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While many components of a compre-
hensive tobacco control program
attempt to reduce youth demand for
tobacco products, effective youth
access policies focus on reducing the
supply of tobacco to children. 

Age Restrictions: The World Health
Organization recommends a minimum
legal purchase age of 18 for tobacco
products. Currently, the legal age for
purchase around the world varies
between 14 (in Colombia) and 19 (in
several U.S. states), while some coun-
tries have yet to establish such
restrictions.1

Licensing Provisions: Effective laws
preventing tobacco sales to children
should have a retailer licensing com-
ponent. The granting of licenses
should be contingent upon obeying
youth access laws, and retailers that
violate these laws should be fined
and/or have their licenses revoked.

Enforcement Provisions: Unless ade-
quately enforced, retailer licensing
laws will have little or no impact on
sales to minors. A capable govern-
ment agency should be designated as
being primarily responsible for enforc-
ing the law. Making sales to minors a
civil, rather than criminal offense, and
allowing inspectors to issue tickets
for violation of youth access laws
simplifies the administration of the
law and does not burden the court
system. Funding for such a system
can come from retailer licensing fees
and fines paid by violators.2

Requiring Proof of Age and Banning
Uncontrolled Access: Merchants
should be required to demand proof of
age by any customer who could pos-
sibly be underage. Furthermore, trans-
actions that do not involve face-to-
face interaction should be prohibited.
These include:

• Vending machine sales in any area
where young people have access to
the machines.

• Mail order sales, including internet
sales.

• Self-service and countertop displays
that allow customers access to cig-
arettes without showing proof of
age.

Compliance Checks: Successful
youth access programs have com-
bined merchant education with com-
pliance checks. These have often
involved minors conducting unan-
nounced test tobacco purchases in
retail outlets under the guidance of
the designated enforcement agency.
If an illegal sale is made, a fine and/or
a suspension/revocation of the store's
license can result.  The threat of con-
tinued enforcement and its conse-
quences gives the vendor an econom-
ic incentive to obey the law.  Such
test purchases need to be repeated
often for maximum effectiveness.3

Eliminating “Kiddie Packs” and
Single-Stick Sales: So-called “kiddie
packs” (small packages containing
less than 20 cigarettes) are particular-
ly attractive to young smokers, as
they are inexpensive and easy to con-
ceal.  An Australian study found that
such packs are much more popular
among 14-15-year-old smokers than
among adult smokers.4 Because of
this appeal, banning the sale of small
cigarette packs is an important step in
reducing children’s access to tobac-
co. Also, in many countries, cigarettes
are sold individually by street vendors
and others. This defeats the purpose
of warning labels and lowers the cost
of smoking for young people.  Such
sales should be prohibited.

Conclusion
While youth access policies alone will
not solve the problem of underage
tobacco use, they are an essential
part of a comprehensive tobacco con-
trol policy.  Aside from their effects on
sales to and use by minors, when
strictly enforced they send a clear
message to children and adults about
the hazards of tobacco use.
Conversely, minimum-age laws that
are not enforced convey the message
that the laws are not to be taken seri-
ously, undermining efforts in schools
and communities to educate youth
about the serious health hazards of
tobacco.
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