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Make 21 legal smoking age

Pennsylvania should get on the front edge of a developing national trend to save young people’s lives. It should raise
the legal smoking age from 18 to 21.

On Jan. 1, Hawaii became the first state to make 21 the legal smoking age. If New Jersey Gov. Chris Christie signs a
bill to that effect that was passed by the Legislature, the Garden State will become the second. The legal age already
is 21 in New York City and the Pennsylvania Legislature is about to consider whether to raise it statewide. Similar
bills are on the legislative agenda in California and Washington. Boston, Cleveland, Kansas City, Missouri and
Kansas City, Kansas, also have raised the age.

Abundant research shows that 95 percent of adult smokers had their first cigarette before turning 18 and became
daily smokers before their 21st birthdays.

Last March, the Institute of Medicine released a study that starkly demonstrated the benefits of raising the age to 21
nationwide: 223,000 fewer premature deaths, 50,000 fewer deaths from lung cancer and 4.2 million fewer years of
life lost for Americans born between 2000 and 2019.

In July, the Centers for Disease Control found that 75 percent of Americans favor raising the smoking age to 21,
including 70 percent of adult smokers . They, better than anyone, understand the power of nicotine addiction.

The tobacco industry itself understands its need to hook its customers while they are young. Dating back to the early
1980s, internal reports of major companies placed the odds against someone becoming a smoker by 18 at 3-1,
whereas the odds against a nonsmoker becoming one by age 24 are 20-1. It’s why tobacco advertising is aimed at
young people.

Several studies have attempted to determine the long-term effect of reduced smoking on national health care costs
and the results are revealing. Less money would be saved on treating smoking-caused diseases that still kill 480,000
people a year. But because nonsmokers live longer on average, more people would use health care services later in
life.

The Legislature should follow Hawaii’s lead and the raise the age to 21 for cigarettes and electronic cigarettes, which
also deliver addictive nicotine.
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