
Every Day, You Breathe a Bit of Cancer

Cory, Brian, and Anika are 3 of 36.5 million people in the United States who fell victim to cigarettes. The Center for Dis-
ease Control reports that of these 36.5 million people, more than 16 million struggle with a smoking- related disease. To-
bacco has already taken the lives of over 100 million people in the 20th century and is on course to ruin the lives of anoth-
er 1 billion in the 21st, another number direct from the Center of Disease Control. Unfortunately, the tobacco industry’s 
favorite prey is one of the most vulnerable – children. Research from government entities has shown that almost 90% of 
regular cigarette smokers have fallen under the influence of cigarettes by the time they turn 18, despite this being the 
legal age requirement. Even though cigarette usage is decreasing, the tobacco industry has found a new arsenal in the 
e-cigarette and flavor markets. Both of these cigarette “alternatives” hide under a guise of safety and fun respectively, 
though they still lead countless children down a path they are unprepared to follow. A study done by the Mayo Clinic has 
proven that nicotine dependency can manifest itself almost immediately, so it is imperative that people are given adequate 
preparations to face its dangers. How does one stop the number one preventable cause of death in the United States 
today?

There’s a key word in that statistic – preventable. There are multiple proven strategies to fight back against the dangers of 
tobacco, strategies that have been tested against science and experience. One of the first actions to take is creating a 
greater tobacco tax. While taxes aren’t a unilaterally appealing concept, tobacco taxes have proven to be a win by many 
academics across the board. The success in health is easy to read (higher prices, less smoking!) but there are some other 
great benefits as well. Frank J. Chaloupka, an economics professor at the University of Illinois – Chicago reports that the 
revenue earned from tobacco taxes goes back to the state budget, and some governments have even used this surge in 
funding to incentive public education for all, resulting in better- informed citizens.

Raising the tobacco-purchasing age to 21 has also been proven effective by the Institute of Medicine in reducing 
long-term health risks for children and adults. The tobacco industry is belligerent in its attack on youth, particularly be-
tween the ages of 18-21. This is the time when many people, such as Cory or Brian, go from “just trying it out,” to “just one 
more pack.” Despite knowing the health risks tobacco poses, these youth continue to allow harm into their bodies. Why? 
Tobacco industries have cleverly positioned their products to acknowledge the harm they cause but to treat it with disre-
gard. This “life is too short to not enjoy everything,” mentality is reflected in the consumers it ensnares. By raising the legal 
purchasing to 21, many of these people’s lives can be saved.

The next step is critically important, especially to those who don’t already smoke. Even though you aren’t directly smoking 
tobacco, the World Health Organization reports that breathing in secondhand smoke is still extremely harmful to your 
body. It is everyone’s right to breathe clean air. Despite their healthy living choices, around 50,000 people die prematurely 
from secondhand smoke every year in the United States. There is no amount of secondhand smoke that’s safe to breathe 
in. Establishing more smoke-free zones and workplaces ensures a healthier future for everyone.

The final measure to take is retaliation against the detrimental tobacco industry. While the Tobacco Control Act made 
great progress in fighting for the people’s safety, there is still more to be done. The tobacco industry is ever-changing and 
always seeking new ways to lure children into being regular customers for life. To children, pictures are almost always 
more catching than words. By having graphic warnings of the dangers of tobacco use printed on products, more youth 
would be deterred from regular usage. That’s just the outside of the package; many harmful and addictive ingredients are 
also added to tobacco products, including child- friendly flavorings. Menthol is another dangerous additive which masks 
the harsh grating of smoke entering the lungs, making it easier for many younger people to pick up smoking. This safety 
checking of products must be ongoing, as the industry is always looking to create products that are more appealing and 
addicting; as people become safer and more aware of the dangers of smoking, the tobacco industry must change its face to 
appear more nonchalant than ever. These regulations cannot stop at traditional tobacco products like cigars and ciga-
rettes, they must extend to e-cigarettes and other new products aimed at youth. Many e-cigarettes and vaporizers can be 
purchased online without age restrictions, making them a favorite weapon for internet vendors.

These are all big changes that no single person can make. So what good can one individual do? In complete honesty – a 
great, enormous deal. Cory, Brian, and Anika are just three people, but their shared stories reflect how many Americans 
feel today. By contacting your local Congressional leader and letting them know how you feel about the tobacco industry’s 
effects on our world, you can enact change bigger than any of us. We’re all busy people, and not all of us have the time to 
hand-write our Congressman emails or call them, but if you follow this link, you will be brought to a statement that has 
been hand-typed by the Campaign for Tobacco-Free Kids. This statement aims to bring the Tobacco to 21 Act to life, 
taking us the first step into a cleaner and healthier world. With just the signature of your email and name, you have 
already begun to make the air we all breathe that much safer.
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