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Bill to raise island's legal smoking age
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The legal age to purchase tobacco products and electronic cigarettes on Guam could
increase from 18 to 21 if new legislation from Vice Speaker Benjamin Cruz, D-Piti, is
approved.

The measure comes on the heels of Hawaii being the first state to raise the legal
smoking age to 21. Cruz’s measure is part of ongoing efforts to curb smoking rates
and improve public health in Guam.

“We as leaders have to do something immediately to stem this,” the vice speaker
said.

Bill 141-33 would limit access to cigarettes and tobacco-related products such as e-
cigarettes to only those who are 21 years and older. If enacted, the measure would go
into effect at the start of next year — the same as Hawaii’s new law.

Cruz said local statutes that increased taxes on tobacco products and limited areas where people can smoke have
been successful in reducing user rates on Guam. However, he added, those efforts aren’t enough to defend against
the billions of dollars Big Tobacco annually spends on marketing to attract new users — specifically the island’s youth.

“This bill is literally about saving lives, protecting taxpayer dollars and telling Big Tobacco it won’t continue to profit by
addicting another generation of Guam’s children without a fight,” Cruz said in a press release.

Cruz continued to slam the tobacco industry. “Big Tobacco has killed more people annually than crack cocaine,
methamphetamine and heroin combined.”

According to data from the Department of Public Health and Social Services, nearly 70 percent of Guam deaths in
2011 were related to tobacco use. Diabetes, cancer, and diseases of the heart, which are “either directly caused or
exacerbated by tobacco,” accounted for 54.2 percent of all deaths on Guam in 2011, the data show.

In 2013, 26.5 percent of Guamanian adults smoked cigarettes every day or some days, according to the Henry J.
Kaiser Family Foundation, a nonprofit organization that focuses on national health policy issues. Roughly 18 percent
of the nation’s adults were smokers in 2013, according to the foundation. Guam’s adult-smoker rate was tied with
Kentucky for second highest in the U.S., while West Virginia had the highest rate, with 27.3 percent of its adult
population being regular smokers.

A report published by the Institute of Medicine in March projects a 3-percent decrease in prevalent tobacco use in the
U.S. if the legal age is raised to 19. Raising the age to 21 would likely result in a 12-percent drop in prevalent tobacco
usage, the report says.

The same report also predicts that raising the legal age to 21 would reduce the amount of deaths caused from lung
cancer every year by 50,000. The researchers also stated it could prevent the cumulative loss of 4.2 million years of
life among the generation of people born between 2000 and 2019.
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In the U.S., about 90 percent of adults who smoke on a daily basis reported smoking
their first cigarette before they were 19 years old, the institute reported. Nearly 100
percent of adults reported smoking their first cigarette before age 26.

Initiation rates are high among teens because the section of the brain that handles
decision-making, impulse control and sensation seeking “continue to develop and
change through young adulthood,” the report noted.

“Adolescent brains are uniquely vulnerable to the effects of nicotine,” according to
the institute. “In addition, the majority of underage users rely on social sources —
like family and friends — to get tobacco.

Those between the ages of 15 and 17 will be greatly impacted if the smoking age is
changed to 21, according to the report. Because it’s unlikely that 21-year-olds share
the same social circles with high-school aged individuals, obtaining cigarettes as an
adolescent would become more difficult.

“I’m trying everything I can to make sure our children don’t get addicted,” Cruz said. “Once they’re addicted, it’s
virtually impossible to get off it.”

Cruz also pointed to the lawsuit United States v. Philip Morris in which the U.S. Department of Justice in 1999 took
several tobacco corporations to federal court. The companies were accused of myriad allegations, such as not being
forthright with the public about the risks of smoking and targeting adolescents to begin smoking.

“The evidence is clear and convincing — and beyond any reasonable doubt — that defendants have marketed to
young people 21 and under while consistently, publicly, and falsely, denying they do so,” District Court Judge Gladys
Kessler wrote in her 2006 opinion.

Cruz said he wanted to introduce the measure to increase the legal age years ago.

“Slowly, people are waking up and doing something. I’m embarrassed that we haven’t done it earlier,” he said.
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