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What is Tobacco 21? 

Tobacco 21 is a nationwide initiative to raise the minimum legal sale age for tobacco 

products from 18 to 21. Raising the minimum legal sale age for tobacco products to 21 is a 

promising strategy to reduce the prevalence of  smoking and other tobacco use among 

youth.  

 

Nearly all smokers initiate use before 21 years old, and youth and young adults are heavily 

targeted by the tobacco industry. Increasing the sale age to 21 will prevent youth  from 

ever starting to smoke and will reduce deaths, disease, and health care costs caused by 

tobacco use.  

 

Since 2013, over 212 communities across the nation have passed legislation to restrict 

access to nicotine and tobacco before age 21. In late 2015, Kansas City and Cleveland 

became the first major Midwestern cities to raise their tobacco age to 21. As of August 

2016, over 212 municipalities in 12 states, and the entire states of Hawaii and California, 

have taken this important step, covering over 60 million people. 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Image from http://tobacco21.org/ 
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Why Tobacco 21? 
 

Tobacco use remains the most preventable cause of morbidity and mortality in the United 
States. Because the vast majority of adult smokers begin during youth, preventing youth 
initiation of tobacco use is fundamental in reducing the smoking rate and lowering the 
morbidity and mortality rates linked to tobacco.  Approximately 95% of daily smokers are 
smoking daily by age 21.1 This strongly suggests that if someone is not a regular tobacco 
user by 21 years of age, it is highly unlikely they will become one. 
 
Tobacco 21 works. In Needham, MA, before Tobacco 21 was enacted, the youth smoking 
rate was 13%. Five years later, the youth smoking rate decreased to 6.7% compared to the 
surrounding areas which started at 15% and was down to just 12.4%. The percent decline 
in Needham was nearly triple that of its neighbors.  
 
The support is overwhelming. In July of 2015, the Centers for Disease Control and 
Prevention released a study concluding that 75% of adults favor raising the tobacco age to 
21, including 70% of current smokers and 65% of those aged 18-24. 
 
Evidence shows little to no financial impact for businesses. According to a 2014 study 
performed by Winickoff et al., only a small percentage of total tobacco sales (2.12%) is 
attributed to those younger than 21 years in the United States.2 Retailers are already 
required under federal rules to check the ID of anyone who appears to be younger than 27 
years seeking to purchase tobacco, so an age-21 requirement would place no additional 
compliance burden on their staff.3 
 
Based on a review of the literature, raising the minimum age of legal access to tobacco 
products and nicotine delivery devices will likely improve the health of adolescents and 
young adults.4 Raising the legal age will also likely reduce the prevalence of other tobacco 
products and exposure to secondhand smoke, further reducing tobacco-caused adverse 
health effects, both immediately and over time.  A March 2015 report by the Institute of 
Medicine strongly concluded that raising the tobacco sale age to 21 will have a substantial 
positive impact on public health and save lives. It stated that a nationwide Tobacco 21 
policy would lead to a 25% drop in youth smoking initiation, a 12% drop in overall 
smoking rates, and 16,000 cases of preterm birth and low birth weight averted in the first 5 
years of the policy. Additionally, these laws are likely to change social norms, and thereby 
indirectly affect perceived ease of access from social sources, especially among younger 
adolescents.1  

 

1 IOM (Institute of Medicine). 2015. Public health implications of raising the minimum age of legal access to 
tobacco products. Washington, DC: The National Academies Press. 
2 Winickoff, J.P., Hartman, L., Chen, M.L., Gottlieb, M., Nabi-Burza, E., and DiFranza, J.R. (2014). Retail impact of 
raising tobacco sales age to 21 years.  American Journal of Public Health. Published online ahead of print 
September 11, 2014: e1–e4. doi:10.2105/AJPH. 2014.302174. 
3 Cigarettes and smokeless tobacco, 21 CFR § 1140.14(b). 
4 IOM (Institute of Medicine). 2015. Public health implications of raising the minimum age of legal access to 
tobacco products. Washington, DC: The National Academies Press. 
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Step I: Engage Interest/Gain Support 
 
Includes:  

 The Importance of a Coalition..................................................................................................6 

 Sample Letter to Council...........................................................................................................7  

 Facts and Presentations............................................................................................................8  
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The Importance of a Coalition 
 

Developing coalitions as a strategy to improve public health outcomes has been an 

important and effective instrument in accelerating tobacco control efforts. Coalitions are 

able to develop strategies to change behavior through policy change, including community 

education, grassroots mobilization, counter-marketing and media advocacy. They also 

allow for a greater reach and more resources than many individual members or 

organizations.  

 

Community and population-specific coalitions are an advantage when passing a Tobacco 21 

policy.  Local coalitions can be very beneficial by:  

• Increasing the program’s capacity;  

• Building awareness and knowledge of tobacco issues and related policy solutions;  

• Building strong and collaborative relationships with state and local program managers;  

• Expanding community support for the issue;  

• Identifying community members to testify and speak in support of the issue; and  

• Building relationships with local and state policy makers.  

 

Tobacco control coalitions play a critical role in addressing these issues. Tobacco control 

coalitions are champions in both effectively educating the community about the negative 

health effects of tobacco use and secondhand smoke exposure and advocating for evidence-

based policy interventions. These efforts have resulted in the decrease of tobacco 

consumption, prevention of the initiation of tobacco use, and decrease in tobacco-related 

disease and mortality.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
CDC (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention). Coalitions: State and Community Interventions. Atlanta, GA. 
ftp://ftp.cdc.gov/pub/fda/fda/user_guide.pdf. 

ftp://ftp.cdc.gov/pub/fda/fda/user_guide.pdf
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Sample Letter to Governing Body  

Oftentimes, governing bodies need to see the support from their constituents in order to 

fully support and pass a law/ordinance. Below is a sample letter you can send to show your 

support for Tobacco 21.  

 

[Insert date]    

Dear Sir/Madam, 

I’m a ____ year resident of CITY and a ______ (profession, retired, parent, etc). I am 

writing to urge you to adopt a city ordinance that raises the legal minimum age for 

sale of all tobacco and nicotine products to age 21. Thus far, over 180 municipalities 

in 12 states including New York City, Kansas City, Chicago, Cleveland, Boston, and San 

Francisco, and the entire states of Hawaii and California, have taken this important 

step in protecting our children. 

For years, adolescent smoking rates have been coming down, although nearly one in 

five high school seniors still uses tobacco.  Now, however, adolescents’ use of e-

cigarettes, nicotine vapor devices, hookahs and small cigars has gone up 

dramatically, threatening to completely erase a decade of progress. 

The enormously powerful tobacco industry lobby has derailed initiatives in Congress 

and our state legislature.  But, where federal and state governance fails, local 

leadership has succeeded.  Virtually all statewide workplace and public smoking 

bans began with local government regulations. 

During the years from ages 18-21, youthful experimentation often accelerates into 

daily use. It’s a time when the adolescent brain is highly vulnerable to the effects of a 

powerful addictive agent like nicotine.  Raising the nicotine/tobacco age also better 

protects younger teens, as 90% of those who provide cigarettes to kids under 18 are 

themselves under 21.  As a result, raising the tobacco sales age to 21 has been shown 

to reduce high school smoking by over 50%. 

You can find other useful information at Tobacco21.org, and, of course, I would be 

honored to speak with you personally about ways to better protect our kids. 

 Sincerely, 

[Your full name] 
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Sample Slides and Information to Share 
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Sample Slides from Tobacco 21 KC (http://www.wearehealthykc.com/We-Are-Healthy-KC/Tobacco-
Cessation.aspx) and Trinity Health (http://tobacco21.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/06/Sample-_-Tobacco-
21-Slide-Deck-_-UPDATED-4-15-2016.pdf)   

http://www.wearehealthykc.com/We-Are-Healthy-KC/Tobacco-Cessation.aspx
http://www.wearehealthykc.com/We-Are-Healthy-KC/Tobacco-Cessation.aspx
http://tobacco21.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/06/Sample-_-Tobacco-21-Slide-Deck-_-UPDATED-4-15-2016.pdf
http://tobacco21.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/06/Sample-_-Tobacco-21-Slide-Deck-_-UPDATED-4-15-2016.pdf
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Step II: Determine Language 

Determining what language to use in your City/County’s Tobacco 21 policy is a crucial 
aspect in this process. Below is a summary of what can be included in a Tobacco 21 
ordinance and sample language to help you determine what definitions to include, 
regulations as far as signage, penalties, and enforcement.  
 
A strong Tobacco 21 ordinance would contain the following:  

1. A definition of tobacco products that includes current and future tobacco products, 
which includes electronic nicotine delivery devices;  

2. A prohibition on the distribution of tobacco products to recipients under the age of 
21; 

3. A requirement that tobacco retailers post notices stating that no person under the 
age of 21 may purchase tobacco products; and  

4. Authority for the county or municipality to inspect distributors for compliance. 
 
The Tobacco 21 ordinance may contain other information, such as findings of fact and 
purpose or signage requirements, if those apply to your municipality. Below is some 
reasoning and examples of what could be included in a Tobacco 21 ordinance.  
 
Findings of Fact and Purpose  
Findings of fact and purpose may be included if the city/county wishes. The purpose of 
including findings in a Tobacco 21 ordinance is to clearly identify the problems to be 
addressed with the policy. Findings can provide guidance to not only the policy drafters 
and decision makers, but the readers of the policy as well. Common findings associated 
with a comprehensive tobacco policy will identify health concerns and other problems 
related to use and/or access to tobacco. Findings specific to your jurisdiction, such as use 
rates among local teens and young adults, will provide further rationale for your ordinance.  
 
Some Examples:  

 [County/municipality] recognizes that the use of tobacco products has devastating 
health and economic consequences.  

 [County/municipality] further recognizes that young people are particularly 
susceptible to the addictive properties of tobacco products, and are particularly 
likely to become lifelong users.  

  National data show that 95 percent of adult smokers begin smoking before they 
turn 21.  

 
Definitions  
A thorough definitions section explains the language and wording used in an ordinance and 
also helps ensure the language is consistent throughout the entire document. A well 
thought-out definition section can help reduce ambiguity and confusion. A strong tobacco 
control policy must contain a thorough “tobacco product” definition. Before writing a 
definitions section, you need to determine to what extent your county or municipality has 
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the power to define terms. It is also important to determine whether you plan to include 
electronic nicotine delivery devices in your Tobacco 21 Policy.  
 
Some Examples:  

 “Tobacco product” means any product made or derived from tobacco that contains 
nicotine or other substances and is intended for human consumption or is likely to 
be consumed, whether smoked, heated, chewed, absorbed, dissolved, inhaled, or 
ingested by other means, including, but not limited to, a cigarette, a cigar, pipe 
tobacco, chewing tobacco, snuff, snus, or an electronic smoking device. The term 
includes any component or accessory used in the consumption of a tobacco product, 
such as filters, rolling papers, pipes, or liquids used in electronic smoking devices.  
 

  “Electronic smoking device” means any device that can be used to deliver 
aerosolized or vaporized nicotine to the person inhaling from the device, including, 
but not limited to, an e-cigarette, e-cigar, e-pipe, vape pen or e-hookah. Electronic 
smoking device includes any component, part, or accessory of such a device, 
whether or not sold separately, and includes any substance intended to be 
aerosolized or vaporized during the use of the device.  
 

 “Vapor Product” shall mean any non-combustible product with or without 
nicotine  that employs a heating element, power source, electronic circuit, or 
other electronic, chemical or mechanical means, regardless of shape or size, 
which can be used to produce vapor with or  without nicotine in a solution or 
other form. Vapor product includes any electronic cigarette, electronic cigar, 
electronic cigarillo, electronic pipe, or similar product or device and any vapor 
cartridge or other container of nicotine in a liquid solution or other form that is 
intended to be   used with or in an electronic cigarette, electronic cigar, 
electronic cigarillo, electronic pipe, or similar product or device. Vapor product 
does not include any alternative nicotine or tobacco product. 
 

 “Alternative Nicotine Device” shall mean any non-combustible product 
containing nicotine that is intended for human consumption, whether chewed, 
absorbed,   dissolved, or ingested by any other means.  
 

  “Distribute” or “Distribution” means to furnish, give, provide, or to attempt to do 
so, whether gratuitously or for any type of compensation.  

 “Distributor” means a person who distributes a tobacco product.  
 

 “Retailer” shall mean any person, firm or corporation engaged in the business 
of selling tobacco products, alternative  nicotine products, or vapor products  by 
personal  handling to an ultimate  customer or consumer. 
 

 “Wholesale Dealer” shall mean any person, firm or corporation who shall sell, 
distribute, convey, give away or deliver tobacco products, alternative nicotine 
products, or vapor products to a retailer. 
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  “Recipient” means any person who obtains or attempts to obtain a tobacco 
product.  

 
Minimum Legal Sales Age for Tobacco Products  
Ensure the minimum sale age is included along with any age verification requirements. 
Consider whether you are banning just the sale of tobacco and electronic smoking devices, 
or including possession, use, and purchase (PUP) as well.  Prohibiting the PUP of tobacco 
products by underage persons is a part of some ordinances, however, these provisions may 
be unlikely to reduce youth smoking significantly and are excluded from many ordinances. 
Also, they may undermine other conventional avenues of youth discipline, divert attention 
from more effective tobacco control strategies, and relieve the tobacco industry of 
responsibility for its marketing practices.  
 
Some Examples:  

 Effective DATE, it shall be unlawful to sell or furnish a tobacco product in any 
shape or form or an electronic smoking device to a person under twenty-one years 
of age. 

 No  retailer  may  sell any tobacco  products,  alternative  nicotine  products,  or 
vapor products to any person younger than  twenty-one (21) years of  age. 

 The sale or distribution of any tobacco product to a person under the age of 21 is 
prohibited.  

 No person under the age of twenty-one (21) shall purchase tobacco 
products, alternative nicotine products, or vapor products. 

 It shall be unlawful for a person under twenty-one years of age to purchase any 
tobacco product, or electronic smoking device.  

 Before distributing any tobacco product, the distributor shall verify that the 
recipient is at least 21 years of age. Each distributor shall examine the recipient’s 
government-issued photographic identification. No such verification is required for 
a person over the age of 30.  

 Each retailer, or retailer's agent, shall verify by means of photographic 
identification containing the bearer's date of birth, that no person purchasing 
tobacco products, alternative nicotine products, or vapor products is younger 
than twenty-one (21) years of age. No such verification is required for any person 
who appears to be over the age of twenty-seven (27). 

 The purchase or attempted purchase of any tobacco product by or on behalf of a 
person under the age of 21 is prohibited. Individuals under the age of 21 who 
unlawfully purchase or attempt to purchase tobacco products may be subject to 
tobacco-related education classes, diversion programs, community service, or 
other penalties that [County/municipality] believes will be appropriate and 
effective.  

 Each retailer shall ensure that his or her employees are made aware of the 
provisions of this Article and shall ensure that his or her employees comply 
with the provisions of this Article. 
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Signage 
Requiring tobacco sellers to post a standardized notice raises awareness of the age 
restriction (both among distributors and the general public) and helps promote 
compliance. Will there be required signs to be posted? What will those signs say? Where 
should the signs be posted? 
 
Some Examples:  

 No person shall sell or permit the sale of tobacco products in [county/municipality] 
unless a clearly visible notice is posted at the location where tobacco products are 
available for purchase. The [County/municipality] shall provide this notice, which 
shall state “No person under the age of 21 may purchase tobacco products,” legibly 
printed in letters at least one-half inch high.  

 Effective DATE, signs using the statement, “The sale of tobacco products or 
electronic smoking devices to persons under twenty-one is prohibited,” shall be 
posted  

 Every retailer shall have posted four (4) State mandated signs which indicate "It is a 
violation of the law for cigarettes, e-cigarettes, other tobacco products,  alternative  
nicotine products,  or vapor products to be sold to any person under 21." 

 
Penalties  
A penalties section specifies the consequences for violations. Local governments often have 
the ability to impose criminal and/or civil penalties for ordinance violations. When 
deciding what penalty to attach to these violations, you may want to review the authority 
for penalties provided for similar offenses in your county or municipality. 
 
Some Examples:  

 Any person found to have violated this ordinance shall be subject to a fine of no less 
than $300 for the first offense, no less than $600 for the second offense, and no less 
than $1000 for each offense thereafter. Each violation, and every day in which a 
violation occurs, shall constitute a separate violation. 

 In addition to any other penalty, a licensee who violates any provision of this 
ordinance may be subject to license suspension, revocation, and/or non-renewal.  

 Any person who violates subsections, shall be fined $500 for the first offense. Any 
subsequent offenses shall subject the person to a fine not less than $500 nor more 
than $2,000.  

 Any wholesale dealer or retailer violating the provisions of this Article shall be 
subject to fines in the following amounts: 

o First Offense: Not less than One Hundred Dollars ($100.00) nor more than 
Two Hundred Fifty Dollars  ($250.00) 

o Second Offense: Not  less than Two Hundred  Fifty Dollars  ($250.00) nor 
more than Five Hundred  Dollars ($500.00) 

o Third & Subsequent Offenses: Five Hundred Dollars ($500.00) 
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 Any person violating the provisions of this Article shall be subject to a fine of not 
more than Five Hundred Dollars ($500.00). 

 
While some municipalities may choose to include to prohibit PUP as part of the Tobacco 21 
policy, it is important to note that these provisions may be unlikely to reduce youth 
smoking significantly.  It is recommended to exclude this from your ordinance and focus on 
the sale and distribution of products to those under 21.  
 
Enforcement 
An enforcement section empowers your county or municipality to inspect distributors for 
compliance. It may be helpful to grant enforcement authority to multiple agencies, such as 
law enforcement agencies, the health department, and the local agency that enforces 
general business licensing laws. This can help ensure that youth can be used to test for 
compliance. It may also result in compliance checks of stores without a tobacco retailer 
license.  
 
Some Examples:  

 [County/municipality] or its authorized designee may conduct random, 
unannounced inspections at locations where tobacco products are distributed to 
test and ensure compliance with this ordinance.  

 [County/municipality] Police Department/enforcement agency will enforce this 
ordinance as it has done previously, utilizing compliance checks as a means of 
enforcement and responding to complaints  
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Step III: Introduce Ordinance 
 

After you’ve engaged the interest of the community, gained support, and chosen the 

ordinance language, the ordinance must be introduced to the decision makers of your 

community to be passed, voted on, or placed into effect. This can be difficult work. 

However, helping decision makers, community members, and business owners realize that 

this is a good move for the future of your community is important. Additionally, evidence 

has shown little to no financial impact for businesses in the 200+ communities and states 

that have already passed it, which can help.  
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Step IV: Retailer and Community Education 

 
Congrats! Your city/county has been successful in joining over 200 cities and counties and 

two states in passing a Tobacco 21 ordinance. Now what? It’s important to educate the 

retailers, youth, and adults in your community on what this means to them. This can be a 

commonly missed step in the Tobacco 21 process. 

Includes:  
 Sample Letter to Retailer........................................................................................................19 

 Information for Website.........................................................................................................22 

 Tobacco 21 Fact Sheet.............................................................................................................23 

 Sample Social Media Posts.....................................................................................................25 

 Sample Medial Articles……..................................................................................................................27 

 Sample Press Release………………………………...…………………………………………………….31 
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CITY/COUNTY HERE 
 

                                       DEPARTMENT NAME HERE 

 
DATE 

 
Dear Local Business Owner/Manager, 

 
On DATE, the CITY/COUNTY/CITY COUNCIL voted to raise the legal tobacco and e-cigarette 
sale age to 21 years old. The Council also voted to include e-cigarettes in CITY/COUNTY 
definition of products included in the indoor air policy, thereby prohibiting use of e-
cigarettes in public places, except those areas and entities which had previously been 
exempted in SECTION of the ordinance.  The changes to the ordinance go into effect 
immediately.  
 
As a result, it is in violation of City Ordinance for tobacco products, tobacco product 
paraphernalia, alternative nicotine products or vapor products to be sold to any person 
under the age of 21.  Warning signs concerning the sale of products set forth in SECTION of 
the Code of Ordinances to minors shall be plainly visible at every display from which such 
products are sold.  

 
In addition, the use of e-cigarettes and vaping products was added to the ORDINANCE, 
which already prohibited the use of tobacco products in public places.  Those products are 
now illegal to use in any place or situation where tobacco use was already illegal.   

 
The CITY/COUNTY ENFORCEMENT AGENCY will enforce this ordinance as it has done 
previously, utilizing compliance checks as a means of enforcement and responding to 
complaints.  For more information regarding the enforcement of the amendments to CITY 
CODE as it relates to tobacco and e-cigarettes, contact the CONTACT AGENCY at NUMBER. 
For more information regarding the public and retailer education, or for questions about 
the addition of e-cigarettes and vaping products to the ORDINANCE, contact DEPARTMENT 
NAME at NUMBER. 

 
 
Sincerely,  

 
 

 
SIGNATURE 
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CITY/COUNTY 

DEPARTMENT NAME HERE 

ADDRESS 
 

DATE 
 
 

Dear Merchants, 
 
CITY/CITY COUNCIL enacted ORDINANCE on DATE to protect our youth.  It is now 
unlawful to sell both tobacco products and electronic smoking devices to persons under 21 
years of age. 
 
In accordance with ORDINANCE, vendors must post new, legal signage at or near the point 
of sales where tobacco products or electronic smoking devices are sold.  
 
The DEPARTMENT NAME is providing the new legal tobacco signs.  Please replace all 
outdated signs with the new official tobacco signage.  Additional merchant resources 
include:  a We Check ID sticker, order forms for additional signage, flyers describing the 
new law, and sample downloadable signs and age calculators.  These resources are 
available for your convenience online on the Tobacco Prevention and Education Program 
(TPEP) website at the following URL:  WEBSITE. 
 
Should you have any questions about this new law, require any special assistance, or would 
like to request additional signage, contact CONTACT NAME by e-mail at EMAIL. 
 
Thank you for your effort in preventing the sales of tobacco and electronic smoking devices, 
and protecting the health of CITY/COUNTY youth and young adults. 
 
 
Sincerely, 
 
            
 
SIGNATURE 
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DEPARTMENT NAME 
ADDRESS   
WEBSITE 
PHONE NUMBER  
 
 
BUSINESS 
ADDRESS 
CITY, STATE ZIP 

DATE 
 

Dear Local Business Owner/Manager, 
 

On DATE, the CITY/COUNTY/CITY COUNCIL voted to raise the minimum legal sales age for 
tobacco, alternative nicotine products, and vapor products to 21 years old. This ordinance 
will go into effect on DATE. 
 
As a result, it is in violation of CITY CODE for tobacco products, alternative nicotine 
products, or vapor products to be sold to any person under the age of 21.  Four warning 
signs concerning the sale of products shall be plainly visible at every display from which 
such products are sold as set forth in CITY CODE. The retailer sign should indicate “It is a 
violation of the law for cigarettes, other tobacco products, alternative nicotine products, or 
vapor products to be sold to any person under 21." Included with this letter is a sample 
sign and age calculators to be posted. More signs can be printed by visiting the website at 
WEBSITE.  

 
For more information regarding the law or public and retailer education, contact the 
DEPARTMENT NAME at NUMBER. 

 
Thank you for your efforts in preventing the sale of tobacco products, alternative nicotine 
products, and vapor products, and protecting the health of CITY/COUNTY youth and young 
adults. 

 
 
 
Sincerely,   
 
 
SIGNATURE  
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Information for Website 
 
Why put information on the website? 
A website is an easy way to promote the change and send people to one location where all 
information about the ordinance change, who its impacting, and necessary resources can 
be found. It can be its own website, or it can be a page on a organization’s website.  
 
What to include:  

 What ordinance has been amended and where it can be found 
 When the change goes into effect  
 What the ordinance change means  
 Specific language that is important to the ordinance and definitions where necessary  
 The penalties associated with each offense  
 Additional resources 
 Any signage you expect retailers to post, such as “We Check ID” signs or updated 

“It’s the Law” posters 
 Any fact sheets important to community education  
 Who to contact with questions or concerns  

 
 

For an example, visit: http://www.ci.independence.mo.us/Health/story/4488. 
  

http://www.ci.independence.mo.us/Health/story/4488
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Reducing Youth Smoking in CITY/COUNTY 

The Solution:  
  CITY/COUNTY has joined Hawaii, California and over 100 other cities and 

counties in ten states in adopting Tobacco 21. Effective DATE, CITY/COUNTY 

increased the minimum sale age for tobacco products, alternative nicotine 

products, and vapor products to 21.   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Just 2% of tobacco sales contribute to 90% of new smokers 

 

 DID YOU KNOW: 90% of lifetime tobacco users started smoking before the 

age of 21. Tobacco affects the development of the brain in areas of addiction 

during this vulnerable time period. 

Tobacco 21 strategy has already been a success 
 

 In 2005, Needham, MA raised the minimum tobacco sales age to 21. Prior to 

enforcement, the town had a 13% youth smoking rate. By 2010, the 

percentage of youth using tobacco dropped to 6.7%.  

Nearby cities who have adopted Tobacco 21|KC 
 

 Kansas City, MO 

 Kansas City, KS 

 Overland Park, KS 

 Olathe, KS 

 Gladstone, MO  

  Grandview, MO 

 Bonner Springs, KS 

 Lenexa, KS 

 Leavenworth, KS 

 Leawood, KS  

 Prairie Village, KS  

 Lansing, KS 

 Iola, KS 

It’s Simple Math: 

By increasing the minimum tobacco sales age to 21, tobacco use 

will dramatically reduce tobacco use. 
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Responses to Convenience Stores Owners’ Concerns 

 
 

The arguments you may hear:  
 

We will go out of business now that we can’t sell tobacco products. 
 When Needham, MA increased their tobacco sales age to 21, not a single 

convenience store went out of business.  

 Restaurants still thrive despite the smoking regulations now in place. 

 Tobacco sales from ages 18-20 only make up 2% of the tobacco sales. 

Our customers will go elsewhere to get tobacco products. 
 Lowering tobacco sales increases business 

o Cities or towns who have banned smoking tend to have higher 

levels of socioeconomic status, thus increasing revenue for the 

city. 

 Research has shown a minimal impact on retail after raising the 

sales age to 21.  

o When Needham adopted the Tobacco 21 policy, there was no 

evidence for youth traveling to other towns for tobacco. 

 
 

The Military Restriction Argument 
 

 The argument: If you can make the decision to go to war and bear arms 

at the age of 18, you should have the right to decide if you can smoke.  

 The response: The minimum age of military service does not equal 

readiness to enlist in a lifetime of smoking.  

 IN FACT: The U.S. Army Surgeon General says soldiers who smoke are 

less combat ready and take longer to heal.  
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Sample Social Media for Tobacco 21 Policy 
 

Below are some examples of social media messages that can be used for Facebook 
and/or Twitter. These help to share the facts related to the benefits of a Tobacco 21 
policy, some ways to celebrate your city passing a Tobacco 21 policy, some example 
images you can post, and even some examples to promote quitting.  
 

 Tobacco use can decrease by 12% by the time today's teenagers are adults if the 
sales age for tobacco was raised to 21. #GetTheFacts 
 

 Raising the tobacco sale age to 21 will reduce smoking, save lives, & help make 
the next generation #tobaccofree. #tobacco21 
 

 Support the future of CITY. Make deadly products less accessible in high school. 
#tobacco21 
 

 95% of all adult smokers start smoking by age 21. #Tobacco21 
 

 The truth is any amount of smoke is harmful to your health. Smoking less doesn’t 
reduce your risk. http://go.usa.gov/cCQde  

 
 Smoking is the leading cause of preventable death yet every day 3200+ people 

younger than 18 smoke their first cigarette. #Tobacco21  
 

 95% of current smokers started before they turned 21, so this ordinance will help a 
new generation of CITY/COUNTY residents stay free of tobacco addiction when 
they are most vulnerable. 
 

 Proud to be a #tobacco21 community! CITY/COUNTY youth deserve a healthy, 
addiction-free life! 

 
 Effective DATE, sale and purchase of tobacco products, alternative nicotine 

products, and vapor products will be illegal to those under 21 in CITY. 
#Tobacco21 

 
 Tobacco 21 will go into effect DATE, in CITY, allowing us to join more than 100 

other cities and counties around the nation in raising the minimum age of purchase 
for tobacco products, other nicotine products, and vapor products from 18 to 21!  

 
 SMOKING RATE OF CITY/COUNTY residents is a smoker, but together we can help 

our neighbors quit, encourage our youth to stay addiction free, and help build a 
healthier CITY.  Effective DATE the CITY/COUNTY will be a Tobacco 21 city. This 
means that according to City Ordinance NUMBER, it is illegal to sell tobacco 
products, alternative nicotine products, and vapor products to anyone under age 21. 
It is also illegal to purchase these products under the age of 21. The CITY is proud to 

https://twitter.com/hashtag/GetTheFacts?src=hash
http://go.usa.gov/cCQde
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be a part of this policy recommendation to raise the age of sale and purchase of all 
tobacco products to 21. We hope you will stand with CITY and OVER 100 
organizations to keep tobacco out of our high schools and keep our youth healthy! 

 
 Do you smoke to deal with stress? Walk it out. Being active can improve your mind, 

reduce stress, and help you fight your cravings. #QuitNow 
 

 http://smokefree.gov helps you #QuitSmoking. Check it out for assistance and 
resources to help you quit.  

 
 Call the Missouri Tobacco Quitline at 1-800-QUIT-NOW (1-800-784-8669) for help 

to #QuitSmoking. Support and resources are available.  
 

 You can quit smoking! Call the Missouri Tobacco Quitline at 1-800-QUIT-NOW or 1-
800-784-8669 for support, resources, and assistance. You can do it, they can help. 
When you’re ready, it’s in your hands. Or visit http://smokefree.gov/ or 
http://health.mo.gov/living/wellness/tobacco/smokingandtobacco/tobaccocontrol
.php for more information on how to #QuitSmoking. 

 
 Want to quit smoking? You’ll start experiencing health benefits on your first quit 

day.  
 

 
 

 
 

 

  

http://smokefree.gov/
http://smokefree.gov/
http://health.mo.gov/living/wellness/tobacco/smokingandtobacco/tobaccocontrol.php
http://health.mo.gov/living/wellness/tobacco/smokingandtobacco/tobaccocontrol.php
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Sample Newspaper Article 
 
It shouldn’t be new information to anyone that smoking is bad for our health. Even so, 
tobacco use continues to be the leading preventable cause of disease and death in the 
United States.   
 
Cigarette smoking causes nearly one in five deaths each year in the United States. Smoking 
can harm nearly every organ of the body, cause many diseases, and affect a person’s overall 
health. Smokers are two to four times more likely than nonsmokers to develop heart 
disease or stroke, and 25 times more likely to develop lung cancer. If no one smoked, one 
out of every three cancer deaths in the United States would not happen. In addition, 
smoking can cause lung diseases, including chronic obstructive pulmonary disease (COPD), 
emphysema, and chronic bronchitis, by damaging your airways.  
 
Smoking by youth and young adults can cause serious and potentially deadly health issues. 
Exposure to nicotine can have lasting effects on adolescent brain development. Cigarette 
smoking also causes children and teens to be short of breath and to have less stamina, both 
of which can affect athletic performance and other physically-active pursuits. Young people 
who smoke are in danger of:  

 addiction to nicotine,  
 reduced lung function,  
 reduced lung growth, and 
 early cardiovascular damage. 

 
Despite popular belief, electronic nicotine delivery devices (ENDS), such as electronic 
cigarettes (e-cigarettes), vape pens, and e-hookahs, are not harmless either. These devices 
deliver nicotine through an aerosol that is inhaled into the lungs the same way cigarette 
smoke is. So far, there are limited studies on the health effects of long-term use of e-
cigarettes and other ENDS and whether the use of ENDS leads to cigarette smoking by 
youth. However, nicotine is known to be addictive, toxic to developing fetuses, and harmful 
to adolescent brain development, so no youth should use e-cigarettes or any other tobacco 
product.  
 
Nearly all tobacco use begins during youth and progresses during young adulthood. Ninety-
five percent (95%) of all adult smokers start smoking before age 21. According to the 
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), more than 3,800 children age 18 or 
younger smoke their first cigarette every day, and those who have had their first cigarette 
by age 18 are most likely to become lifelong smokers, creating lifelong health issues.  
 
Hoping to curb underage smoking and keep teens from ever starting, the CITY/COUNTY 
has joined Hawaii, California and over 100 cities and counties in eight states, including 
Wyandotte County, Kansas, Kansas City, Missouri, and Independence, Missouri  in raising 
the tobacco sale age to 21.  
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This ordinance protects young people from tobacco addiction and saves lives by banning 
the sale of tobacco products, alternative nicotine products, and vapor products to anyone 
under the age of 21. Youth and young adults are the age groups when nearly all smoking 
begins and that are heavily targeted by the tobacco industry. The higher legal age for 
smoking could delay the initiation rate in two ways. First, it will prevent 18- to 20-year-olds 
from legally purchasing cigarettes. Second, it can affect younger groups, particularly 15- to 
17-year-olds, by limiting their access to friends and family who can buy cigarettes legally.  
By decreasing the number of eligible buyers in high school, this action will help reduce 
youth smoking by decreasing the access of students to tobacco products.   
 
CITY/COUNTY VOTING BODY voted on DATE, to amend the current ordinance to raise the 
age from 18 to 21 for the purchase or sale of tobacco products, alternative nicotine 
products, or vapor products. The ordinance will go into effect DATE.  
 
Several studies have shown decreases in high school smoking rates when the tobacco sales 
age goes to 21, and a recently-released CDC poll shows that 75% of Americans support 
raising the age to 21, including 70% of smokers. The new ordinance will apply to all 
tobacco products, alternative nicotine products, and vapor products within the 
Independence city limits.  
 
If you have any questions regarding the ordinance change, contact the ORGANIZATION at 
PHONE NUMBER. 
 
Information from 
http://www.cdc.gov/tobacco/data_statistics/fact_sheets/health_effects/effects_cig_smokin
g/  
 
  

http://www.cdc.gov/tobacco/data_statistics/fact_sheets/health_effects/effects_cig_smoking/
http://www.cdc.gov/tobacco/data_statistics/fact_sheets/health_effects/effects_cig_smoking/
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Sample Newsletter Article  
 
Ninety-five percent (95%) of all adult smokers start smoking before age 21. According to 
the CDC, more than 3,800 children age 18 or younger smoke their first cigarette every day, 
and those who have had their first cigarette by age 18 are most likely to become lifelong 
smokers, creating lifelong health issues.  
 
Hoping to curb underage smoking and keep some teens from ever starting, the 
CITY/COUNTY has joined Hawaii and over 100 cities and counties in eight states, including 
Wyandotte County, Kansas, and Kansas City, Missouri, in raising the tobacco sale age to 21.  
 
This ordinance protects young people from tobacco addiction and saves lives by banning 
the sale of tobacco products, alternative nicotine products, and vapor products to anyone 
under the age of 21. Youth and young adults are the age groups when nearly all smoking 
begins and that are heavily targeted by the tobacco industry. The higher legal age for 
smoking could delay the initiation rate in two ways. First, it will prevent 18- to 20-year-olds 
from legally purchasing cigarettes. Second, it can affect younger groups, particularly 15- to 
17-year-olds, by limiting their access to friends and family who can buy cigarettes legally.  
By decreasing the number of eligible buyers in high school, this action will help reduce 
youth smoking by decreasing the access of students to tobacco products.   
 
CITY/COUNTY VOTING BODY voted on DATE, to amend the current ordinance to raise the 
age from 18 to 21 for the purchase or sale of tobacco products, alternative nicotine 
products, or vapor products. The ordinance will go into effect DATE.  
 
Several studies have shown decreases in high school smoking rates when the sales age for 
tobacco products goes to age 21, and a recently released CDC poll shows that 75% of 
Americans support raising the age to 21, including 70% of smokers. The new ordinance will 
apply to all tobacco products, alternative nicotine products, and vapor products within the 
Independence city limits. 
 
If you have any questions regarding the ordinance change, contact the ORGANIZATION at 
PHONE NUMBER. 
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Sample Newsletter Article 
Tobacco 21 

 
Kansas City, Columbia, and Independence, Missouri have all joined Hawaii and over 100 
cities and counties, in eight states, in raising the minimum legal sale age for tobacco, 
alternative nicotine devices, and vapor products to 21. Columbia led the way by passing 
Missouri’s first Tobacco 21 ordinance on December 15, 2014. Progress continued as Kansas 
City and Independence followed that lead. Kansas City became the second most populous 
city behind New York City, to adopt a Tobacco 21 ordinance. CITY’s ordinance will take 
effect on DATE, making them the NUMBER city in STATE to adopt this ordinance. 
 
Tobacco 21 ordinances prohibit the sale of tobacco products, alternative nicotine products, 
or vapor products to anyone under the age of 21. Ordinances only affect the selling and 
purchasing age, not use. 
 
The goal of the Tobacco 21 ordinance is to save lives by reducing the initiation of tobacco 
and nicotine products among youth. Research shows that ninety-five percent (95%) of all 
adult smokers started smoking before age 21. According to the Centers for Disease Control 
and Prevention, everyday more than 3,800 children age 18 or younger smoke their first 
cigarette and those who have had their first cigarette by age 18 are most likely to become 
life-long smokers.  Although this ordinance only affects the selling of tobacco products, the 
Institute of Medicine still cites that raising the legal age to purchase tobacco to 21 would 
result in 249,000 fewer premature deaths and 45,000 fewer deaths from lung cancer. One 
study found that 75% of adults are supportive of raising the minimum tobacco age of sale 
to 21, including seven in 10 smokers. 
 
Having fewer residents in STATE who smoke will lower the state’s health care costs and 
improve the health and quality of life of its citizens. Let’s keep the momentum going by 
encouraging other cities within the state to adopt Tobacco 21, in order to curb underage 
tobacco use and prevent initiation. 
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Sample Press Release  
 

City/County Raises Tobacco Sale Age to 21 
 
 

CITY, DATE –  CITY/COUNTY has joined Hawaii and over 100 cities and counties in eight 
states, including Wyandotte County, Kansas, and Kansas City, Missouri, in raising the 
tobacco sale age to 21. This action is to protect young people from tobacco addiction and 
save lives by prohibiting the sale of tobacco products, alternative nicotine products, or 
vapor products to anyone under the age of 21.  
 
Tobacco use continues to be the nation’s number one cause of preventable death. In 
addition to several organizations throughout CITY/COUNTY, the CITY/COUNTY Board of 
Health issued their support for the initiative in DATE. Increasing the tobacco sale age to 21 
will reduce tobacco use among youth and young adults – the age groups when nearly all 
smoking begins and that are heavily targeted by the tobacco industry. It will also help keep 
tobacco out of high schools, where younger teens often obtain tobacco products from older 
students.  
 
CITY/COUNTY VOTING BODY voted on DATE, to amend the current CITY/COUNTY 
ordinance to raise the age from 18 to 21 for the purchase or sale of tobacco products, 
alternative nicotine products, or vapor products.  
 
Several studies have shown decreases in high school smoking rates when the purchase age 
for tobacco goes to age 21, and a recently released CDC poll 
(http://www.cdc.gov/media/releases/2015/p0707-tobacco-age.html) shows that 75% of 
Americans support raising the age to 21, including 70% of smokers. The ordinance will go 
into effect on DATE.  

 

### 

CITY/COUNTY • Like us on Facebook • Follow us on Twitter  

 

  

http://www.ci.independence.mo.us/
https://www.facebook.com/CityofIndependence
https://twitter.com/CityOfIndepMO
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Step V: Resources 
 

Includes:  
 American Lung Association - http://www.lung.org/our-

initiatives/tobacco/cessation-and-prevention/tobacco-21-laws.html  
 American Lung Association - http://www.lung.org/about-

us/blog/2016/10/tobacco-21.html?referrer=https://www.google.com/  
 Healthy KC - http://www.wearehealthykc.com/KCChamber/media/Healthy-KC-

Media/PDFs/Tobacco21/Tobacco21-org-Fact-Sheets.pdf 
 Healthy KC - http://www.wearehealthykc.com/KCChamber/media/Healthy-KC-

Media/PDFs/Tobacco21/GKCOnePager-v2-10-20.pdf 
 Healthy KC - http://www.wearehealthykc.com/We-Are-Healthy-KC/Tobacco-

Cessation.aspx 
 Institute of Medicine - 

http://www.wearehealthykc.com/KCChamber/media/Healthy-KC-
Media/PDFs/Tobacco21/InstituteofMedicineReport.pdf 

 Preventing Tobacco Addiction Foundation - 
http://www.wearehealthykc.com/KCChamber/media/Healthy-KC-
Media/PDFs/Tobacco21/Tobacco21-org-Critical-Issues.pdf 

 Sample Tobacco Age Signs……………………………………………………………………………………….33 

  

http://www.lung.org/our-initiatives/tobacco/cessation-and-prevention/tobacco-21-laws.html
http://www.lung.org/our-initiatives/tobacco/cessation-and-prevention/tobacco-21-laws.html
http://www.lung.org/about-us/blog/2016/10/tobacco-21.html?referrer=https://www.google.com/
http://www.lung.org/about-us/blog/2016/10/tobacco-21.html?referrer=https://www.google.com/
http://www.wearehealthykc.com/KCChamber/media/Healthy-KC-Media/PDFs/Tobacco21/Tobacco21-org-Fact-Sheets.pdf
http://www.wearehealthykc.com/KCChamber/media/Healthy-KC-Media/PDFs/Tobacco21/Tobacco21-org-Fact-Sheets.pdf
http://www.wearehealthykc.com/KCChamber/media/Healthy-KC-Media/PDFs/Tobacco21/GKCOnePager-v2-10-20.pdf
http://www.wearehealthykc.com/KCChamber/media/Healthy-KC-Media/PDFs/Tobacco21/GKCOnePager-v2-10-20.pdf
http://www.wearehealthykc.com/We-Are-Healthy-KC/Tobacco-Cessation.aspx
http://www.wearehealthykc.com/We-Are-Healthy-KC/Tobacco-Cessation.aspx
http://www.wearehealthykc.com/KCChamber/media/Healthy-KC-Media/PDFs/Tobacco21/InstituteofMedicineReport.pdf
http://www.wearehealthykc.com/KCChamber/media/Healthy-KC-Media/PDFs/Tobacco21/InstituteofMedicineReport.pdf
http://www.wearehealthykc.com/KCChamber/media/Healthy-KC-Media/PDFs/Tobacco21/Tobacco21-org-Critical-Issues.pdf
http://www.wearehealthykc.com/KCChamber/media/Healthy-KC-Media/PDFs/Tobacco21/Tobacco21-org-Critical-Issues.pdf
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