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Response to C&ED enforcement situation of
illicit cigarettes in Yau Tsim Mong District
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Questions:
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1. How have the relevant departments received reports on illicit cigarettes
activities since the increase in tobacco taxes?
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Since the increase in tobacco tax in February this year, the number of reports
of illicit cigarettes activities received by Customs has risen. From March to
May this year, Customs received a total of 1,286 reports of illicit cigarettes
activities, which is an increase of 357 cases compared to the 929 reports
received during the same period in 2023, representing a growth of
approximately 40%.

In response to the concerns raised by District Councilor about mailboxes in
multiple buildings in the Yau Tsim Mong district being filled with illicit
cigarettes leaflets, distributing illicit cigarettes leaflets is a violation of the
Smoking (Public Health) Ordinance (Chapter 371). According to the Smoking



(Public Health) Ordinance (Cap. 371) (the Ordinance), no person shall display
or cause to be displayed, or publish or distribute for the purpose of display,
any smoking product advertisement in any form (including flyers or online
advertisements). The Tobacco and Alcohol Control Office (TACO) of the
Department of Health is the primary enforcement agency under the Ordinance.

If Customs receives complaints related to the distribution of illicit cigarettes
leaflets, the cases will be referred to the TACO for follow-up. At the same
time, Customs will also investigate the information on the illicit cigarettes
leaflets. If any individuals are found to be involved in the sale of duty-not-
paid cigarettes, decisive enforcement actions will be taken, including working
with telecommunications companies to suspend the services of phone
numbers used for ordering illicit cigarettes.
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2. In the past two years, what has been the situation of the enforcement
works for selling and buying illicit cigarettes in Yau Tsim Mong District?
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Regarding the past enforcement situation in the Yau Tsim Mong district,
Customs have not identified any significant increase in cases related to illicit
cigarettes. Customs will continue to closely monitor the situation in the area
and make every effort to combat related illicit cigarettes activities. Under the
Dutiable Commodities Ordinance, anyone involved in dealing with,
possession of, selling or buying illicit cigarettes commits an offence. The
maximum penalty upon conviction is a fine of $1 million and imprisonment
for two years.
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3. What corresponding measures have the relevant departments taken to
strengthen the crackdown on illegal cigarettes? Will penalties be
increased to prevent the problem from becoming serious?
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Hong Kong Customs has always adopted an intelligence-led enforcement
strategy to combat illicit cigarette activities holistically. This includes
intercepting smuggling in the upper stream, smashing storehouses in the
middle, and tackling selling activities in the lower end. C&ED is closely
monitoring illicit cigarette activities at various control points and in the market,
and has strengthened intelligence exchange and co-operation with local,



Mainland and overseas law enforcement agencies. Meanwhile, C&ED will
flexibly deploy its internal resources to mount targeted anti-illicit-cigarette
operations in a timely manner.

The Health Bureau (HHB) announced on June 6 that the Government planned
to introduce 10 tobacco control measures in short term in order to combat
illicit cigarettes in a more effective manner and protect non-smokers from
tobacco hazards. Regarding “Regulate Supply, Suppress Demand”, the
proposed measures including:

(1) To implement a duty stamp system in order to differentiate duty-paid
cigarettes from duty-not-paid ones, thus enhancing the effectiveness of law
enforcement. The Government is currently conducting a consultancy study to
examine the implementation details. Moreover, the Government will amend
the Dutiable Commodities Ordinance (DCO) (Cap. 109) to require tobacco
products being sold at a price lower than the tobacco duty need to be proved
duty-paid.

(2) To increase penalties for duty-not-paid cigarettes. The maximum penalty
for dealing with, possession of, selling or buying illicit cigarettes will be
substantially raised from the existing $1 million fine and two-year
imprisonment on summary conviction to a $2 million fine and seven-year
imprisonment on indictment. In addition, the Government will increase the
penalties for relevant offences compoundable under the DCO (i.e. imposing
penalty instead of prosecution) and listing DCO offences in the Organized and
Serious Crimes Ordinance (Cap. 455) to enable the Customs and Excise
Department to apply for freezing illicit proceeds associated with illicit
cigarette activities.

Hong Kong Customs will continue to step up to crack down on illicit cigarette
activities at different levels, and will collaborate with relevant authorities to
increase penalties, so as to enhance the deterrent effect.



