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Ensuring Equity for Tobacco 21 Policy  

Increasing the age of tobacco sales to 21 will be a powerful move to reduce youth tobacco use in Washington 
State. It will prevent smoking-related disease and death for future generations.  

To improve the health and welfare of all of Washington’s youth, we have a mandate to center equity in the 
requirements and implementation of Tobacco 21. The Healthy King County Coalition Tobacco, Marijuana, and 
Other Drugs (TMOD) work group has developed the following recommendations for an equitable Tobacco 21 law:  

● Don’t punish youth for tobacco purchase or possession.    

The tobacco industry has been blatant in its targeting of youth, the age group most likely to initiate tobacco 
use.  Laws that punish youth for possession have little evidence to support their effectiveness, and such 
laws have been a tactic of the industry to shift blame from its own marketing practices and addictive 
products. It does not make sense to punish youth for an addiction because we do not have adequate health 
systems to shield them from it.   

Targeting diverse Communities of Color, LGBTQ and Low-income community is also part of the tobacco 
playbook. This means any punishment is likely to disproportionately fall on youth in communities already 
most affected by tobacco disparities. Fines and other civil and criminal penalties can have an adverse effect 
on youth and their families already struggling.   

● Keep youth safe by avoiding armed confrontation.   

Liquor and Cannabis Board enforcement officers carry guns. Current enforcement of sales laws can involve 
stopping people who appear under-age after they make a tobacco purchase. Raising the age of sales, these 
encounters will increase and with older youth and young adults.   

The communities targeted by tobacco companies are also ones who experience unequal treatment from 
law enforcement. With potential for increase encounters with officers, there is a likelihood that an incident 
could escalate and compromise the wellbeing or even life of a LGBTQ or youth of color. Instead of engaging 
individuals to identify illegal sales, enforcement can continue using compliance checks as well as 
establishing ongoing retailer and community education.   

Tobacco 21 is not only a law; it is a norm change. With successful implementation, today’s tweens will 
adopt a worldview where eighteen to twenty year olds can’t buy tobacco. In this context, risking the safety 
of a youth to catch one offense is simply not worth it.   

● Invest in prevention and cessation for youth who could previously purchase.   

Tobacco use causes nicotine addiction. Most people who smoke wish they could quit. Raising the age of 
legal of tobacco sales will have the strongest effect on youth entering their teens.   

It is also an opportunity for eighteen to twenty year olds at the time of implementation to quit before 
continuing a lifelong addiction. An investment of adequate resources to support tobacco prevention 
education and cessation services is necessary.  


