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Introduction: The Framework Convention on Tobacco Control (FCTC) is an international treaty that gives
specific policy requirements and guidelines for increasing public understanding about the harmful effects of
tobacco use. Countries like Japan that have signed the treaty are required to implement comprehensive
educational and public awareness programs about tobacco addiction and secondhand smoke (SHS)
exposure. Few studies have measured the effects of not implementing FCTC guidelines, especially in Japan
where many men smoke, and many more young women are starting to smoke.

Background: In Japan, as tobacco control has advanced gradually, awareness about tobacco use in the
general population has remained low. At the same time, a cultural subgroup of highly health conscious
Japanese has been growing. Increasingly, a small minority of young Japanese are choosing to live a natural
way of life. Generally, they eat a healthy organic diet, do organic farming, and live close to nature because
they fear the health effects of toxins in food, water and air. One would expect that members of this natural
life group fully understand that tobacco use is very harmful to health and that secondhand smoke pollutes
indoor air. One would also expect that they definitely do not smoke, and that they do not allow smoking in
their homes.

Purpose: To determine if tobacco control policies in Japan have been effective in informing Japan's most
health conscious subgroup about the detrimental effects of tobacco use and secondhand smoke exposure.

Methods: I conducted anthropological fieldwork for 16 months living with the natural life cultural subgroup
in Kochi Prefecture. I observed people at their homes, at the organic market and at eco festivals. I
conducted semi-structured small group interviews with 48 young men and 48 young women, and I
interviewed leaders. I conducted a holistic ethnographic analysis.

Results: I found several paradoxes in this group. Smoking was common among men living a natural way of
life. Many men who smoked did not think that smoking was as great a threat to health as eating highly
processed non-organic food. By contrast, I did not find even one young woman in this group who smoked.
Yet, some women in this group allowed smoking in their homes and cars, and they were not overly
concerned about the health effects of secondhand smoke on themselves or their children.

Discussion: This study shows that even Japanese living a natural organic way of life have a low
understanding of the effects of tobacco use and SHS exposure. In similar health conscious populations in
California and Thailand where FCTC guidelines have been implemented fully, people living a natural
organic way of life have a very high level of awareness about tobacco, and smoking prevalence in health
conscious subgroups is nearly zero. The difference between young health conscious Japanese and their
counterparts in California and Thailand is striking, and it shows that Japan is still far behind other
countries in raising awareness about tobacco.

Conclusion: Current government policies in Japan have not been effective to inform even Japan’s most
health conscious subgroup about smoking and SHS. Governments at all levels in Japan urgently need to
fully implement FCTC guidelines to raise awareness.
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