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Introduction
With funding from the San Diego County Tobacco Control Resource Program, the American Lung Association coordinated a countywide youth purchase survey from January to March 2004 to determine the rate of illegal tobacco sales to minors.  

The effort involved ten agencies, 31 adult volunteers and 62 sixteen and seventeen year-old minors who attempted to purchase tobacco from 1,065 stores throughout San Diego County.  Participating agencies are members of the San Diego County Tobacco Control Coalition and the Tobacco-Free Communities Coalition and included the American Lung Association, CASA, Coronado SAFE, Palavra Tree, Institute for Public Health Strategies, Labor’s Community Service Agency, North Inland Community Prevention Program, San Dieguito Alliance for Drug-Free Youth, Union of Pan Asian Communities and Vista Community Clinic.

Local law enforcement was notified prior to the survey and a letter granting immunity from prosecution was obtained from the San Diego District Attorney’s office.

Survey Results

Countywide, minors were able to purchase tobacco products in 296 out of 873 stores, yielding an illegal sales rate of 33.9%.  Following is a breakdown for 16 of the county's 18 cities (Escondido and San Marcos were not included due to resource limitations), as well as for three communities in the unincorporated areas:
Illegal Sales Rate by Community

	City/

Community
	No. of Stores Surveyed
	% Sold

	La Mesa
	40
	57.5

	San Diego
	264
	44.3

	El Cajon
	80
	40.0

	National City
	47
	36.2

	Unincorporated Areas
	74
	32.4

	Encinitas
	44
	29.5

	Vista
	58
	29.3

	Carlsbad
	31
	29.0

	Imperial Beach
	14
	28.6

	Santee
	16
	25.0

	Chula Vista
	78
	20.5

	Oceanside
	70
	18.6

	Poway
	28
	17.9

	Lemon Grove
	13
	15.4

	Coronado
	7
	00.0

	Del Mar
	4
	00.0

	Solana Beach
	5
	00.0

	Escondido
	Not surveyed
	NA

	San Marcos
	Not surveyed
	NA

	TOTAL
	873
	33.9%


Illegal sales rates were also calculated by region and were found to vary significantly. (Note: the rate for North Inland must be interpreted with caution due to the small sample size and lack of data from Escondido and San Marcos.) Results are shown below:

Illegal Sales Rate by Region

	Region
	No. of Stores

Surveyed
	% Sold

	City of San Diego
	264
	44.3

	East County
	222
	38.3

	South Bay
	147
	25.2

	North Coastal
	212
	24.5

	North Inland (excludes Escondido and San Marcos)
	28
	17.9

	TOTAL
	873
	33.9%


Illegal sales rates were also calculated by store type. Deli/meat/produce stores were more than five times likely to sell than drugstores/pharmacies.   

Illegal Sales Rate by Store Type

	Store Type
	No. of Stores Surveyed
	% Sold

	Deli/Meat/Produce
	20
	70.0

	Other
	3
	66.7

	Gas Station only
	39
	51.3

	Discount
	23
	43.5

	Convenience (w/gas)
	206
	37.9

	Independent market
	126
	37.3

	Convenience (w/o gas)
	94
	31.9

	Liquor
	202
	29.2

	Supermarket
	102
	28.4

	Drug/Pharmacy
	52
	13.5

	Tobacco Shop
	6
	0.0

	TOTAL
	873
	33.9%




Illegal Sales Rate by Selected* Store Chains

	Chain/Franchise
	No. of Stores Surveyed
	% Sold

	Food 4 Less
	5
	60.0

	99 Cent Stores
	8
	50.0

	Shell
	28
	46.4

	Chevron
	26
	42.3

	7-11
	110
	40.9

	G& M
	5
	40.0

	Arco / AM/PM
	47
	38.3

	Mobil
	21
	38.1

	Exxon
	14
	35.7

	76
	9
	33.3

	Albertson’s
	25
	32.0

	Vons
	33
	27.3

	Circle K
	12
	25.0

	Ralph’s
	16
	25.0

	Rite Aid
	20
	20.0

	Thrifty
	10
	20.0

	Sav-On Drugs
	19
	10.5

	Long’s Drugs
	13
	0.0

	Stater Bros.
	5
	0.0

	Wal-Mart
	7
	0.0

	TOTAL
	433
	


* Chains with less than five stores surveyed not included in the table

Data Collection

Selection of Stores

Obtaining an accurate list of retailers that sell tobacco was a challenging task since retailers are not required to obtain a local license to sell tobacco. A list of 2,478 retail markets likely to sell tobacco was obtained from the San Diego County Department of Environmental Health Services. Stores in geographically outlying areas and those in areas with less than 5 stores were eliminated from the study sample, leaving 2,209 stores.  From that group, target numbers of stores per area were calculated to obtain city- and region-wide illegal sales estimates yielding a total sample of 1,065 stores. Surveys were completed for 873 of the 1,065 stores, yielding a completion rate of 82%.

Purchase Attempt Protocol

The same protocol was used in all purchase attempts to ensure consistency of the data. However, participating agencies were allowed to tailor the protocol to their community.  For example, youth participating in the surveys conducted in southeast San Diego tried to purchase blunts, swishers and small cigars, as these products are very popular in that part of the city. 

All youth and adult survey participants received the same training from the American Lung Association and from participating agencies to further ensure consistency in data collection. 

After being driven to each store by an adult volunteer, youth entered the store and asked the store clerk for tobacco.  If the clerk asked for ID and the youth had one, it was presented to the clerk.  If the youth did not have ID, he or she stated so and would also claim that he or she “was old enough”.  

This protocol was used to most accurately reflect how kids actually obtain tobacco.  State law prohibits retailers from selling tobacco to minors but a recent survey conducted by the California Department of Health Services found that 62% of kids in California who use tobacco think that it is easy to obtain it.  

Discussion of Findings

· Minors’ ability to buy cigarettes illegally varied significantly between cites and regions. Illegal sales rates by city ranged from 0% in Coronado, Del Mar, and Solana Beach to 57.5% in La Mesa.  Rates by region varied widely from 17.9% in a small North County Inland sample to 44.3% in the City of San Diego. 

· Illegal sales by store type varied widely. The highest sales rate was found in deli/meat/produce markets (70%). Sales rates ranged from 28.4% to 51.3% for retailers such as discount stores, gas stations, independent markets, convenience stores, supermarkets and liquor stores. The lowest rates were found in drugstores/pharmacies (13.5%) and tobacco shops (0%).

· Nearly 10% of the 1,065 stores in the sample did not stock tobacco products at all.

· Statistical analyses revealed that although both region and store type were related to illegal sales, region of the county was the strongest predictor of minors’ ability to buy tobacco products.

· Sales clerks asked for minors’ ID 73% of the time. When salesclerks asked for IDs, the sales rate was the lowest at 14.3%.  

· When sales clerks did not ask for ID, minors were able to buy tobacco 88% of the time.

Frequent Comments Noted by Youth from Sales Clerks That Sold

The only question was "Are you old enough?” I said yes.

Asked if I was 18, I said yes, and then he sold to me.

Ask for ID, said I didn't have it, then sold it to me.

I showed ID, he laughed and took money.

Clerk warned me to bring ID next time.

Clerk said no but then he slid them to me.

Cashier skipped register entry asking for ID entry.

Asked if I wanted matches.

Offered to get another pack—buy one get one free sale.

I didn’t have enough money so the clerk asked if I wanted a cheaper pack.

Cashier charged $5 and didn't ring it in the cash register.

Cashier said to hurry up!

Thank you, come again.
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