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To Dr. Margaret Chan

Director-General

World Health Organisation

October 17, 2013

Your Excellency,

As civil society organisations that oppose corruption and committed themselves to the fight for human rights, transparency and accountable public life, Hungarian Civil Liberties Union, and K-Monitor watchdog for public funds recognize with growing concern that the presentation of World No Tobacco Day Award to Hungarian premier Viktor Orban on October 8, 2013 gave occasion to the Hungarian government to condone its inglorious role in the much disputed redistribution of tobacco retail licenses and label those who voiced concerns as promoters of tobacco companies’ interests. 

We of course applaud the government for its undoubted accomplishments in the area of tobacco control, such as the widening of the ban on public smoking and the intransigent enforcement of the ban. However we must draw attention to a different narrative of tobacco control in Hungary. We believe that the alleged aim to limit smoking among the youth served only as an excuse to the introduction of a new law on tobacco retailing (entered into force on July 15, 2013), the harmful broader context of which actually sheds light on the controversies of honouring Mr. Orban.  

The new regime of tobacco retail redefined the legal and economic framework of tobacco retail licenses on the basis of nationalizing the tobacco concession. Upon the government’s decision to do so a tender was launched for the tobacco retail licenses and when the winning bids were published strong voices of doubts and obstruction were shown in the media because the results seemed ungrounded. The details of the tender remain closed to the public as the government refused to release the bids, the system for evaluating the bids and the points of the winning bids, which left the process of tendering hidden from the public and gave rise to corruption concerns. The undersigned parties of this letter along with news portals prepared to file a data request concerning information on the details of the tender. 

In not more than 24 hours following their public announcement of the intent to submit the request, two members of the governing party faction in Parliament proposed an amendment to the law on freedom of information to allow government agencies to refuse data requests, provided that servicing these would be an undue burden. As the timing makes it evident, the amendment, voted in 36 hours and without any prior consultation, was to apply to the data request concerning tobacco retail licenses. The amendment has not only undermined the publicity of this tender but crucially curtails the right to obtain and disseminate data of public interest therefore threatens the execution of this fundamental right in Hungary. 

In addition, official Hungarian statistics that show a decrease in sold cigarettes can be called into question as they clearly contradict recent findings of market research, which suggest a huge growth in the illegal market of tobacco products.
 It is crucial to emphasize from the WHO’s perspective that as an inevitable consequence of the expansion of the cigarette black market the incomes from taxing tobacco is regressing thus the money to be spent on health care issues is backsliding as well. 
As it is declared in WHO's Engaging for Health - Eleventh General Programme of Work 2006-2015 A Global Health Agenda (http://whqlibdoc.who.int/publications/2006/GPW_eng.pdf) WHO considers the following values as basis of its operation: "In September 2000, the United Nations Millennium Declaration committed states to a global partnership to reduce poverty, improve health and education, and promote peace, human rights, gender equality and environmental sustainability" (Promoting universal coverage, gender equality, and health-related human rights, p. 15), and "At national level there is a need for strong political will, good governance, and wise leadership" (Strengthening governance, leadership and accountability, p. 21). 
Taken all the above into consideration we draw it to the WHO's attention to choose awardees more wisely next year. 
	Máté Dániel Szabó
	Sándor Léderer

	director of programs
	director

	Hungarian Civil Liberties Union
	K-Monitor


� Based on a research carried out by GfK Hungária � HYPERLINK "http://index.hu/gazdasag/2013/09/19/durva_novekedes_a_cigaretta_feketepiacon/" �http://index.hu/gazdasag/2013/09/19/durva_novekedes_a_cigaretta_feketepiacon/�
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