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SMOKING AND ILL HEALTH IN WALES 

 
Smoking harms nearly every organ of the body, causing many diseases, and reduces quality of life 
and life expectancy. Smoking causes lung cancer, bronchitis, emphysema, heart disease, and cancers 

in other organs including lip, mouth, throat, bladder, kidney, stomach, liver and cervix
1
.  

 
One in two long-term smokers will die prematurely as a result of smoking – half of these in middle 
age2.  
 
Around 6,000 people in Wales are killed by smoking every year3. Most die from one of three main 
diseases associated with cigarette smoking: lung cancer, chronic obstructive Pulmonary Disease 
(COPD, bronchitis and emphysema) and Coronary Heart Disease.  
 

Cancer in Wales 
 
Smoking is the biggest single risk factor for cancer: in the UK approximately one third of all cancer 
deaths are attributable to smoking4.  
 
Smoking is a cause of 13 types of cancer: namely, cancer of the bladder, cervix, kidney, lung, larynx 
(voice box), liver, mouth (including lip and tongue), nose, pharynx (throat), oesophagus (gullet), 
pancreas, stomach, and bone marrow (myeloid leukaemia)5. One in two smokers dies prematurely: 
of these, nearly one in four will die of lung cancer6. 
 
29% of all cancer deaths in developed countries are caused by smoking 7 and so therefore calculated 
from 6000 deaths a year, approximately 1700 lives are lost each year in Wales unnecessarily.  
 
Lung cancer 
 
Lung cancer is the cancer most commonly associated with smoking: around 90% of all lung cancers 
are caused by smoking, either directly or through indirect exposure8. Around 6,000 people die 
because of smoking every year in Wales9, with more than 1,500 deaths due to lung cancer10 — 
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Wales' biggest cancer killer. Lung cancer remains is the second commonest cause of cancer affecting 
both men and women in Wales although there has been a steady increase in the incidence of this 
cancer in women11. The highest incidences and mortality from lung cancer in Wales are found in 
those Local health Boards with greater areas of social deprivation such as Merthyr Tydfil and 
Blaenau Gwent, which is known to be associated with a higher prevalence of cigarette smoking12. 
 

Current smokers are fifteen times more likely to die from lung cancer than life-long non-smokers
13

. 
The risk of dying from lung cancer increases with the number of cigarettes smoked per day, although 
duration of smoking is the strongest determinant of lung cancer in smokers. Smokers who start 
when they are young are at an increased risk of developing lung cancer.  
 

Coronary Heart Disease (CHD) in Wales 
 

Heart and circulatory disease (cardiovascular disease or CVD) is Wales’ biggest killer. In 2007, nearly 
6,000 women died from heart and circulatory disease in Wales14. Estimates suggest smoking causes 
over 25,000 deaths from CVD in the UK a year15.  Regular exposure to second-hand smoke increases 
the risk of CHD by around 25%16.  
 

Stroke in Wales 
 
Stroke is the largest cause of adult disability and the third biggest killer in Wales. Smoking is the 
number two risk factor in most strokes and nearly doubles the risk of having an ischemic stroke17. 
Smoking makes a significant independent contribution to the risk of stroke generally and to brain 
infarction specifically18. The relative risk of stroke in heavy smokers (>40 cigarettes/day) has been 
found to be twice that of light smokers (<10 cigarettes/day), and the risk of stroke increases with the 
number of cigarettes smoked19.  
 
The number of adult deaths from Cerebrovascular Disease caused by smoking was 52,523 in 2000 in 
both Wales and England20. The total estimated NHS costs of Cerebrovascular Disease attributable to 
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smoking has been estimated by Allender et al., (2009) using the WHO Global Burden of Disease 
Project Figures to be £113.6m in Wales in 2005-200621. The total cost of stroke being £516.5m in 
Wales. This means that smoking accounts for over 5th of the total cost of CVD to the NHS in Wales 
 

Coronary Obstructive Pulmonary Disease (COPD) in Wales 
 
Chronic obstructive pulmonary (lung) disease is a progressively disabling disease characterised by 
airflow obstruction that interferes with normal breathing. Smoking is the most common cause of 
COPD, accounting for approximately 80% of COPD cases. Around one fifth (24,000) of premature 
deaths every year caused by smoking are from chronic obstructive Pulmonary disease (COPD)22. 
More than 1,600 people in Wales die from COPD every year – approximately one every 5 hours23. 
Around half of cigarette smokers develop some airflow obstruction and 10-20% develop clinically 
significant COPD24. COPD is more common in men than women and is associated with 
socioeconomic deprivation25. The risk of death due to the disease increases with the number of 
cigarettes smoked. The prevalence of diagnosed COPD in women is increasing whereas in men it 
appears to have reached a plateau since the mid 1990s.  
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