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The Issue
Waterpipe use is growing in popularity in Alberta. Public venues designed for smoking waterpipes are becoming more
widespread, exposing many Albertans‐‐including hospitality workers‐‐to secondhand smoke and enticing youth to
experiment with alternative forms of smoking. The Alberta Tobacco and Smoking Reduction Act includes provisions to
address these health concerns, however these restrictions remain un‐proclaimed more than three years after the Act
was passed in the Legislative Assembly. As a result many youth and employees working in these establishments are at
risk.
Background and health implications
Waterpipe smoking, also commonly known as ‘hookah’, ‘narghile’ or ‘kalian’, is a form of smoking that typically includes
a head piece where tobacco is placed, a body, water bowl, hoses and a mouthpiece. Charcoal is used to heat the tobacco
known as shisha or maassel which are the substances typically smoked with a waterpipe. These products are moist,
heavily flavoured, contain either honey or molasses and often contain tobacco. A typical session of waterpipe smoking is
approximately 45 minutes long, performed in groups, and results in burning and smoking about 20 grams of ‘sisha’.1
Historically waterpipes have been used to smoke tobacco in the Eastern Mediterranean region, Southeast Asia and in
northern Africa. However since the 1990s there has been an increase in prevalence of waterpipe use among youth and
young adult populations who reside outside of these traditional geographical regions.2 As a result, international public
health organizations identify waterpipe use as a growing public health issue with significant negative health
effects.3,4,5,6,7 Both the firsthand and secondhand smoke produced by waterpipe use contain known carcinogens at
levels equal to or greater than that of other tobacco products.8 People who are around waterpipe smoke are at risk of
the same negative health outcomes seen from being exposed to secondhand tobacco smoke even if only herbal
waterpipe products are used.9 The social nature of waterpipe use has also contributed to the spread of communicable
disease. For these reasons, waterpipe use in public places has been banned in countries where use has flourished for
centuries such as Turkey10, Syria11 and Kuwait.12 The United Arab Emirates also bans cafes and restaurants from serving
waterpipe products.13 In June 2012, Alberta’s Chief Medical Officer of Health published a report recommending a ban
on waterpipe smoking in public places.14 Unfortunately this recommendation remains unimplemented.
Health misconceptions
Marketed as safer than traditional cigarettes, waterpipe smoking has become a popular alternative to cigarettes in
North America.15 Studies indicate that many waterpipe users incorrectly believe it is less harmful and less addictive than
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other forms of tobacco use.16 In reality, depending on the product and smoking pattern of the user, waterpipe use can
produce significant levels of nicotine, carbon monoxide, tar and other heavy metals. A waterpipe smoker may inhale as
much smoke in an one‐hour session as someone who inhaled 100 or more cigarettes.17
Youth waterpipe use
Waterpipe use is growing in popularity in Alberta and Canada, particularly among youth.18 The most recent Canadian
Student Tobacco, Alcohol and Drugs Survey revealed that more than 96,600 Canadian youth are waterpipe users.19 In
Alberta, 10,500 young people in grades 6 to 12 used a waterpipe in the past 30 days in 2015.20 The number of Alberta
students who had tried waterpipe smoking within 30 days of being surveyed (n=10,500) is now very close to the number
of youth who have tried cigarettes in the past 30 days (n=12,780). This illustrates the growing popularity of waterpipe
use among Alberta youth. Studies have shown that waterpipe use among youth is strongly associated with the use of
other forms of tobacco (along with alcohol and illicit drugs)21,22,23 and that Canadian waterpipe users are primarily young
people.24
Several factors make waterpipe use appealing to youth. Waterpipe products come in an assortment of candy and fruit
flavours and are often mixed with honey or molasses to produce an appealing taste and smell. The water in a waterpipe
makes the smoke cooler and moist, and considerably less offensive than the harsh, dry smoke of a cigarette for first‐
time or beginner smokers. Waterpipe use at a hookah bar or restaurant is also relatively affordable for youth. A typical
session costs between $12 and $15, which can be shared among friends.25 Another contributing factor to youth
waterpipe use is the common misconception that it is a safer alternative to other forms of smoking. Waterpipe smoking
also provides an opportunity to gather with friends and socialize‐‐an attractive option for youth who are prohibited from
entering bars.
Banning flavoured waterpipe tobacco
The vast majority of waterpipe tobacco (shisha) is flavoured and is currently exempted from the flavoured tobacco ban
despite high rates of flavoured shisha use among Alberta youth. In Alberta, 9,600 Alberta youth tobacco users in grades
6 to 12 were using flavoured shisha tobacco in 2015.20 In fact, the rate of Alberta youth in grades 6 to 12 using flavoured
shisha tobacco in the past 30 days (n=9,600) exceeded the number of Alberta youth who were using menthol cigarettes
(n=5,100) and flavoured smokeless tobacco (n=4,500)—making flavoured shisha the most popular flavoured tobacco
product among Alberta youth. This disturbing trend provides ample justification for a ban on flavoured shisha tobacco.
Banning waterpipe use in public places
Bars and restaurants that offer waterpipe smoking have been operating in Alberta for over a decade with dozens in
Edmonton and Calgary and with several establishments emerging in smaller urban and rural areas.26 Many of these
businesses claim to serve only herbal waterpipe products. However shisha products are not currently regulated and
studies indicate that product labels cannot always be trusted and the products may contain tobacco.27 Even if the
government could effectively monitor waterpipe establishments to ensure they only served tobacco‐free products, such
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businesses would still be exposing staff and patrons to secondhand smoke and would still be contributing to increased
uptake of smoking by youth due to experimentation and possible addiction.
Secondhand smoke exposure is a major preventable contributor to acute and chronic adverse health outcomes that
affect all Albertans. There is no safe level of exposure to secondhand tobacco smoke.28 Legislated smoking restrictions
protect citizens and workers from the negative health effects of secondhand smoke exposure in public places and
workplace. Waterpipe use in hookah bars and restaurants defies the objective of this legislation to protect all Albertans
form secondhand smoke, including patrons and staff. Twelve Alberta municipalities have already banned
shisha/waterpipe smoking in public establishments.29 Alberta needs a full provincial ban with uniform health protection
for all Albertans and a level playing field for all businesses.
Public support for a ban on waterpipe use in public areas
A telephone survey of 1,200 Albertans aged 18 and over conducted in 2016 revealed that 80% of respondents supported
a ban on the use of waterpipes in all public places where tobacco use is banned. The 2016 Chronic Disease Prevention
Survey was commissioned by the Alberta Policy Coalition for Chronic Disease Prevention.

Policy Recommendations
The Campaign for a Smoke‐Free Alberta recommends that the Alberta government:
1) Fully implement the Tobacco and Smoking Reduction Act flavoured tobacco ban by removing the exemption on
flavoured shisha tobacco and prohibit the sale of flavoured shisha tobacco which is being used by thousands of
Alberta youth.
2) Proclaim and implement the provisions of the Tobacco and Smoking Reduction Act banning waterpipe use in
public establishments and protect all Albertans from exposure to secondhand smoke from waterpipes in these
venues.
3) Develop and implement a public education campaign to coincide with policy enforcement.
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