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Support builds for raising tobacco purchasing age to 21

Massachusetts could soon become the third state in the country to raise the legal age to buy tobacco from 18 to 21.

“Tobacco use is the leading cause of preventable death,” said Marc Hymovitz, government relations director for the American Cancer Society Cancer Action
Network. “We should do everything we can to reduce tobacco use.”

The state Senate voted April 28 to pass a tobacco omnibus bill that would prohibit the sale of tobacco and nicotine delivery products to anyone younger than
21.

Last year, Hawaii became the first state to raise the tobacco purchasing age to 21. California’s governor signed a similar measure into law May 4.

Some opponents of the tobacco bill argue that if an 18-year-old is old enough to legally vote or serve in the military, they should also be allowed to buy
cigarettes and other tobacco products.

The Retailers Association of Massachusetts fears the bill will harm its members who sell tobacco.

“We are opposed to the legislation,” said Ryan Kearney, general counsel for the RAM. “We see it as anti-retailer and anti-consumer. It’s discriminatory as it
picks winners and losers in a competitive marketplace selling a legal product.”

More than 100 Massachusetts cities and towns have already passed local ordinances restricting the sale of tobacco products or raising the age to legally
purchase them.

Locally, the Boards of Health for Hamilton and Wenham have examined the possibility of upping the purchase age, but have taken no further action.

Hamilton Health Agent Leslie Whelan said the Board of Health expects to examine raising the legal purchasing age to 21 in the summer as well as eliminate
the sale of flavored tobacco and nicotine products, excluding menthol.

“Flavored products are designed to attract youth to smoking,” she said.

Wenham Board of Health Chairman Alyson Preston said the board discussed the issue at a meeting an January, noting many towns throughout the state had
already passed such bylaws, but ultimately decided to wait for further action at the state level. She added only one store in Wenham sells tobacco.

According to a March 2015 report from the Institute of Medicine, 90 percent of smokers had their first cigarette before age 19. It projects that if the tobacco
purchasing age were raised to 21 nationally, there would be 223,000 fewer premature deaths among those born between 2000 and 2019.

“Tobacco kills more Americans annually than car accidents, alcohol, illegal drugs, murders and suicides combined …” Senate President Stan Rosenberg, D-
Amherst, said in a statement. “I hope other states around the country follow our lead, and I look forward to working with the House and Governor Baker to
move this important policy forward.”

The House is expected to begin debating the tobacco bill in the coming months.

Kearney predicted passage of the proposed law would negatively impact ancillary sales, as a person who would typically stop at a store to buy cigarettes, snacks
and lottery tickets would now be more likely to bring his business across state lines.

“We completely understand the public health concerns, but the reality is this is not going to result in a decrease of nicotine usage,” Kearney said.

Hymovitz argued that reductions in tobacco-related healthcare costs would more than offset any declines in cigarette sales.

“What’s significantly impacting small businesses is increased healthcare costs, and one of the biggest drivers of increased healthcare costs is tobacco use, so
decreasing tobacco use will ultimately decrease healthcare costs,” he said. “It’s estimated tobacco use costs Massachusetts about $4 billion a year. There are
significant public health benefits to doing this, but there are also significant cost implications, positively.”

— Gerry Tuoti is the Regional Newsbank Editor for GateHouse Media New England. Email him at gtuoti@wickedlocal.com or call him at 508-967-3137.
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