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OP-ED


Retailer Licensing (Version 1)

Despite the fact that everyone agrees selling cigarettes to kids is wrong, retailers keep doing it. In fact, more than 17% of all retailers in California illegally sold tobacco to youth in the year 2001. Youth themselves confirm our worst fears: Nearly half (47.3%) of young people age 
16–17 in California report that it is easy to buy tobacco.

Eliminating youth access to tobacco products is critical because the easier it is for kids to smoke their first cigarette, the more they will try it, become hooked, and ultimately pay for their addiction with their lives. More than 80 percent of all adult smokers began smoking before they turned 18. Half of those addicted will die prematurely from a tobacco-related illness.

An obvious solution to stem the problem of youth access is to require retailers to be licensed to sell tobacco products. Twenty-four communities in California have passed ordinances to license tobacco retailers with strict penalties for selling tobacco to minors. It is time our elected officials in [COUNTY] took this pro-active step, which will make it easier to enforce the laws currently in place against selling tobacco products to minors.

Many precedents exist for requiring retailers to become licensed before selling cigarettes and other tobacco products. Business licenses are required to sell alcohol, security alarms and even bottled water in vending machines. Licenses are also required to cut hair and give manicures. It’s absurd that a law has not been passed in [COUNTY] requiring licensure for a retailer to sell tobacco – the only legal product that kills one in three of its consumers.

California has made enormous strides in addressing tobacco use as a public health issue, and the payoff for its statewide education on the subject has been great. Adult smoking prevalence in California has dropped by 21 percent. But we need to do more.  We must protect our children and their future by insuring that the tobacco industry does not ensnare a new generation of tobacco addicts.

We’ve seen too much progress to let such an important opportunity slip by. California in many ways leads the nation in its progressive thinking and action on this public health issue. Requiring a license or permit to sell tobacco products sends the message that we are serious about protecting our kids from the deadly addiction of tobacco.

OP-ED


Retailer Licensing (Version 2)

Eliminating illegal tobacco sales to kids is something we should all be able to agree on. Kids and tobacco are a deadly combination. More than 80 percent of the 42,000 Californians who die each year from smoking-related diseases started their addiction and deadly habit before they were 18 years old.

Yet every day in California, an estimated 200 children start smoking. Two-thirds then become addicted smokers and half of those will die prematurely because they smoked. 

Although selling tobacco to minors has been illegal since the 1800s, more than 10,000 California retailers continue to sell tobacco products to children each year. Fines for selling tobacco to minors in California already exist under the STAKE (Stop Tobacco Access to Kids Enforcement) Act and Penal Code Section 308. In spite of these financial penalties, 17.1 percent of California retailers illegally sold tobacco to minors in 2001. Increasingly, tobacco is being sold at “non-traditional” outlets, such as ice cream trucks and doughnut shops, which had the highest illegal sales rate at 24.7 percent. That means about one out of every four children who tries to buy at “non-traditional” locations is illegally sold tobacco.

Based on these statistics, it’s obvious that self-policing efforts by retailers and tobacco industry sponsored programs like “We Card” are not working. It’s time to stop putting band-aids on this critical public health problem.

Tobacco use is the number one cause of preventable disease and death in the United States and, when used as directed, kills more than 400,000 people each year. Unlike other legal yet potentially deadly and debilitating products such as alcohol and prescription drugs, no one is exactly sure who’s selling tobacco in California. As it stands today, many tobacco retailers are able to continue selling tobacco products to minors – whether through carelessness or intentionally – as long as they pay a small fine when caught.

Although critics of a tobacco retailer licensing policy may argue it’s merely additional and unnecessary government regulation, such a policy is an essential tool for ensuring that retailers comply with all local, state and federal tobacco-related laws.

Licensing tobacco retailers is a public health measure, not a business restriction or penalty. License or permit fees would be minimal and should be expected as a cost of doing business. Only if the retailer continues to illegally sell tobacco will they be subject to the suspension or revocation of their license. For many stores, especially convenience stores, tobacco sales make up a substantial portion of their revenue. Losing the right to sell tobacco products is a greater financial deterrent than penalties assessed under existing California law.

Requiring a license or permit to sell tobacco products sends retailers the message that we are serious about protecting our kids from the deadly addiction of tobacco. Twenty-four communities in California have laws and ordinances requiring tobacco retailers to obtain licenses or permits to sell tobacco products. These communities also provide for the suspension or revocation of the license if the merchant is repeatedly caught selling tobacco to minors.

Licenses are required for people who cut your hair, polish your nails and clean your teeth. Specific licenses are also required to sell alcohol, security alarms and bottled water in vending machines. But cigarettes – a deadly product – can be sold in California without one.

No other legal product sold in America disables and kills the majority of its lifelong users. The licensing of tobacco retailers is a common sense approach to ensure that retailers take their responsibility seriously and for communities to hold them accountable for keeping tobacco away from California’s children. 
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