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Military leaders recognize the toll tobacco takes on troop readiness and on the military health 
care system and are actively taking steps to reduce tobacco use in the military. Tobacco use 
remains this nation’s number one preventable cause of premature death and disease, killing 
more than 480,000 Americans annually.1  The Department of Defense (DoD) estimates that 
175,000 current Active Duty Service members will die from smoking unless they are able to 
quit.2  Almost all smokers start smoking before the age of 21,3 and the ages of 18 to 21 are a 
critical period when many smokers move from experimental smoking to regular, daily use.   
 
Tobacco use is not a rite of passage or a sign of adulthood.  It is important to remember that 
age 18 is not the age of majority for everything – from buying alcohol to running for certain 
political offices, and so on.  Tobacco companies target young people before they can fully 
appreciate the consequences of becoming addicted to the nicotine in tobacco. Nearly 70% of 
adult smokers want to quit4, but once a person is addicted to nicotine, it is difficult to stop, and 
the health consequences begin immediately and accumulate over a lifetime.  
 
Tobacco companies have a long history of promoting tobacco to members of the military and 
have a vested interest in tobacco use by the military, an important market for recruitment of the 
next generation of smokers.5 Raising the tobacco sale age to 21 will help prevent our service 
members from starting to use this deadly and addictive product and support DoD efforts to 
reduce tobacco use among service members. 
 
Military Leaders Support Tobacco Prevention and Cessation 
 
Tobacco use is bad for military preparedness.  The military recognizes the negative impact of 
tobacco on troop readiness and soldiers’ health and has initiated a series of actions to curb 
tobacco use in the military.6 The Department of Defense and the Army, Navy, Marines, and Air 
Force have each set goals to become tobacco-free.7 In April 2016, Secretary of Defense Carter 
approved actions “to ensure a comprehensive tobacco policy that assists with preventing 
initiation of tobacco use, helping those who want to quit using tobacco succeed, and decreasing 
exposure to secondhand smoke for all our people.”8  
 
Our military leaders understand the toll tobacco takes on our troops. Below are specific 
examples of military leaders supporting tobacco prevention and a tobacco sale age of 21:  
 
• As part of the military’s tobacco prevention efforts, General Robert Magnus, Assistant 

Commandant of the Marine Corps, has stated, “Tobacco impairs reaction time and 
judgment. It stands in the way of a Marine's number one priority: to be in top physical and 
mental shape - combat ready.”9   

 
• After Hawaii raised its tobacco sale age to 21, effective January 1, 2016, Hawaii’s military 

bases opted to comply with the higher age in recognition of its benefits to readiness, health 
and finances:10  
 

o Bill Doughty, spokesman for the Navy Region Hawaii, stated, "We see it as a fitness 
and readiness issue. When we can prevent sailors from smoking or using tobacco, if 
we can get them to quit, then that improves their fitness and readiness, and it saves 
them a ton of money too."11 
 

RAISING THE TOBACCO SALE AGE TO 21 AND THE MILITARY 



 
Raising the Tobacco Sale Age to 21 and The Military / 2 

 
 

o Rear Admiral John Fuller, Navy Region Hawaii and Naval Surface Group Middle 
Pacific stated, “I’ve heard this argument by some shipmates against cracking down 
on tobacco: ‘If someone is young enough to die for their country, they should be free 
to be allowed to smoke.’ But, turning that argument on its head: ‘If someone is young 
enough to fight for their country, they should be free from addiction to a deadly drug.’ 
Tobacco harms people’s physical wellbeing, leads to illness and costs them 
money.”12 

 
• 27-year senior officer of the Air Force and Chautauqua, New York, County Executive Vince 

Horrigan, stated, on signing a bill to raise the tobacco sale age to 21: “As a retired 27-year 
senior officer of the Air Force, I join with many other military leaders in the perspective that 
tobacco products are a threat to our military readiness and too often compromise the health 
of our professional military who put their lives on the line to defend our freedoms.”13 
 

• Major General Bret Daugherty, the Adjutant General for the state of Washington and 
Commander of the Washington National Guard stated in testimony supporting raising the 
tobacco sale age: “…I want to address the age-old argument that if someone is old enough 
to serve their country in the military, then they are old enough to use tobacco products. This 
is clearly an outdated argument. There is a laundry list of things that we as a country have 
decided are contrary to the interest of young people and public health, whether they are in 
the military or not. Decades ago, this very body saw the wisdom in raising the drinking age 
to 21. That policy change significantly reduced drunk driving deaths and contributed to the 
overall health of our public here in the state.”14 
 

• Retired military leaders supported an Illinois bill to raise the tobacco sale age to 21. Major 
General (Ret) William Enyart, U.S. Army, Former Adjutant General of Illinois, 2007-2013; 
Major General (Ret) Randal Thomas, U.S. Army Former Adjutant General of Illinois, 2003-
2007; Brigadier General (Ret) John “Jay” Sheedy, U.S. Air Force, Brigadier General (Ret) 
Avrum Mark Rabin, Illinois Air National Guard stated: “Americans owe much to the young 
people who choose to serve in our military. But early addiction to a deadly drug is no 
reward. Their physical fitness and health should be paramount in policymaking decisions.”15 
 

Tobacco Use Hurts Military Readiness and Is Costly 
 

While tobacco use takes an enormous toll on all users, it has particularly detrimental 
consequences for active duty military personnel. Tobacco use reduces soldiers’ physical fitness 
and endurance and is linked to higher rates of absenteeism and lost productivity.  In addition, 
service members who use tobacco are more likely to drop out of basic training, sustain injuries 
and have poor vision, all of which compromise troop readiness.16  Tobacco use places a 
significant burden on the Department of Defense (DoD). The DoD spends more than $1.6 billion 
each year on tobacco-related medical care, increased hospitalizations, and lost days of work.17  

 
Tobacco Use Among Active Duty U.S. Military  
 
Smoking rates are higher among active duty military than among civilians.  Nearly one-quarter 
(24.0%) of active duty military personnel in 2011 reported currently smoking, compared to 19 
percent of civilians at that time.18  Smoking rates vary significantly by service, ranging from 16.7 
percent in the U.S. Air Force to 30.8 percent in the U.S. Marine Corps.  Many of the military’s 
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current cigarette smokers are dual users of smokeless tobacco.19  In addition, close to half of all 
military service members (49.2%) used a nicotine product* in the past twelve months.20

                                                             
* Nicotine product includes cigarettes, chewing tobacco, snuff, other smokeless tobacco including new forms of 
smokeless (e. g. dissolvables), cigars, pipes, and electronic nicotine delivery products.  

Alarmingly, many current military smokers - 36 to 40 percent - report initiating tobacco use after 
joining the military.21  Given everything we know about what smoking does to the body and how 
it weakens our combat preparedness, it is unacceptable that soldiers smoke at higher rates than 
the general population and that more than 1 in 3 soldiers who are current smokers started 
smoking after joining the military.   
 
Raising the Minimum Legal Sale Age Will Help Save Lives 
 
Raising the tobacco sale age is an evidence-based policy that is an important part of a 
comprehensive approach to tobacco prevention.  A 2015 report by the Institute of Medicine 
(IOM), one of the most prestigious scientific authorities in the world, concluded that raising the 
tobacco age to 21 will have a substantial positive impact on public health and save lives.22  
Specifically, raising the age to 21 is predicted to reduce the smoking rate by about 12 percent 
and smoking-related deaths by 10 percent, which translates into 223,000 fewer premature 
deaths, 50,000 fewer deaths from lung cancer, and 4.2 million fewer years of life lost.23 
 
Tobacco use is a deadly and addictive behavior that compromises the readiness and health of 
our military and prematurely kills half its adult users.24 Raising the tobacco sale age to 21 is an 
important step that will protect young people and service members from a deadly addiction and 
will complement other tobacco prevention and cessation efforts being undertaken by the 
military.  
 

Campaign for Tobacco-Free Kids, September 27, 2017 /Becca Knox 
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