacco control website that collects international
news. Further searches of accounts between January 2000 and
June 2005 were conducted in China’s tobacco news website
(www.tobaccochina.com), for which we translated articles
from Chinese into English if necessary. The search engine
www.google.com was used to locate information on specific
brands and Asian herbal-tobacco cigarette companies. Herbal-
tobacco cigarettes for which we could not locate any informa-
tion except brand names were excluded.

To gather transnational tobacco company information about
these products, we searched previously secret tobacco industry
documents made public through litigation in the US. The

Abbreviations: ARTIST, Asian Regional Tobacco Industry Scientists Team;
JTS, Japan Tobacco & Salt Public Corporation; KFDA, Korean Food and
Drug Administration; PREP, potentially reduced exposure product; TTC,
transnational tobacco company; TTWMB, Taiwan Tobacco and Wine
Monopoly Bureau
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University of California San Francisco Legacy Tobacco
Documents website (legacy.library.ucsf.edu) and British
American Tobacco Documents Archive (bat.library.ucsf.edu)
contain 45 million pages of internal tobacco industry docu-
ments. Searches using standardised techniques, such as
narrowed searches using Boolean terms and snowball techni-
ques of surrounding Bates identification document numbers,
were completed between July 2003 and June 2005. Keyword
searches included ‘‘herbal cigarette,’’ specific brand names,
cigarette companies, and herbs.

To investigate the clinical effects of the herbs, we searched
PubMed for herbs and brand names. We did not search
additional Asian scientific publications due to language and
access barriers. Through one of the Korean herb-only products’
websites,18 we followed a link to KoreaMed,19 a Korean search
engine in English similar to PubMed, and conducted further
searches; we did not find a similar search engine for other
countries.

RESULTS
Overview
We found 40 international news articles on China, one on
Japan, four on Korea, one on Taiwan, and two on Thailand.
From the tobacco company documents, we found 119 docu-
ments on China, 32 on Japan, seven on Korea, five on Taiwan,
and none on Thailand relating to herbal-tobacco cigarettes. The
TTC documents provided early news accounts and TTC activities
regarding China, Japan, and Taiwan. The international news
articles helped describe Chinese, Korean, and Thai products
after 1999. Most information on South Korean products is
collected from company websites.

We identified 23 brands of Asian herbal-tobacco cigarettes
produced between 1959 and 2004 (Table 1): 15 made in China,
six in South Korea, and one each in Taiwan and Thailand.

Eleven brands list a primary herbal ingredient and eight
brands report a mixture of herbs, which are not necessarily
disclosed. Only four of the 23 brands explicitly state they
contain herbs only. Two brands do not contain a typical herb:
one product has loess, the top layer of silt soil, and another
product has selenium-rich tobacco leaves. Among the 18 Asian
medicinal herbs listed as ingredients, ginseng was the herbal
product most commonly used (four brands) followed by
Apocynum venetum (two brands). While the products do not
necessarily describe how their ingredients are combined, four
methods have been described by Chinese scientists: herbal
extracts mixed with tobacco leaf (most common), herbs directly
mixed with tobacco leaf, herbal extracts sprayed on shredded
tobacco, or herbal extracts sprayed directly on the acetate fibre
of the filter.21

The health claims of the Asian herbal-tobacco cigarettes
ranged from reducing smoking-related symptoms and health
risks to assisting in smoking cessation (table 1). Most brands
(21 of 23) state they reduce harmful substances (for example,
nicotine, tar, carbon monoxide, carcinogens, mutagens) in the
cigarettes. Health claims include 12 brands that relieve
respiratory symptoms, 10 that reduce toxic substances like
carcinogens or tar, four that protect internal organs, and three
that boost immunity. Four brands, which contain herbs only,
were advertised as smoking substitutes or cessation aids. We
could not find any health claim information for two brands.

We conducted a PubMed search of the 21 herbal ingredients,
and no literature was found about the efficacy of inhaling or
combusting herbs or in combination with tobacco. We found an
English abstract of a Korean randomised controlled trial42

through KoreaMed19 for one herb-only product through its
company’s website.18 No other relevant literature was found on
KoreaMed. Other literature in PubMed suggested effects,

mostly dietary, for smoking-induced damage. Green tea, tea
polyphenol, and other Chinese herbs (Scutellaria barbata,
Hedyotis diffusa wildi, Xihuangwan) reportedly inhibited
damage to DNA in lymphocytes caused by the total particulate
matter extracted from cigarette tar, and the authors from
Shandong Medical University’s Department of Environmental
Health recommend injecting the material into cigarettes.47 (We
did not find products listing these Chinese herbs.) Other
literature on dietary consumption of green tea48 49 and red
ginseng50 suggest a potential dietary role for cancer prevention
with smoking.

China: leading producer
Between 1959 and the early 1970s, China was the first country
to develop herbal-tobacco cigarettes, initially for treating
asthma and bronchitis patients. Nanjin Herbal Company was
the first to make YangJinHua brand by mixing Flos daturae
herb with tobacco to treat asthma.20 21 Tianjin Cigarette Factory
developed another brand Anti-Asthma in the early 1970s with
an unknown herbal ingredient. According to a 2002 Chinese
news article,20 Tianjin hospital had observed these Anti-Asthma
cigarettes to be 98.6% effective in relieving symptoms of asthma
and bronchitis among 140 asthmatic patients. However, the
production was small and the cigarettes required a prescription
for medical use.

Similar to these early products but not requiring prescrip-
tions, China’s two oldest major herbal-tobacco brands, Changle
and Zhongnanhai, reportedly lessened the smoking-related
symptoms of habitual smokers. As reported in a Japanese news
article entitled ‘‘China Develops ‘‘Safe Cigaret’’ Reputed to Have
Medicinal Effect Versus Heart Disease and High Blood
Pressure,’’25 Beijing Cigarette Factory collaborated in 1973 with
China Medical Institute, Beijing University No.2 Hospital, and
Beijing Municipal Science Committee in a six year project to
develop an herbal-tobacco cigarette for smokers.25 The cigar-
ettes were not initially favoured by customers because of the
bitter taste.38 In 1979, the final formula was improved by
mixing 99% tobacco with 1–1.5% Apocynum venetum to create
the herbal-tobacco cigarettes Changle and Zhongnanhai.25 38

(These products reportedly received a US. patent in 1986,21 51

although we did not find any evidence that these products were
available in the US.)

In 1980, Philip Morris received an invitation to visit from
Beijing Cigarette Factory, who reported that their product
Changle had harm reducing properties.52 Philip Morris files
contain a summary document describing research by Beijing’s
Chao Yang Hospital on Changle, entitled ‘‘Observation on
treatment of chronic bronchitis with cigarette containing
extratum of Chinese medical herbs and its influence to
pulmonary functions.’’53 The study had 100 subjects, half of
which were randomly assigned to smoke the herbal-tobacco
cigarette for 2 months. According to the document, 65.9% of
the Changle group reported the product ‘‘markedly effective’’
compared to 23.8% of the regular cigarettes,53 and ‘‘markedly
effective’’ was specified in a separate news article as some relief
with less coughing and phlegm.22 The patients were given a
complete physical exam, a hematologic exam, and a pulmonary
function test; only ‘‘slight improvement’’ in pulmonary func-
tion was noted for the Changle group.53 (The tobacco
documents do not provide further detail about the various
tests performed, nor do they specify what ‘‘slight improve-
ments’’ mean.) We did not find evidence that Philip Morris
visited Beijing, but they tracked the products’ success: Changle
and Zhongnanhai were distributed in China and Hong Kong by
1982 and in Japan by 1986.25 By 1988, 45 of China’s 145
cigarette factories produced 52 brands of herbal-tobacco
cigarettes, with the Beijing-made cigarettes being the best
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sellers, and China’s herbal-tobacco cigarettes had an output of
42.5 million cartons in 1987.21

Various global news accounts collected by the TTCs described
Changle as ‘‘health promoting’’ with less coughing, decreased
phlegm production, curative properties for bronchitis, and
restored lung function; these news accounts also included
testimonials of customers feeling less cough and discomfort
after smoking Changle.22–26 While news accounts focused on the
health benefits, the clinical trial investigator at the Beijing
hospital warned in a tobacco industry trade journal Tobacco
International that the cigarettes were still not helpful to one’s
health.22 A researcher from China’s tobacco monopoly also

stated that, ‘‘‘‘Medicinal cigarette’’ is not a proper name. We
prefer to call it ‘‘new cigarette.’’ It’s not medicine. It remains a
cigarette, still harmful, but less so.’’21

Three TTCs investigated these Chinese herbal-tobacco cigar-
ette products for their components. Brown &Williamson’s
product development department was the first to test Changle
in 1982, and found that the Apocynum herb contained
glycosides, a powerful cardiotonic agent similar to digitoxin.
The taste seemed unacceptable to US. smokers, as ‘‘the
organoleptic sensations range from metallic, sour and fishy
with the first puffs, to salty, fecal, and bitter with the final
puffs.’’30 A memo sent to Brown & Williamson’s Director of

Table 1 Description of Asian Herbal-Tobacco Cigarette Brands and Health Claims

Brand (translation) Herb* Country Year Produced Health Claim

Anti-Asthma20 21 Unknown China 1970 Relieves asthma
Changle22–26 (‘‘Long Happiness’’) 1% Apocynum venetum China 1982 Reduces toxic substances and nicotine

Relieves bronchitis, cough, and asthma
Green Oriental27 18 herbs China 2004 Raises immunity

Protects kidney
Reduces phlegm production

‘‘Guocao’’28 (Name of company) Herb only: Mugwort
(Artemisia vulgans) and
other herbs

China 2003 Cigarette substitute
Relieves asthma and phlegm
Increase immunity
Fever relief and sedation
Protect liver and gallbladder
Reduce blood pressure

Hsiang Yang Ginseng29 Ginseng China 1986 Unknown
JinJian30 (export name of Changle) 1% Apocynum venetum China 1982 Reduces toxic substances and nicotine

Relieves bronchitis, cough, and asthma
JiangShan31 (‘‘River & Mountain’’) herbaceous peony,

thorowax, curculigo
rhizome, longspur
epimedium

China 2000 Reduces tar level

JinSheng32 (‘‘Golden Saint’’) Herbal mixture China 1996 Reduce free radicals and harmful substances
Protects kidneys

KangXi33 (Name of Emperor) Tropaeolum peregrinum China 2000 Reduces harmful substances
Protects lung and liver
Relieves cough, phlegm, and inflammation

Puleye34 Puleye herbal extract China 2001 Reduces carcinogens, mutagenicity and acute toxicity
QunYingHui35 (‘‘Elite’’) 18 herbs China 2004 Reduces harmful substance
Wuyeshen36 (‘‘Five-leaf Magic’’) ‘‘Shennong extracting

liquid’’
China 2000 Reduces carcinogenic substances (including nitrous

ammonia and nicotine)
Readjusts immune system
Reduces oxidative and mutagenic injury
Reduces cough, sore throat

YangJinHua 20 21 (Name of herb
Flos daturae)

50% Flos daturae China 1959 Relieves asthma

YiXing37 (‘‘Changing Stars’’) 40 herbs only: radix
ginseng, fos caryophylli,
herba menthae, and
radix polygalae

China 1997 Cigarette substitute
Relieves fatigue, cough, and sputum production

Zhenxi32 (‘‘Precious Selenium’’) Selenium-rich tobacco
leaf

China 1996 Reduces levels of tar, benzo(a)pyren, and free radicals

Zhongnanhai 25 38 (Name of
place where emperor lives)

Apocynum venetum China 1982 Treats tracheitis and pulmonary heart disease, phlegm,
and cough
Reduces side effects from tar, nicotine, and carbon
monoxide

Blue39 Herb only: Artemisia
absinthium

Korea 2002 Cigarette substitute
Increases blood circulation
‘‘Purification effect’’ with simultaneous cigarette use

Figo Super Lights40 Loess Korea 2002 Reduces harmful components like nicotine, tar, carbon
monoxide.

GT39 Green tea Korea 2003 Removes harmful components like carcinogens
NosmoQ41 42 (‘‘Herb that stops
smoking’’)

Herb only: Eucommia
ulmoldes

Korea 1996 Smoking cessation

Sante Luxury43 50 substances including
ginseng and honey

Korea 2003 Unknown

V43 Lao herbs Korea 2004 Reduced lung and throat irritation
SINOX 10044 10 herbs including

Eriobotrya japonica
and Pericarpium Citri
Reticulatae.

Taiwan 1999 Helps respiratory system

Herbal Krongthip45 46 Andrographis paniculata Thailand 2000 Relieves throat irritation
Increases saliva production

* Herb and tobacco combined, unless otherwise indicated as herb only.
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Research and Development advised not to pursue further
investigation of Changle (also called by its export name
JinJian), given the difficulties in evaluation and negative
product aspects:

‘‘Verifying the health claims for JinJian cigarettes is beyond
the scope of this examination. Lacking the extract, the
purported reductions in carbon monoxide and nicotine are
also impossible to verify. Additionally, the negative smoke
quality of the cigarettes offers no incentive for continued
interest. Most importantly, the toxicity of the extract
precludes its usefulness. For these reasons, no further work
is planned.’’30

Likewise, R.J. Reynolds compared the cigarette smoke
condensates of these Chinese products with their own products,
using an Ames bioassay, and found that the smoke condensate
of JinJian and Zhongnanhai were ‘‘no less mutagenic than that
from normal cigarettes.’’54 Philip Morris sent packs of Changle
and another brand (Liushuiyan) to its Research and
Development office in 1987.25 Philip Morris tests reported that
the smoke components of the cigarettes did not differ from that
of Marlboro, but Changle contained trace levels of atropine.55 In
1994, Philip Morris continued reporting about these products,
such as smoke and filter components, as part of their tracking
efforts on various Asian market products.56–59

In June 1997, TTC representatives were invited to a China
tobacco monopoly meeting about ‘‘accomplishments in the
reduction of harmful constituents in cigarettes’’, which
included an update about China’s herbal-tobacco cigarettes.32

One TTC scientific representative, Mingda Zheng, reported back
to Philip Morris that various short-term animal and clinical
trials had been performed in China on these herbal-tobacco
cigarettes, but that the Chinese hosts admitted: ‘‘[t]he main
obstacles in the development of such cigarettes were reported to
be in maintaining the effectiveness of the medicinal materials
after burning and the potential effects of the medicinal
ingredients on flavour.’’32 Highlights reported at the meeting
included a low tar version of Zhongnanhai that had been
produced since the end of 1995, and ‘‘about 5000 ‘‘large cases’’
have been ‘‘exported’’ (destination not quoted) by the end of
1996.’’32 The product Zhenxi from Hubei province was reported
at the meeting to be ‘‘10 times higher in selenium, 19.5% lower
in tar, 22.5% lower in benzo(a)pyrene, and 27.1% lower in free
radicals as compared to control cigarettes made with tobacco
leaves from other sources.’’32 The product JinSheng had won a
gold medal from the 24th Geneva Exhibition of New
Technologies and New Inventions.32 In a separate report,
Philip Morris noted it was the first herbal-tobacco cigarette
launched in the Hong Kong market in 1996 as a luxury class
(Hong Kong $26).60 Developed with the Jiangxi University of
Traditional Chinese Medicine, Jinsheng had sold a record
200,000 cartons from 1995–2003, with profits and taxes
reaching 4.8 billion yuan.61 Exports to the Southeast Asian
markets exceeded US$700 000.62

Products developed after 2000 were reported by
TobaccoChina.com to have demonstrated health benefits often
through scientific research collaborations, although no scien-
tific publications were named or found in PubMed: Wuyeshen,
KangXi, JiangShan, Puleye, QunYingHui, and Green
Oriental.27 34 35 63–66 News articles reported research on the
toxicity, pharmacology, and effect of the product Wuyeshen
had been conducted over 3 years by various state-level
organisations: China Academy of Medical Sciences, China
Diseases Prevention and Control Centre, China Academy of
Military Medical Sciences, the Union Medical University, the
State Centre for Test and Analysis, the Animal Research

Institute of China Academy of Sciences, and the state
Zhengzhou Tobacco Research Institute.65 One news article
stated that the research on Wuyeshen demonstrated it reduced
the harms of smoking:

Research results showed that the natural herbal extract 1)
has no toxic side effects, causes no addiction, and is good
for chronic use, 2) dramatically suppresses the toxic effects of
the carcinogen in cigarettes, 3) greatly reduces the content of
nitrosamine and nitrosamine by 61.5% compared to regular
cigarettes, 4) has antimutagenic effects according to SCE
testing (with human lymphatic cells), 5) produces less toxicity
to mice which ingested the product into the stomach, 6) and
repairs a damaged respiratory tract. 7) Mice that smoked 70
Wuyeshen had a survival rate of 100%, compared with the
15% when smoking regular cigarettes. For secondhand
smoke, it reduces the toxic effects to mice and increases
survival dramatically, 8) stops coughing, dyspnea, phlegm
production, and improves circulation.[translated by author]36

(No literature in PubMed was found to verify these findings.)
A news article reported that the product Kangxi had been
evaluated by Beijing Medical University,65 who demonstrated
that the ‘‘tar level of the product reduced 60% and the amount
of pyrene benzene and benzal acid amine declined 55.3% and
28.6% separately.’’65 Furthermore, after rats smoked the
product for 40 days, ‘‘lung pathology’’ was demonstrated in
83.3% of the control group but only 9.1% of the Kangxi group,
comparable to normal animals.33 The product JiangShan was
evaluated by the Zhengzhou Tobacco Research Institute, Xi’an
Transportation University, Tianjin Traditional Chinese
Medicine Institute, and Element Research Institute of Nankai
University; a news article reported these organisations demon-
strated that JiangShan reduced harmful substances through
their ‘‘animal toxicity studies.’’31 The product Puleye had an
herbal extract that was developed by Harbin Jindu Pule
Industrial Co. Ltd. after ten years of research, and a news
article stated Puleye’s effectiveness at controlling environmen-
tal carcinogens and tar in smoke was ‘‘proven’’ after six years of
experiments conducted by Kunming Animal Research Institute
of China Academy of Sciences, the Environmental Sanitation
Monitoring Institute of China Sciences Academy for Prevention
Medical Science, and Harbin Medical University.34 A news
article reported that the product QunYingHui had been tested
by the Zhengzhou Tobacco Research Institute to conclude that
‘‘the content of acrylamide and nitroso in deferred smoke’’ were
lower than other cigarettes by 30–50%.35 The news also reported
that the product Green Oriental had used ‘‘up-to-date
technology’’ to reduce the harmful components, and the
brand’s green feature symbolised ‘‘environmental protection.’’27

Two herb-only products have been promoted as cigarette
cessation aids. The ‘‘Guocao healthcare smoking product,’’
developed by Nanyang Guocao Science & Technology
Development Co., was reported in the news to have ‘‘been
designated as a substitute product for cigarette [sic] by China
Association of Smoking and Health, which agrees that the
successful development of the product will help many Chinese
smokers reduce the harmness[sic] caused by smoking and even
abandon [sic] smoking habit for increase of health.’’28 The
second product, Yixing, developed by Henan TianSheng Science
Development Limited Company, looks like a cigarette but uses
the inhalation of herbs without burning it. The company
website stated the effect ‘‘makes nicotine start to release and
excrete from the body … and the addiction to nicotine is thus
rooted up … without any withdrawal symptoms’’; 6 days of 24
pieces is advertised as helping one quit or else 2–3 pieces a day
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for one week as helping one reduce cigarette consumption.37

The company’s website also shows a ‘‘certificate of FDA
clearance is awarded in August 1998’’ into the United
States.37 While this ‘‘FDA certification’’ could be misunderstood
as an approval of health claims, the certification only refers to
importation.

At least two Chinese brands have appeared in the US.
market, and may become more widespread as China con-
solidates and promotes its cigarette brands. In June 2005,
Wuyeshen was sold in San Francisco, California for US$4.50
per pack. Another brand Hsiang Yang Ginseng was reported by
PM in 1996 to have been available in New York’s Chinatown
since 1986.29 In 2005, Jinsheng and Zhongnanhai have both
been identified by China’s State Tobacco Monopoly Association
as two of the ‘‘Top 36 Chinese Cigarette Brands’’ designated for
development out of China’s hundreds of brands.67 (Detailed
market share is not released by the Chinese government.)
Jinsheng already has an annual production of 70 000 cases (3.5
billion cigarettes) in 2003.68 The Zhongnanhai brand name has
already reached ‘‘US$244 million in its intangible assets in
2001’’ per its company’s website.69

Japan: importing chinese products
Japan’s interest in Chinese herbal-tobacco cigarettes started in
1984, as documented through news articles Philip Morris
collected.70 The Japan Tobacco & Salt Public Corporation (JTS)
was the state monopoly that controlled the Japanese market at
the time. According to a Japanese news article,70 JTS learned
about Zhongnanhai and requested that Japanese delegates to
Beijing bring back a sample. Initially the delegates were
unsuccessful because of the reported secrecy and limited
distribution of the brand, but eventually a sample was obtained
from a Beijing cigarette factory. JTS analysed the product,
detecting that the tobacco leaves were soaked in the herb
Apocynum venetum and contained an atropine-like com-
pound.71 The pack had a printed notice: ‘‘This new product is
safe for use and effective in loosening phlegm and suppressing
coughs.’’ The news article concluded that the Chinese brand
would be helpful in developing future Japanese products.70

While three Chinese brands were reportedly sold in Japan,72

Japan apparently did not develop its own herbal-tobacco
cigarettes. Zhongnanhai and Changle (translated as
Chunankai and Choraku in Japanese) were sold in Japan in
1986, with Japan importing 355 000 cartons worth US$800 000
in the first 8 months.38 Changle’s export brand, JinJian, was
available in Japan by 1992,73 but was discontinued for
unknown reasons by 1993.74 Although the market was
relatively small in Japan (market share 0.09%),72 both
Zhongnanhai and JinJian were still sold in 2000.75 76 One
possible reason Japan did not develop its own herbal-tobacco
cigarettes is that in 1988 after the Chinese products were
introduced, a Japanese ‘‘civic group…issued an open letter to
importers and distributors of tobacco products questioning the
contents of Chinese herbal-tobacco cigarettes billed in Japan as
‘‘health cigarettes’’’’; Japan’s Anti-Smoking Information Centre
also stated that any tobacco containing tar and nicotine ‘‘is
unhealthy.’’77

South Korea: mixed health claims
In 1996, an herb-only cigarette called NosmoQ, whose Korean
name ‘‘Kumyeoncho’’ means ‘‘herb that stops smoking,’’ was
created with Eucommia ulmodes by a private company 3G Care.
Philip Morris learned of news accounts reporting that the
Korean Food and Drug Administration (KFDA) approved of
NosmoQ as a smoking cessation aid in 2001, after the Korean
Ministry of Health and Welfare had reclassified all smoking
cessation products as drugs in 2000.41 According to the news,

NosmoQ was tested in the KFDA labs and found not to be
harmful to ‘‘neural, genetic, or immune systems.’’41 Upon
hearing about the KFDA approval of NosmoQ, the vice
president of PM Worldwide Scientific Affairs was alerted to
‘‘present to the Korean FDA our [Philip Morris] thinking
regarding development and assessment of potentially harm-
reduced products.’’41 However, we did not find any evidence of
further action.

A research publication in the Journal of Korean Academic
Family Medicine concluded that NosmoQ was similarly
effective in helping people quit smoking when compared to
nicotine patches.42 Conducted by Dankook University professor
YS Cheong, the abstract describes a 6 month randomised
clinical trial of 200 volunteers that reported no significant
difference in quitting between participants using NosmoQ and
nicotine patches after 1 month (54.5% vs. 50.7%, p = 0.64),
3 months (41.4% vs. 39.4%, p = 0.87), and 6 months (38.8% vs.
35.2%, p = 0.75). Adverse effects in using NosmoQ included
nausea (25.5%), coughing (6.1%), dizziness (5.1%), and
palpitation (1.0%).42 The article stated that Dankook
University provided research funds, while the company donated
samples of the product.

Four herbal-tobacco cigarettes with tobacco have been
produced since 2002 after the privatisation of the Korea
Tobacco and Ginseng state monopoly. The brands Figo, GT, V,
and Sante Luxury were developed by biotechnology and trade
companies.43 Instead of being promoted as a smoking cessation
aid like NosmoQ (a herb-only cigarette), these cigarettes were
promoted as reducing the harms of smoking. Figo’s addition of
loess, the top layer of silt soil, purportedly ‘‘reduces the smoke
by 1/3 to 1/4 via the filtering effect of the loess,’’40 as stated by
the company website. Another brand GT was made by soaking
the tobacco leaves in green tea nine times, with the company
website claiming that GT ‘‘doesn’t contain any harmful
components like carcinogenic material thanks to the catechine
ingredients of green tea so consumers [sic] feel free to smoke
without considering the [sic] health.’’39 A news article reported
that the product V claimed to not hurt smokers’ lungs and
throat as regular cigarettes do, and that Sante Luxury was made
of 50 herbal substances (no health claims were listed).43 Blue,
an herb-only cigarette made of Artemisia absinthium, is
produced by the same company that produces GT and
advertised in the company website that it ‘‘helps you easily
quit smoking.’’39 Blue and Figo were advertised to be sold in the
US. in 2002 and 2003 respectively.78–80

Taiwan and Thailand: short-lived efforts
The Taiwan Tobacco and Wine Monopoly Bureau (TTWMB)
developed its first herbal-tobacco brand, SINOX 100, in 1999.
According to news articles collected by Philip Morris,44 81 the
TTWMB had been exploring the potential of herbal-tobacco
cigarettes since 1988. In response to the increase in imported
regular cigarettes and the growing anti-smoking campaign in
Taiwan, TTWMB officials wanted the ‘‘healthy’’ cigarette to
help regain lost market share with reversing the negative image
of smoking. However, smokers reported it tasted like a light
cigarette and thought that chain smokers would find it
unsatisfactory.44 The anti-smoking group John Tung
Foundation also stated that herbal-tobacco cigarettes could be
as hazardous as regular cigarettes and that the burning of
tobacco was still detrimental to health.44

The Thailand Tobacco Monopoly developed its herbal-tobacco
brand Herbal Krongthip in 2000.45 46 The cigarettes contained
Andrographis paninculata oil, an herbal product traditionally
used to treat cold symptoms for its soothing effects on sore
throat. The additives were proposed to increase saliva secretion
and thus relieve throat irritation from smoking. The monopoly
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wanted Herbal Krongthip to help with the decrease in cigarette
sales, which was attributed to an increasing health conscious-
ness and the country’s economic crisis.46 In response, Thailand’s
Action on Smoking and Health Foundation stated that the new
product would attract consumers to smoke more and therefore
increase the rate of addiction.45 The monopoly denied that its
aim was to increase smoking, asserting that the herbal-tobacco
brand gave consumers a new flavour choice and would not
mislead smokers to think that the cigarettes contained
medicine.45 46 Herbal Krongthip was advertised for US$3.80 in
an internet catalogue, which now states sales were stopped in
2002.82

DISCUSSION
Asian herbal-tobacco cigarettes, which incorporate Asian herbs
traditionally used for medicinal purposes, were initially
produced by China, introduced to Japan, and later produced
by Korea, Taiwan, and Thailand. Many products claimed to
relieve respiratory symptoms and reduce toxins, with four herb-
only products advertised for smoking cessation. No literature
was found to verify the health claims, except one Korean trial of
an herb-only product. Despite initial news about research
demonstrating a safer cigarette, the TTC analyses of these
cigarettes suggest that these early products were not palatable
and had agents that had potentially toxic cardiovascular effects.
By the late 1990s, China began producing more herbal-tobacco
cigarettes in a renewed effort to reduce harmful constituents in
cigarettes. After 2000, tobacco companies from Korea, Taiwan,
and Thailand began producing similar products. Tobacco
control groups in Japan, Taiwan, and Thailand voiced concern
over the health claims of herbal-tobacco products. In 2005, the
China State Tobacco Monopoly Association designated
Jinsheng and Zhongnanhai as two of its top 36 brands for
development out of hundreds of brands. These herbal-tobacco
products will likely continue to grow in market share in China
and abroad, although this will be difficult to track since China
does not release market share information.

The resurgence in Asian herbal-tobacco cigarette production
with different Asian countries coincides with the awareness of
the Asian tobacco companies about the smoking and health
regulatory issues challenging the TTCs. Since 1996, the TTCs,
led by Philip Morris, held regular meetings with scientific
representatives from all of these countries as an inter-industry
Asian Regional Tobacco Industry Scientists Team (ARTIST);
Philip Morris hoped ARTIST would help ‘‘to move our reduced
harm efforts forward.’’17 The Korean NosmoQ product had
alerted Philip Morris’ scientific executives into initiating a
discussion with the Korean Food and Drug Administration
about the TTCs plans for ‘‘potentially reduced exposure
products’’ (PREPs).41 It is unclear why Japan never produced
an Asian herbal-tobacco cigarette but Japan Tobacco, who has
collaborated closely with Philip Morris on smoking and health
regulatory issues since the 1980s,83 may have shared similar
concerns about the success of the products. Instead, PREPs
were made for the Japanese market in 1996 by R.J. Reynolds
Tobacco (whose international division was later bought by
Japan Tobacco) called Salem Pianissimo, a cigarette with less
smell and smoke that targeted the ‘‘clean’’ aspect of Japanese
culture.84 (Most smokers, however, who have tried the PREPs
do not like them.85)

Concerns about the health effects of the Asian herbal-tobacco
cigarettes may also have affected the development or promotion
of these products. Public interest groups in Japan, Taiwan, and
Thailand had questioned whether these products could be
deemed healthy when tar and nicotine were still part of the
product. Other health effects from combusting herbs have not
been thoroughly investigated, nor has the consequence of

having compounds like digitoxin and atropine in the herbal-
tobacco cigarettes.30 55 Flos datura, an anticholinergic herb used
by the early Chinese YangJinHua brand, is thought to cause the
majority of poisonings after ingesting Chinese herbal medicine,
and some ginseng preparations might be adulterated with
scopolamine and other herbs.86 Cardiovascular toxic effects may
not require large doses as demonstrated by ma huang, an
herbal dietary supplement of ephedrine.87

The quality of the reported research on these herbal-tobacco
products is difficult to determine, since the news articles,
tobacco documents, and company websites do not provide more
than general summaries of the studies evaluating these
products. The health claims were legitimised, mostly for
Chinese products, by listing collaborators as being health or
research organisations. We did not find scientific publications
to help verify the products’ health claims either, except for the
Korean randomised controlled trial of the herbal-only product
in KoreaMed. This lack of literature likely reflects that the study
quality of Chinese herbal medicines are generally poor in
methodology and analysis, even in Chinese language journals,
as reported in a review88 of published clinical trials of Chinese
herbal medicines for acute respiratory infections.

The history of menthol cigarettes may provide insight into
the future of Asian herbal-tobacco cigarettes. Early menthol
cigarettes such as Kool were promoted as ‘‘healthier’’ specialty
brands89 that can ‘‘soothe and comfort the throat.’’90 Claims
related to health were prominent in early advertisements, and
smokers responded by switching from regular cigarettes in
hopes to reduce their health risk.91 In 1952, several articles on
smoking-related cancer risks were published, and by the mid
1950s, explicit health references were removed from advertise-
ments to avoid reminding people about the health conse-
quences of smoking,89 although the medicinal connotation of
menthol remained.90 By 1956, menthol brands like Salem and
Newport entered the market and were promoted as brands with
an alternative flavour rather than a medicinal effect.89 Asian
herbal-tobacco cigarettes may similarly evolve by removing or
downplaying health claims, such as with the Thailand product,
but remain intrinsically appealing to smokers.

Limitations
We did not obtain direct information from the different Asian
tobacco companies, nor did we search news sources in all the
Asian languages. We also did not search additional Asian
scientific publications beyond our PubMed search, which
includes Asian language publications, to verify the reported
scientific and clinical product effects or herbal actions. Future
investigation can determine market share and smokers’
attitudes for these products.

What this paper adds

Asian herbal-tobacco cigarettes, which incorporate Asian
herbs traditionally used for medicinal purposes, make unsub-
stantiated claims to reduce harmful health effects associated
with tobacco. Initially produced in China by the 1970s, more
herbal-tobacco products have been produced by China in the
late 1990s and Korea, Taiwan and Thailand since 2000. A few
herb-only cigarettes suggest they help with smoking cessation.
The increase in Asian herbal-tobacco cigarette production by
2000 coincides with the Asian tobacco companies’ regular
scientific meetings with TTCs and their interest in harm
reduction.
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Conclusion
The future market for Asian herbal-tobacco cigarettes may play
a role in sustaining smoking acceptability in Asia. The World
Health Organisation’s Framework Convention on Tobacco
Control, which all the Asian countries discussed here have
ratified,92 does not specifically address harm reduced products.
With the world’s largest number of smokers, Asia faces
additional challenges in tobacco control with these culturally
concordant tobacco products that may discourage smokers
from quitting.
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