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ETSU public health academic hopes Tennessee follows Hawaii's
lead on tobacco age

Tony Casey

1 / 3 Hawaii recently became the first state to bump up its legal smoking age to 21.
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You can’t argue with scientific facts.

And Dr. Hadii Mamudu — an associate professor in the Department of Health Services Management and Policy at
East Tennessee State University’s College of Public Health — has one to share with the state of Tennessee.

“99 percent of people pick up smoking before 26,” the oft-cited academic author and researcher said, adding an
observation: “So anything we can do to push the legal smoking age further, is better.”

He praised the state of Hawaii for recently raising its smoking age — for both e-cigarettes and the traditional variety
— to 21, being the first in the U.S. to do so.

The numbers are anything but shaky on this.

According to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, Hawaii already has the third-lowest adult smoking rate,
the fifth-highest tax on each pack of cigarettes, the eighth-lowest number of annual deaths due to tobacco use and
10th-lowest health costs related to smoking.

Mamudu expects these numbers to get even better for the state’s already exemplary public health, and hopes it’s a
tend that spreads across the country. According the Associated Press’ Cathy Bussewitz, more than 100 U.S. cities
and counties have 21-plus laws in place, including New York City.

Needham, Massachusetts, did it in 2005, and 10 years later has seen the percentage of adults who smoke 50 percent
lower than the rest of the state.

Tennessee, on the other hand, is nearly the polar opposite of Hawaii in gains made by pushing anti-tobacco and anti-
e-cigarette campaigns.

By the same CDC numbers, Tennessee has the 47th-lowest adult smoking rate, 41st-lowest tax on each pack of
cigarettes, 40th-lowest number of annual deaths due to tobacco use and 35th-lowest health costs related to smoking.

According to the CDC, one in five deaths in the U.S. is related to smoking, directly related to various kinds of cancer,
heart and vascular diseases.

Despite the grim numbers, the current political climate in Tennessee doesn’t seem to be moving quickly toward a
move like Hawaii’s, so Mamudu doesn’t expect to see immediate change.
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But he says the present time is one of opportunity.

“I know the political atmosphere in regards to regulation here is tough, but it's going to ring bells,” he said. “It's ringing
bells worldwide.”

At the 2015 American Public Health Association annual meeting in Chicago, raising the smoking age was announced
as priority, so more states are expected to face calls to follow Hawaii’s lead. 

What proponents of raising that age face is the tobacco lobby’s fight against such legislation.

Money also works in the other direction: Mamudu points to the correlation between states that have higher tax rates
on packs of cigarettes and lower adult smoking rates.

“When it comes to tax, that's the No. 1 deterrent,” he said. “The scientic evidence is clear on smoking and tax rates.
It's not a coincidence.“

Email Tony Casey at tcasey@johnsoncitypress.com. Follow Tony Casey on Twitter @TonyCaseyJCP. Like him on
Facebook at www.facebook.com/tonycaseyjournalist.
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