
PEER REVIEW HISTORY 

BMJ Open publishes all reviews undertaken for accepted manuscripts. Reviewers are asked to 

complete a checklist review form (http://bmjopen.bmj.com/site/about/resources/checklist.pdf) and 

are provided with free text boxes to elaborate on their assessment. These free text comments are 

reproduced below.   

 

ARTICLE DETAILS 

TITLE (PROVISIONAL) How effective has tobacco tax increase been in the Gambia?: A 
case study of tobacco control 

AUTHORS Nargis, Nigar; Manneh, Yahya; Krubally, Bakary; Jobe, Baboucarr; 
Ouma, Ahmed; Tcha-Kondor, Noureiny; Blecher, Evan 

 

VERSION 1 - REVIEW 

REVIEWER Ce Shang 
IHRP, UIC, US 

REVIEW RETURNED 24-Nov-2015 

 

GENERAL COMMENTS This paper studies the tax system of tobacco products in the Gambia 
and how tax increases affect prices, import (volume of tobacco 
products), and tax revenue. This is a very important topic in that it 
examines the consequences of tobacco tax increases in one low-
income country that has made progresses in implementing FCTC-
recommended taxation policies. The results are very interesting and 
suggest that raising taxes increased prices and revenue and 
decreased tobacco consumption in the Gambia. Some minor 
comments are listed below:  
1, page 2, line 26, this sentence is incomplete. “…Under different tax 
rates/systems?”  
2, page 5, line 15, low price doesn’t necessarily transfer to high 
affordability. More justification is needed.  
3, page 5, lines 50-59. I think the authors should start with some 
background information about the tobacco market in the Gambia. In 
later paragraphs, I learned that most tobacco products in the 
Gambia are imported from other countries. This information should 
be given upfront.  
4, page 6 line 7, environment tax sounds like a special tax imposed 
on selected commodities that harm the environment. Does it function 
as an excise taxes on tobacco products?  
5, page 6 line 23-24. I think the authors need to add some details 
about TaXSiM model, such as what assumptions it imposes for the 
simulation.  
6, page 6, line 49. I suggest dropping “over” from the sentence. It 
reads like a preamble rather than a hypothesis. Do the authors have 
evidence that tax increases were over shifted to prices in the 
Gambia before conducting this study?  
7, page 6, lines 52-57, the method used to adjust CIF values are not 
clearly described? Did the authors compare CIF values between 
2012 and 2013 and estimated the 43% increase used for the 
adjustment? Please help!  
8, page 7, lines 17-22, this should be moved to the introduction 
section.  
9, page 7, line51, GMD 10?  
10, page 8, line 57, affordability trend can be estimated and 
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reported. Otherwise, without supporting evidence/statistics, I think 
the authors should be clear that this statement describes a likely or 
possible trend rather than a sure event.  
11, Page 9, lines 26-29, you need some citations here. Eg. Curti et 
al. The use of legal, illegal and roll-your-own cigarettes to increasing 
tobacco excise taxes and comprehensive tobacco control policies: 
findings from the ITC Uruguay survey. Tob Control. 2015  
12, page 10, lines 7-10, I think it would help a lot if the authors 
provide the relative increase in taxes due to the change of quantity 
bases. The authors did some comparison in the last page by 
standardizing one pack to 20 gm.  
13, page 10, lines 34-35, the reduction in tax revenue from OTP is 
surprising given that excise tax increased from none in 2010 to GMD 
37.50 in 2013. Was this finding expected by the authors? Can 
environment tax itself explain the reduction?  
14, page 13, line 38, can the authors say something about whether 
these anticipated tax increases are projected to reduce tobacco 
affordability.  
15, page 14, lines 44-51, different price increases by brand are very 
interesting. Can the authors conclude that over shifting in prices is 
more pronounced for premium brands? 

 

REVIEWER Corne van Walbeek 
School of Economics, University of Cape Town, South Africa 

REVIEW RETURNED 27-Nov-2015 

 

GENERAL COMMENTS This is a most interesting case study of raising the excise tax (and 
changing the excise tax structure) in a small low-income country. As 
such it is more a report of an intervention in which the authors were 
key players, rather than a traditional research paper. Yet it adds to 
the evidence base that increases in specific excise taxes have very 
positive fiscal and public health consequences.  
 
I have a few comments:  
 
1. In Table 4 the authors present the "simulated price" based on the 
TaXSiM model. The simulated price is the result of a number of 
assumptions. These are not clearly stated, but I assume that the 
model assumes that the industry does not change the non-tax 
components of the price when the tax is changed. Does the model 
assume that the nominal non-tax price components do not change, 
or do the nominal non-tax components change with the inflation rate 
(i.e. the real non-tax components do not change). This should be 
made more explicit. In fact, the whole TaXSim Model should be 
explained a bit better.  
2. At the bottom of page 15 and top of page 16 the authors claim 
that because the actual revenue was less than the simulated 
revenue "their is still a revenue potential... that could have been 
generated from the reported imports presumably through improved 
tax administration". That may be true, but equally plausible is that 
the actual price elasticity is higher than used in the model. Or that 
the increase in the non-tax components results in a greater than 
predicted decrease in consumption, which then reduces revenue, 
relative to the prediction.  
3. The comment that is ascribed to the industry (page 16, line 24-26) 
that an increase in the excise tax may reduce revenue revenue: Is 
that a serious industry comment or a straw man? I suspect the latter. 
Your article is strong enough without these type of comments.  
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4. Page 4, line 22-28: It is unclear what to make of this sentence. 
What is so special about being the 6th country to be supported?  
5. Earlier in the paper you should make it clear that all cigarettes in 
the Gambia are imported. You should also indicate the exchange 
rate early on, and where necessary, the USD equivalent to the GMD 
prices or values.  
6. The excise taxes presented on page 7 (lines 38-44) does not 
correspond with the excise taxes presented later in the paper.  
7. Page 10, line 19: To drop almost three times is poor maths. 
Rather dropped by XXX%.  
8. The authors should have the document edited by a good 
language editor. The quality of the language detracts badly from the 
content of the paper.  

 

 

VERSION 1 – AUTHOR RESPONSE 

Reviewer: 1  

Reviewer Name: Ce Shang  

Institution and Country: IHRP, UIC, US  

 

This paper studies the tax system of tobacco products in the Gambia and how tax increases affect 

prices, import (volume of tobacco products), and tax revenue. This is a very important topic in that it 

examines the consequences of tobacco tax increases in one low-income country that has made 

progresses in implementing FCTC-recommended taxation policies. The results are very interesting 

and suggest that raising taxes increased prices and revenue and decreased tobacco consumption in 

the Gambia. Some minor comments are listed below:  

 

1, page 2, line 26, this sentence is incomplete. “…Under different tax rates/systems?”  

 

Author: types of tax  

 

2, page 5, line 15, low price doesn’t necessarily transfer to high affordability. More justification is 

needed.  

 

Author: The low level of price relative to per capita GDP growth rate at 2.5% per annum in 2012 

makes cigarettes relatively more affordable…  

 

3, page 5, lines 50-59. I think the authors should start with some background information about the 

tobacco market in the Gambia. In later paragraphs, I learned that most tobacco products in the 

Gambia are imported from other countries. This information should be given upfront.  

 

Author: Tobacco consumption in the Gambia is based exclusively on imported tobacco products, such 

as cigarettes, cigars, cheroots, cigarillos and unmanufactured tobacco.  

 

4, page 6 line 7, environment tax sounds like a special tax imposed on selected commodities that 

harm the environment. Does it function as an excise taxes on tobacco products?  

 

Author: This explanation has been added to the discussion section: “According to the Pigouvian 

principle, excise tax is meant to be levied on the products or services that are socially undesirable 

(that is social costs are higher than private costs). Environmental tax is one of this kind which is 

supposed to equal the marginal damage caused by environmental pollution from the production, 

distribution and consumption of a product or a service. In the Gambia, excise tax on tobacco products 
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has been distinguished from environmental tax to attribute damage to public health to tobacco 

consumption over and above the environmental externalities it causes.”  

 

5, page 6 line 23-24. I think the authors need to add some details about TaXSiM model, such as what 

assumptions it imposes for the simulation.  

Author: The model is based on the assumption that the cigarette market is segmented into premium 

brands (e.g. Marlboro), mid-price brands (e.g. Camel, regal, Picadilly) and economy brands (e.g Bond 

Dtreet, Monte Carlo, Royal Business, Sir). It is also assumed that the substitution or switching 

between the cigarette brands in response to the tax change is not significant and there is no tax 

avoidance or evasion by tobacco consumers or importers.  

 

6, page 6, line 49. I suggest dropping “over” from the sentence. It reads like a preamble rather than a 

hypothesis. Do the authors have evidence that tax increases were over shifted to prices in the 

Gambia before conducting this study?  

 

Author: Deleted.  

 

7, page 6, lines 52-57, the method used to adjust CIF values are not clearly described? Did the 

authors compare CIF values between 2012 and 2013 and estimated the 43% increase used for the 

adjustment? Please help!  

 

Author: According to the information provided by the Gambia Revenue Authority, the nominal average 

CIF value increased by 43% between 2012 and 2013. Based on this observation, the CIF values in 

2014 are adjusted upward by 43% of the nominal CIF values reported in 2013.  

 

8, page 7, lines 17-22, this should be moved to the introduction section.  

 

Author: Moved.  

 

9, page 7, line51, GMD 10?  

 

Author: Corrected.  

 

10, page 8, line 57, affordability trend can be estimated and reported. Otherwise, without supporting 

evidence/statistics, I think the authors should be clear that this statement describes a likely or 

possible trend rather than a sure event.  

 

Author: Added “potential increase in the affordability of cigarettes”.  

 

11, Page 9, lines 26-29, you need some citations here. Eg. Curti et al. The use of legal, illegal and 

roll-your-own cigarettes to increasing tobacco excise taxes and comprehensive tobacco control 

policies: findings from the ITC Uruguay survey. Tob Control. 2015  

 

Author: Added the citation.  

 

12, page 10, lines 7-10, I think it would help a lot if the authors provide the relative increase in taxes 

due to the change of quantity bases. The authors did some comparison in the last page by 

standardizing one pack to 20 gm.  

 

Author: Added “the excise tax per pack of cigarettes went up by 52% from GMD 3.30 to GMD 5 per 

pack”.  
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13, page 10, lines 34-35, the reduction in tax revenue from OTP is surprising given that excise tax 

increased from none in 2010 to GMD 37.50 in 2013. Was this finding expected by the authors? Can 

environment tax itself explain the reduction?  

 

Author: While the import quantity of other tobacco products decreased significantly, the environmental 

tax rate remained steady from 2010 until 2013, so the decreased environmental tax revenue 

collection from these products was expected. This decrease in environmental tax revenue more than 

offset the increase in excise revenue, with net reduction in total revenue collection on other tobacco 

products.  

 

14, page 13, line 38, can the authors say something about whether these anticipated tax increases 

are projected to reduce tobacco affordability.  

 

Author: We do not have price data on other tobacco products and hence are unable to project the 

affordability of other tobacco products.  

 

15, page 14, lines 44-51, different price increases by brand are very interesting. Can the authors 

conclude that over shifting in prices is more pronounced for premium brands?  

 

Author: We cannot conclude that it is more pronounced for premium brands. The over-shifting is 

actually more pronounced for mid-price brands that have relatively small market share (Table 4).    

Reviewer: 2  

Reviewer Name: Corne van Walbeek  

Institution and Country: School of Economics, University of Cape Town, South Africa  

 

Please leave your comments for the authors below  

 

This is a most interesting case study of raising the excise tax (and changing the excise tax structure) 

in a small low-income country. As such it is more a report of an intervention in which the authors were 

key players, rather than a traditional research paper. Yet it adds to the evidence base that increases 

in specific excise taxes have very positive fiscal and public health consequences.  

 

I have a few comments:  

 

1. In Table 4 the authors present the "simulated price" based on the TaXSiM model. The simulated 

price is the result of a number of assumptions. These are not clearly stated, but I assume that the 

model assumes that the industry does not change the non-tax components of the price when the tax 

is changed. Does the model assume that the nominal non-tax price components do not change, or do 

the nominal non-tax components change with the inflation rate (i.e. the real non-tax components do 

not change). This should be made more explicit. In fact, the whole TaXSim Model should be 

explained a bit better.  

 

Author: Added the following statement on the assumptions of the model—“ The model is based on the 

assumption that the cigarette market is segmented into premium brands (e.g. Marlboro), mid-price 

brands (e.g. Camel, regal, Picadilly) and economy brands (e.g Bond Dtreet, Monte Carlo, Royal 

Business, Sir). It is also assumed that the substitution or switching between the cigarette brands in 

response to the tax change is not significant and there is no tax avoidance or evasion by tobacco 

consumers or importers.”  

Added the following clarification on the change in the CIF values—“According to the information 

provided by the Gambia Revenue Authority, the nominal average CIF value increased by 43% 

between 2012 and 2013. Based on this observation, the CIF values in 2014 are adjusted upward by 

43% of the nominal CIF values reported in 2013.”  
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2. At the bottom of page 15 and top of page 16 the authors claim that because the actual revenue 

was less than the simulated revenue "their is still a revenue potential... that could have been 

generated from the reported imports presumably through improved tax administration". That may be 

true, but equally plausible is that the actual price elasticity is higher than used in the model. Or that 

the increase in the non-tax components results in a greater than predicted decrease in consumption, 

which then reduces revenue, relative to the prediction.  

 

Author: Added “Weak tax administration is, however, a partial reason for the divergence between the 

expected and actual revenue. It has been observed in this study that the actual price is greater than 

the simulated price. It implies that the increase in the non-tax component was greater than that 

assumed in the model, causing a greater-than-predicted decrease in consumption with adverse effect 

on revenue.”  

Note that we have not included the factor of price elasticity that could be higher than that used in the 

model. In estimating the revenue potential, we have not predicted the new quantity using price 

elasticity. We have multiplied actual import quantity with the uniform specific tax rate to estimate the 

possible amount of revenue as is reflected in the statement “..for cigarettes, while the reported 

quantity of imports warranted excise revenue of GMD 288.05 million, the actual revenue collected 

was GMD 257.69 million”.  

 

3. The comment that is ascribed to the industry (page 16, line 24-26) that an increase in the excise 

tax may reduce revenue revenue: Is that a serious industry comment or a straw man? I suspect the 

latter. Your article is strong enough without these type of comments.  

 

Author: Rephrased “Tobacco tax increase often faces opposition on the basis of the concern that it 

will lead to revenue loss from decreasing legal sale of tobacco products.”  

 

4. Page 4, line 22-28: It is unclear what to make of this sentence. What is so special about being the 

6th country to be supported?  

 

Author: Deleted.  

 

5. Earlier in the paper you should make it clear that all cigarettes in the Gambia are imported. You 

should also indicate the exchange rate early on, and where necessary, the USD equivalent to the 

GMD prices or values.  

 

Author: Added in Table 2.  

 

6. The excise taxes presented on page 7 (lines 38-44) does not correspond with the excise taxes 

presented later in the paper.  

 

Author: The excise tax rates proposed by the CSF and WB for 2014 and 2015 were not implemented. 

These were replaced by the new rates proposed by WHO that is reported in the later section.  

 

7. Page 10, line 19: To drop almost three times is poor maths. Rather dropped by XXX%.  

 

Author: 65%.  

 

8. The authors should have the document edited by a good language editor. The quality of the 

language detracts badly from the content of the paper.  

 

Author: Edited. 
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VERSION 2 – REVIEW 

REVIEWER Ce Shang 
IHRP, UIC, US 

REVIEW RETURNED 28-Jan-2016 

 

GENERAL COMMENTS Thank you for addressing my comments. I have no further 
comments.   

 

REVIEWER Corne van Walbeek 
University of Cape Town, South Africa 

REVIEW RETURNED 28-Jan-2016 

 

GENERAL COMMENTS I have worked through the revision and it is clear that the authors 
have made a number of changes for the better. What is bothersome, 
however, is that the pdf document did not have the reviewers' 
comments from the first round, and also not a schedule of responses 
(the latter seems to be standard in other journals, also using the 
ScholarOne platform).  
 
I have only a few very minor comments:  
The authors present the analysis in nominal terms, and regularly 
refer to the fact that inflation has eroded the real value of some of 
the nominal tax amounts (which is absolutely correct). However, 
they never give an indication of the inflation rate. I suggest that they 
give an average rate over the past 10 or 15 years, and the annual 
rates in 2012, 2013 and 2014. They do indicate that they "predict" a 
5% inflation rate, but that tells us nothing about the historical inflation 
rate.  
The paper is well written, but it can do with some editorial support, 
because it lacks some definite and indefinite articles at crucial 
places (e.g. page 2, line 8, page 5 line 32). Also, remove "over and" 
from page 11, line 25. Replace "higher amount of" with "higher" on 
page 11, line 10.  
The mixing of levels of prices and growth rates of per capita GDP in 
the context of affordability is not very sensible. Dr Blecher, as the 
specialist on affordability, should phrase this better.  
 
Other than these minor changes, the paper is good and deserves to 
be published because it adds to an important evidence base on the 
effectiveness of excise tax increases and the importance of getting 
the tax structure right. I do not need to see the paper again, given 
that these suggested changes are very minor. 

 

VERSION 2 – AUTHOR RESPONSE 

Reviewer: 1  

Reviewer Name: Ce Shang  

Institution and Country: IHRP, UIC, US  

Please state any competing interests or state ‘None declared’: None declared.  

 

Please leave your comments for the authors below  

 

Thank you for addressing my comments. I have no further comments.  
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Reviewer: 2  

Reviewer Name: Corne van Walbeek  

Institution and Country: University of Cape Town, South Africa Please state any competing interests 

or state ‘None declared’: None declared  

 

Please leave your comments for the authors below  

 

I have worked through the revision and it is clear that the authors have made a number of changes for 

the better. What is bothersome, however, is that the pdf document did not have the reviewers' 

comments from the first round, and also not a schedule of responses (the latter seems to be standard 

in other journals, also using the ScholarOne platform).  

 

I have only a few very minor comments:  

The authors present the analysis in nominal terms, and regularly refer to the fact that inflation has 

eroded the real value of some of the nominal tax amounts (which is absolutely correct). However, they 

never give an indication of the inflation rate. I suggest that they give an average rate over the past 10 

or 15 years, and the annual rates in 2012, 2013 and 2014. They do indicate that they "predict" a 5% 

inflation rate, but that tells us nothing about the historical inflation rate.  

 

Authors: The data on historical inflation rate has been provided.  

 

The paper is well written, but it can do with some editorial support, because it lacks some definite and 

indefinite articles at crucial places (e.g. page 2, line 8, page 5 line 32).  

 

Authors: Articles are added.  

 

Also, remove "over and" from page 11, line 25.  

Authors: Removed.  

 

Replace "higher amount of" with "higher" on page 11, line 10.  

Authors: Corrected.  

 

The mixing of levels of prices and growth rates of per capita GDP in the context of affordability is not 

very sensible. Dr Blecher, as the specialist on affordability, should phrase this better.  

 

Authors: Rephrased “The low level of price can encourage high rates of smoking, which has negative 

health and economic consequences.”  

 

 

Other than these minor changes, the paper is good and deserves to be published because it adds to 

an important evidence base on the effectiveness of excise tax increases and the importance of getting 

the tax structure right. I do not need to see the paper again, given that these suggested changes are 

very minor. 
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