Thirdhand Smoke:

An Emerging Issue

What is thirdhand smoke?

Although the term “thirdhand smoke” (THS) is
relatively new, its existence is not. THS refers
to residual secondhand smoke (SHS)
contamination that persists in the indoor
environment after smoking has stopped.
Thirdhand smoke can be defined by 3 Rs: i

remain

re-emitted
react

You don’t need to be a scientist to understand
THS—anyone who has seen that yellowish-
brown residue on ceilings and walls, or who
has smelled that characteristic stale odour
knows that SHS doesn’t just disappear into thin
air. It remains in houses, apartments and even
hotel rooms long after smokers move out, and
is not removed under normal ventilation
conditions' or even after being thoroughly
cleaned.iii Real estate agents and brokers agree
that THS decreases property value by up to
29%, and that it is more difficult to sell a home
in which smoking has occurred.v

But is THS dangerous?

It’s still too early to conclude that THS is
dangerous to health, but the evidence is
growing. One study found that nicotine residue,
which readily sticks to indoor surfaces, can
react to form new extremely potent cancer-
causing compounds. For example, a recent
study reported the presence of a tobacco-
specific lung carcinogen on the surfaces
(wooden shelving and tops of refrigerators) of
almost all smokers’ homes tested, compared
with only occasional detection in non-smokers’
homes.” Moreover, these toxins appear able to
remain present for weeks, months or even
longer.Vi What is not yet known is what degree
of risk they pose, and how: through skin
exposure, dust inhalation or in the case of
infants, eating it. However, results of a recent
study using mice to simulate realistic human
exposure showed THS significantly damaged
liver and lung tissue, interfered with wound
healing and was linked to hyperactivity.'i

As more becomes known about the health risks
of exposure to THS, the issue will have
interesting implications for social policy. For
example, will people who smoke be permitted
to work with vulnerable populations like the
very sick or the very young? Regardless of
health effects, THS is already changing
attitudes and behaviour, which can only help to
reduce the death and disease caused by
tobacco and exposure to second-hand smoke.
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