
 
 

 

 

Water pipes/shisha 
 

What are water pipes?  
Water pipes are also known as shisha, hookahs, narghiles or hubble-bubble. Water pipes 
are used to smoke numerous substances, of which one is tobacco (which may be flavoured). 
Some people may smoke mixed herbs. Although mixed herbs do not contain tobacco or 
nicotine, they still have negative health effects similar to smoking tobacco shisha, as both 
involve burning charcoal and inhaling smoke. 
 

Misconceptions    
 

1. Water pipes are less dangerous and less addictive than smoking 
 
Some users hold the belief that when the smoke passes through the water, the water filters 
out some of the harmful substances in the smoke. However research suggests that smoke 
from water pipes is associated with many of the same risks as cigarette smoke and may 
incur some unique health risks.    
 
Research has shown that shisha smokers inhale up to 200 times more smoke in a single 
shisha session than they would from a cigarette. 
 
Heat sources that are commonly used in shisha pipes to burn the tobacco are likely to 
increase the health risks because when they burn they produce their own toxins 
 

2. Herbal shisha safer than tobacco shisha? 
 
Both tobacco and herbal water pipe smoking involves burning charcoal and inhaling the 
smoke this produces. The charcoal is a major source of two extremely toxic chemicals in the 
smoke: Carbon monoxide and benzene. As a result herbal and tobacco water pipe smoking 
are similarly hazardous to health. 
 

Short-term health effects 
 
After 45 minutes of using a water pipe, carbon monoxide, nicotine and heart rate levels are 
significantly increased. These levels are equal to if not higher than smoking cigarettes. 
 

 After stopping smoking for 24 hours carbon monoxide begins to leave your body.  

 After 72 hours your lungs start to clear out mucus and debris. Your breathing is 
easier and you have more energy. 

 After two-12 weeks your circulation improves and it becomes easier to walk and 
exercise.  

 After 5 years your risk of heart attack halves 

 After 10 years your risk of getting lung cancer is half that of a smoker. Your risk of a 
heart attack is the same as someone who has never smoked. 

 
Stopping smoking is one of the most important things you can do for your health. You are 
four times more likely to stop with an NHS service (using stop smoking medication and 
support). 
 
To be referred to your local service or to speak to a specialist advisor please contact the 
Royal Free London stop smoking service on 020 7472 6393 or email 
rf.stopsmoking@nhs.net. Alternatively you can call the national stop smoking service on 030 
0123 1044. 
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