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Tobacco Retail License Questions and Answers  
 
 

1. What is a Tobacco Retail License? 
A tobacco retail license (TRL) is a local license merchants need to sell tobacco products in 
their store, paying a yearly fee in order to sell tobacco. When merchants are caught 
violating tobacco laws, the stores are fined could potentially have their license suspended.  
Money from fees and fines go to support resources for enforcement and administration of 
the license through regular compliance checks.    
 

2. Why Should Businesses Have a Tobacco Retail License? 
Merchants should have to have a license to sell a deadly product like tobacco.  You 
currently need a license to sell alcohol, food, mattresses, and to own a dog, but not 
tobacco.  Tobacco retail licenses throughout the state have been a proven strategy to 
reduce youth access to tobacco, and thus lowering youth smoking rates. Renewing the 
license annually, would allow lists of current retailers to be up-to-date, accurate and could 
be used to contact merchants for education about laws and regulations pertaining to 
tobacco sales to minors and ALL tobacco laws. 
  

3. Isn’t there already a state tobacco license? 
There is a statewide law, AB 71, requiring all businesses to obtain a license by paying a 
one-time fee of $100.  There is no enforcement to AB 71 and it was designed to reduce 
tobacco smuggling, not youth access to tobacco. 
 

4. Isn’t selling tobacco to minors already against the law?  How does this differ? 
Yes, Penal Code 308A states that it is illegal to sell tobacco to minors.  Currently, there are 
no resources for law enforcement to enforce this law in addition to their many community 
needs and priorities.  A tobacco retail license would provide resources for law enforcement 
to enforce ALL tobacco laws including mobile sales, single sales, STAKE Act signage, etc.   
Under a license, violations are cited against the license holder, and not the clerk, as PC308 
currently states. 
 

5. Do we really need a new law? 
Yes!  Currently there is no local law or ordinance that provides resources for law 
enforcement to enforce youth access to tobacco laws.  A tobacco retail license also 
incorporates license suspensions, not just fines, for violating tobacco laws.  Youth access 
to tobacco is best controlled by local jurisdictions. 
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6. How much would a license fee cost? 
The fee is determined by the number of merchants in a community and the enforcement 
costs to perform a specified number of compliance checks each year. Requiring a fee 
sufficient to pay for ongoing administration, enforcement and prosecution of the license is 
ideal.  On average in California, effective local licenses are between $100 to $350 per year. 
 
 

7. What happens when merchants are caught selling tobacco to minors under a 

tobacco retail license? 
The stores would be cited and fined with a potential license suspension.  The suspension 
time and fine amount would depend if the violation was the first, second or third violation 
within a year or specified time period. Providing meaningful suspensions and fines for 
violations of the license would create a significant economic deterrent effect to retailers.  
 
 
 
 

Please join us in our efforts! 
The Stay Safe Youth Coalition is a group of high school students in Daly City and Pacifica 
who are dedicated to voicing the concerns of young people and making a difference in their 
communities.  In partnership with Youth Leadership Institute and the San Mateo County 
Tobacco Education Coalition, the Stay Safe Youth Coalition has been working to reduce 
youth access to tobacco in Daly City by advocating for a strong tobacco retail license. 
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Etan Zaitsu  
Asian American Recovery Services 
Stay Safe Program Supervisor   
www.aars-inc.org  
(650) 243-4850 
 
 

Amanda Cue  
Sr. Director of Prevention  
Youth Leadership Institute 
SMC Tobacco Coalition Co-Chair  
www.yli.org 
(650) 347-4963 

 
 
 
 
 

  
 

 


