
A lot is known about the harms of tobacco use, but 
what has been less discussed or documented is the 
risk imposed by tobacco growing on tobacco farmers, 
their families and the environment.

Farmers are exposed to a number of health risks, 
including “green tobacco sickness” (caused by nicotine 
absorbed through the skin from the handling of wet 
tobacco leaves), heavy pesticide use and exposure 
to tobacco dust. From a socioeconomic perspective, 
farmers often have contractual arrangements with 
the tobacco industry and are trapped in a vicious circle 
of debt, unable to get a fair price for their product. 
Additionally, in some countries, there are cases of 
children from poor households missing school to be 
employed in tobacco farming in order to boost the 
family income. 

Tobacco threatens many of the Earth’s resources. 
Its impact is felt in ways that extend far beyond the 
effects of the smoke released into the air by tobacco 

products when consumed. Tobacco growing is de-
stroying our environment and threatening our health. 
In 2018 alone, over 3.5 million hectares of land were 
harvested for tobacco. 

WHO is committed to supporting Member States 
through the provision of economically viable 
alternatives for tobacco workers, growers and (where 
appropriate) individual sellers, as well as protecting 
the environment and the health of persons in relation 
to the environment in respect of tobacco cultivation. 

The lack of information on tobacco growing and 
tobacco trade has often been a concern for policy-
makers and advocates looking to advance supply-side 
country tobacco control policies that are compliant 
with the WHO Framework Convention on Tobacco 
Control. This infographic seeks to provide an overview 
of trends in global cigarette and tobacco production 
and trade to address this information gap. See Figs. 
1–3 and Tables 1 and 2.

KEY MESSAGES

 1. In several low- and middle-income countries, the percentage of arable land devoted to tobacco 
growing has recently increased, which explains the steady increase in tobacco crop yield, with a 14.1% 
overall increase between 2000 and 2018, despite a decrease in global area harvested under tobacco; 
this has declined by 19.1% over the last two decades, with a significant decline from 2015 onwards.

 2. Global tobacco leaf production showed an increasing trend between 2005 and 2015. However, 
production declined by 7.6% overall in the last two decades.

 3. The top three tobacco leaf growers (China, Brazil and India) account for over 60% of global production.

 4. The top 10 cigarette importers and exporters account for 44% of global cigarette imports and 57%  
of global cigarette exports, respectively.

 5. The top 10 tobacco leaf importers and exporters account for almost 55% of global tobacco leaf imports 
and almost 70% of global tobacco leaf exports, respectively.

 6. The contribution of cigarette imports and exports to GDP is small (<1%), with the exception of 
cigarette imports in Afghanistan, Belize, Cambodia, Somalia and Timor-Leste, and cigarette exports 
in Armenia and Lithuania.

 7. The contribution of tobacco leaf imports and exports to GDP is small (< 1%), with the exception  
of tobacco leaf exports in Malawi, Mozambique, North Macedonia and Zimbabwe.

 8. Tobacco leaf production has been increasing in Africa, while declining in other regions. This could 
indicate a shift in production to African countries.

 9. While tobacco leaf production has been shifting to Africa, cigarette production seems to be shifting  
to Asia – as demonstrated by the large increase in exports from this region.

Tobacco Production & Trade
G L O B A L  I N F O G R A P H I C 



In no country did tobacco 
leaf import value exceed  
1% of GDP

Tobacco leaf export value 
exceeded 1% of GDP in only 
4 countries:

COUNTRY %

Malawi 8.45

Zimbabwe 3.43

Mozambique 1.77

North Macedonia 1.15

GDP: gross domestic product.

Table 1. Global tobacco leaf trade, percentage of GDP, 2018
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Fig. 2. Tobacco leaf production, 2000–2018

Tobacco farming causes soil erosion and is now one 
of the leading uses of land, causing vegetation losses 
in numerous countries. Tobacco cultivation often 
results in desertification.
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Fig.1. Area harvested under tobacco, 2000–2018

Tobacco farming is the main cause of deforestation in 
some countries. Substantial, and largely irreversible, 
losses of trees and other plant species caused by 
tobacco farming is a threat to biodiversity.
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Table 2. Global cigarette trade, percentage of GDP, 2018

Cigarette import value 
exceeded 1% of GDP in only 
five countries:

COUNTRY %

Somalia 2.86

Afghanistan 1.85

Belize 1.76

Cambodia 1.47

Timor-Leste 1.03

Cigarette export value 
exceeded 1% of GDP in only 
two countries:

COUNTRY %

Armenia 2.07

Lithuania 1.24

GDP: gross domestic product.

Fig. 3. Top tobacco leaf growers, 2018

In recent decades, transnational tobacco corporations 
have lowered production costs by shifting tobacco 
leaf production from high-income to low-income 
countries. Because of weaker regulatory oversight in 
these countries, the tobacco growers are exposed to 
“green tobacco sickness” caused by nicotine absorbed 
through the skin, as well as heavy pesticide use and 
exposure to tobacco dust.
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