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Should Massachusetts raise the the minimum age to purchase
cigarettes to 21?

State senator Jason Lewis.

YES

Jason M. Lewis

State senator, Winchester Democrat

Increase the minimum sales age to 21 for all tobacco
products, including e-cigarettes, and you decrease the
number of nicotine-addicted youth. That’s important
because nine in 10 regular tobacco users start smoking
by age 19. Fewer young smokers today equal fewer
adult addicts tomorrow. That’s significant because we in
Massachusetts collectively pay $4 billion in annual
tobacco-generated health care costs.

Use of tobacco is the leading preventable cause of
premature death in the United States, according to the
surgeon general.

We know that increasing the legal age for tobacco
purchases is effective in curtailing youth tobacco use. In
2005, the pioneering town of Needham became the first
municipality in the country to increase the minimum
tobacco sales age to 21. Within five years, the
community’s smoking rate had been cut in half.

Nearby cities and towns paid attention: About 80 Massachusetts municipalities have followed Needham’s example.
More, like the city of Boston, are about to implement this change; and, Hawaii recently became the first state to go to
21. We now have a patchwork of cities and towns in the Commonwealth with different legal sales ages for tobacco,
which can confuse retailers and consumers alike.

We also have more than 800,000 tobacco users in the Commonwealth, including an increasing number of middle
and high school youth using electronic cigarettes. By reducing access to tobacco products from high school social
networks, the Institute of Medicine projects that an age 21 tobacco policy will over time reduce the smoking
population by 12 percent. For Massachusetts, that means about 96,000 fewer tobacco users harming their lungs,
their hearts, and all our wallets. It is time for a statewide approach.

Globe correspondent John Laidler solicited opinions for this exchange. He can be reached at laidler@globe.com.
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