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Second-hand Smoke and Hookah Pipes 
Water pipe smoking is a 
worldwide trend that has 
been gaining popularity 
in recent years,1,2,3 

including in Canada. 
The increasing 
prevalence is note-
worthy among post-
secondary students and 
young people. Known by 
many different names 
including hookah, 
shisha, narghile, goza 
and hubble bubble, 
water pipes are typically 
composed of 4 parts: a 
bowl, a base which is 
filled with liquid, a rigid 
pipe through which the 
smoke travels into the 
liquid, and one or more 
hoses and mouthpieces 
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used to inhale the 
smoke. 

 
M
c
assel is placed in the 
bowl and covered with 
perforated tin foil with 
piece of charcoal placed
on top. The tobacco is 
not actually burned but 
is smoked by indirect 
heat. Maassel is a mix-
ture of tobacco and fru
stuck together with mo-
lasses or honey in a 
moist paste. The per-
centage of tobacco in
maassel probably va-
ries, but is understood 
be approximately 30%
There are also flavoured 
non-tobacco hookah 
products available, of 
which the exact ingre-
dients remain unclear.
The increasing popula
ity of hookah smoking, 

both with and without 
tobacco, may be ex-
plained in part by the 
veritable explosion o
flavours that are now 
available, including col
sambuca, earl grey tea
apple, strawberry, ap-
ricot and mango. Hoo-
kah smoke is reported
mild and smooth with a
aroma not unlike cara-
melizing sugar from a 
cotton candy machine.4

The more traditional un
flavoured tobacco is 
typically favoured by 
older generations, 
especially men. 
 
Hookah smoking
w
among non-smokers. It 
is seen as a social, 
exotic activity that is 
safer and less addic
than smoking cigarett
due to the water filtering 
toxic substances out of 
the smoke, and because 
the tobacco is heated 
and not directly burned.5 
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It is true that the 
chemical compos
hookah smoke differs 
from that of cigarette 
smoke, which is 
produced at temp
atures several hundre
of degrees higher. 
Studies have shown
the risk for tumours and 
genetic mutations 
increases with tem
ature.
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6 Although the 
water may absorb so
of the nicotine, hookah 
smoke still contains 
carbon monoxide and
numerous toxins known
to harm health.7 In fact, 
one study found that 
relative to the smoke 
a single cigarette, 
hookah smoke con
tained high levels of
arsenic, chromium an
lead.8 New SHS re-
search on hookahs 
demonstrates that le
of particulate matter can 

similar to those mea-
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sured from cigarettes.9  
A typical hookah 
session lasts 20-80 
minutes, with smokers 
taking up to 200 p
This is in contrast to the 
5-7 minutes and 8-12 
puffs taken for a 
cigarette. As a result, 
much more SHS is 
produced from a h
than from a cigarette.

uffs. 
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Some hookah lounges 
claim to offer non-
to
customers and have 
successfully sough
exemptions to clean 
indoor air laws in 
Toronto, Calgary and
Vancouver. This is 
problematic. Smok
laws are designed to 
protect health. The 
presence of any kind of 
smoke in an enclosed
public place, tobacc
otherwise, pollutes the 
air. Municipalities are 
wise to adopt a broad 
definition of smoking, 
such as that found in 
Vancouver’s new healt
bylaw: “Smoke or 
smoking means to in-
hale, exhale, burn, or 
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carry a lighted ciga
cigar, pipe, hookah pip
or other lighted smokin
equipment that burns 
tobacco or other weed 
or substance.” In con-
trast, a narrow definitio
of smoking undermines
health messaging, 
leaves a loophole to be 
exploited and poses 
serious enforcemen
challenges. 
 
The science on hooka
smoking and
s
science on non-tobacco 
hookah is non-existent. 
More study is definitely
needed to gain a better 
understanding. How-
ever, it is widely known 
that the combustion of 
any vegetable matter
produces by-products 
which are harmful to 
human health. From a
policy standpoint, im-
mediate action is 
justified. As more 
hookah lounges open
Canadian cities, h
officials will no dou
faced with increased 
requests for non-
tobacco smoking 
exemptions. The focu
needs to remain o
clean indoor air, re
less of smoke’s origin. 
Amended bylaws like
that of Vancouver, which
includes a broad 
definition of smoking 
and a “no new hookah 
lounges” provision
become necessary. 


