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METHUEN — Starting in September, the legal age to buy tobacco products and electronic cigarettes in Methuen will
rise to 21.

With that increase will come a dip in sales that could be hard to recoup, owners of local convenience stores said at a
pair of public hearings on the regulations. Nevertheless, the city's Board of Health unanimously passed a set of tighter
tobacco rules this week, citing the threat posed by flavored electronic cigarettes, cheap single cigars and their appeal
to minors.

"We want to make sure that everybody understands that this is not a punitive measure. We’re not punishing anybody.
We’re just trying to prevent health problems that might arise in the future," Methuen Board of Health Chairman Ray
Wrobel said. 

Under the new regulations, electronic cigarette, or e-cigarette, use will be banned in all of the places it is illegal to
smoke tobacco. It will also be illegal to sell rolling papers, flavored tobacco and single cigars priced under $2.50 in a
convenience store setting. 

Board of Health members said these products entice teenagers to use nicotine products. Brian LaGrasse, director of
the Methuen Health Department, cited a study by the Institute of Medicine that found that teenagers are most likely to
find friends between the ages of 18 and 20 to illegally buy tobacco products or e-cigarettes for them. 

“The Board heard testimony that brought home the point that 15-to-17-year-olds are more likely to find 18-to-20-year-
olds to buy tobacco for them,” LaGrasse said. “Removing that social source of tobacco for kids fits with the Board’s
goal to curb tobacco use among youth.”

Dean Brouder, the drug and alcohol resource coordinator for Methuen Public Schools, added during a public hearing
that rolling papers and single cigars are vehicles commonly used by teenagers to smoke marijuana. 

Those products will still be available for sale at tobacco retail stores, where no one under the age of 21 will be
permitted to enter under the new regulations. 

At both public hearings on the subject, convenience store owners said they would lose sales to neighboring
communities in New Hampshire, where 18-year-olds can still buy cigarettes and cigars will be available at cheaper
prices. It's a battle that Hem Vora, whose family owns Route 110 Convenience, has been fighting for a long time, as
taxes on liquor and tobacco products are lower across the border in Salem, N.H.
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