TIAA-CREF should insist that Phillip Morris/Altria and other tobacco companies stop interfering worldwide in the ratification and implementation of the global tobacco treaty (Framework Convention on Tobacco Control). It should also tell them to stop tobacco advertising, promotion, and sponsorship that appeals to young people (using images like the Marlboro Man).  In particular, it should tell them never to distribute samples, especially to young people.

We believe that these proposals are consistent with the interests of TIAA-CREF shareholders (as expressed in the survey),  as well as with other shareholder activism concerns expressed by management.  The environmentally damaging effects of raising tobacco were already so apparent in the 1930's that efforts were made the to devise creative uses for "spent tobacco fields."  Destroying people's health and killing them is, clearly, a human rights issue.  Caring for sick people, mourning their deaths, and losing their economic contributions greatly affect the public interest. The financial effects of being involved with tobacco are harder to predict, but the deleterious repercussions to tobacco's reputation of ADVERTISING to vulnerable groups, especially children, will surely have a financial impact.

Why should TIAA-CREF exert efforts to curb tobacco use?  First, it is extremely dangerous to smokers.  Philip Morris/Altria no longer disputes this.  Its website says, "Philip Morris USA agrees with the overwhelming medical and scientific consensus that cigarette smoking causes lung cancer, heart disease, emphysema and other serious diseases in smokers. Smokers are far more likely to develop serious diseases, like lung cancer, than non-smokers.  There is no safe cigarette."

It is well known that smokers die younger on the average than others. The Center for Disease Control claims that about a third of all cancer cases in this country are caused by smoking.  Indeed, smoking contributes to a third of all American deaths.

The corporation defends its continuing to sell such a product on the grounds that smoking is a personal adult choice and that cigarettes are highly taxed and regulated. However, the public sees it differently, as evidenced by many surveys including those supported by Philip Morris itself.  The public consistently reports that Altria should get out of the cigarette business, be "honest," (Philip Morris executives denied knowledge of the health effects and addictive power of cigarettes until recently), and stop advertising, especially to children.  The surveys of other organizations corroborate these conclusions about the American public.

In particular, the experience of Corporate Accountability International (formerly INFACT) as it campaigned to curb tobacco has been that "the general public is very sympathetic to the argument that TIAA-CREF should not be invested in a tobacco corporation."  (quoted with permission)  I personally share CEO Allison's opinion stated at the annual meeting that in some cases (in particular, this one) it is preferable for TIAA-CREF to use its shareholder clout.  If no progress is made, a threat of divestment might be considered, but it is clearly always implied.  Only as a last resort should TIAA-CREF actually divest unless financial considerations indicate it is prudent.  I believe that progress can be made, perhaps not quickly, but steadily.

Meanwhile, TIAA-CREF should build on the widespread public support to pressure Altria/Philip Morris to achieve the goals listed in the first paragraph above.  Changing its name to "Altria" in January 2003 was one method that the corporation has used to try to shake its negative reputation.  It has also run advertisements showing the good deeds it is doing with its profits, but its motives are revealed in the fact that it spends more on the advertising than on the good deeds.

As stated above, the claim that tobacco use is a personal "choice" is disingenuous. Tobacco is often cited as the most addictive of all drugs.  Adults cannot easily stop smoking.

That it is a personal "adult" choice is even more insidious.  Tobacco is clearly the "entry drug" in the sense that most people who become addicted to illegal drugs start with tobacco.  Drug addiction is a major problem in our country.  Starting young people down that path is a serious human rights issue, here and abroad.  TIAA-CREF should insist that Altria/Philip Morris REALLY stop its advertising where young people can see it, and certainly the distribution of samples.  If it is serving only adults who already smoke, they already know that Altria/Philip Morris exists.

The concept that smoking is a "personal" decision is highly offensive to me.  I have myasthenia gravis, a defect of the nicotinic receptors, the edge of the muscles that receive messages from the nerves.  They are relaxed by nicotine, which is why it is so addictive.  Mine are VERY relaxed by nicotine in the air, so I fall to the ground, unable to get up for a significant period of time without help.

Therefore, my ability to function in society is greatly affected by others' smoking, as I said at the July 18 board meeting. Although there are comparable numbers of people diagnosed with myasthenia gravis as with multiple sclerosis, we appear in public much less often because of the totally disabling effect of others' smoking on us.

More lethal, probably, is the effect of second-hand tobacco on those with weak lungs.  The Center for Disease Control estimates that about 60,000 Americans DIE each year from the effects of second hand smoke. This is half again as many as the 40,000 Americans who die as a result of traffic accidents.  Why do traffic accidents get so much attention than the much higher death rate from second hand smoke?  Could TIAA-CREF affect this higher risk to human life?

My mother gasped to death on a respirator much too young, one of the many victims of second hand smoke.  It is a terrible way to die.  She played a crucial role at the beginning of the special education movement, but to do so she had to spend time in smoke-filled rooms.  After each such experience she would cough and gasp for several days.  When my brother was diagnosed with an IQ of 50, the social "truth" was that a handicapped child was God's punishment for a mother's sins and that she should pay for them by serving that child for the rest of her life.  She discovered many handicapped children in back rooms whose mother could never leave the house unless someone else would care for the family's secret.  My mother's efforts (and that of a few others) dramatically changed our culture's attitude toward disabled children, but at an awful cost to her and our family.

Recent research shows that children raised in homes where adults subject them to second hand smoke suffer many ill effects.

Prohibiting tobacco advertising will greatly benefit children and non-smokers without interfering in the near future with addicts' "right" 

to obtain the substance that they need.  Many health advocates from around the world have joined their efforts in a partially successful attempt to curb advertising in the Framework Convention on Tobacco Control (FCTC). Countries that ratify the FCTC promise to limit or ban tobacco advertising, promotion and event sponsorship; move toward ending smoking in public places; enlarge warning labels on cigarette packs; raise cigarette taxes; crack down on tobacco smuggling; and make it more difficult for tobacco companies to influence legislation on smoking.

The treaty is especially needed in the developing world. In the last 20 years, smoking rates have risen fast among women and teenagers there, largely because multinational tobacco companies advertised aggressively in the third world as sales stagnated in wealthy countries. 

The tobacco treaty has provided global pressure to overcome companies' opposition to restrictions in these new markets.

By 2003 all 192 members of the United Nations had "adopted" the FCTC, including the United States.  The FCTC was one of the few international treaties signed by President Bush.  However, to become effective in any country, it must be ratified by that country.  As of July 2006, 135 counties had ratified the FCTC, which made it law within their borders.

However, FCTC has yet to be submitted to the United States Senate for ratification.  In the United States, cigarette taxes are relatively low and warnings on cigarette packs are much less conspicuous and graphic than elsewhere.  Ratifying the treaty would obligate lawmakers to correct these and other problems.  It is understandable that Philip Morris/Altria opposes the ratification, but TIAA-CREF should pressure it to desist from its ACTIVE opposition.

The actions proposed in the first paragraph above constitute a straightforward goal, one that can be accomplished.  It COULD be a social truth that tobacco is lethal and highly addictive; there has already been a great change in social attitudes toward smoking since my mother's death. The vast majority of TIAA-CREF participants and of society at large support this proposed action.  It would take some monitoring to verify that there has been no intentional thwarting of the global tobacco treaty, but it is doable and a statement that a company would refrain from doing so would be valuable.  Advertising is likely to be detected, and so another promise that that companies would stop, especially distributing samples, would be significant.

It is crucial for the corporations that currently make their primary profits from tobacco, in particular Philip Morris/Altria, find less damaging ways to make money.  As current nicotine addicts die off, Altria can reap its primary profits from its other subsidiary, Kraft. The health of all humanity will benefit.  TIAA-CREF can play a crucial role in this transition.
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P.S. Much more information about the importance of the Framework Convention on Tobacco Control--and the thwarting of its passage by  Philip Morris/Altria--can be learned from Corporate Accountability International. Action for Smoking and Health (ASH) is an abundant source of information about the effects of tobacco advertising.

