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Testimony from:
Steven Greenhut, Western Region Director, R Street Institute

In OPPOSITION to SB 45, “An Act raising the minimum age to purchase, sell, exchange, or possess
tobacco, a product containing nicotine, or an electronic smoking product; relating to transporting
tobacco, a product containing nicotine, or an electronic smoking product; relating to the taxation of
electronic smoking products; and providing for an effective date.”

February 2, 2022
Senate Finance Committee
Chairman and members of the committee,

My name is Steven Greenhut. | am the Sacramento-based Western region director for the R Street
Institute, a nonprofit, nonpartisan public policy research organization. Our mission is to engage in policy
research and outreach to promote free markets and limited, effective government. Tobacco harm
reduction is one of our focus areas. This is why Senate Bill 45 is of special interest to us.

SB 45 proposes two key changes to the state’s tobacco policy. The first, which would align Alaska’s
policy with federal law by raising the legal age to purchase tobacco products from 19 to 21, is
praiseworthy.! Since its founding, R Street has supported age-21 purchase rules for all tobacco and vape
products. Research shows that the higher age reduces teen access to cigarettes and delays the age of
smoking initiation. The earlier one starts smoking, the more likely they are to remain a smoker.?

The second change, however, undermines the useful goals of that purchase-age hike. This section of SB
45 would impose a 75 percent tax on electronic smoking products—and would boost taxes on e-
cigarettes to well beyond the equivalent rate for combustible cigarettes. It would raise taxes to nearly
three times the cigarette rate for some popular vaping products when Anchorage’s existing 55 percent
city tax is included in the calculation.? Certainly, large tax increases discourage people from buying the
taxed products, but discouraging the purchase of vaping products will only encourage people to buy
traditional cigarettes instead.

That is a deadly proposition given that vaping products are far safer than combustible tobacco products.
The U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention estimate that 480,000 Americans die each year
because of smoking and second-hand smoke.* Yet over 34 million Americans a year continue to smoke
cigarettes®. That is why R Street advocates public policies that encourage—rather than punish—people
for making potentially life-saving behavioral changes. Although we generally discourage the use of
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tobacco or nicotine products, we advocate a harm reduction policy that encourages safer alternatives to
people who are unable or unwilling to quit smoking. We prefer real-world health benefits over an
utopian embrace of abstinence. We also question the wisdom of limiting adult smokers’ access to adult-
only products as a means to discourage their illegal access by teens. Instead, we should toughen
enforcement of smoking age limits.

We are not the only organization to view regulated reduced-risk products such as vaping as a harm
reduction tool. Britain’s top health agency, Public Health England, found e-cigarettes to be 95 percent
safer than combustible cigarettes—and encourages British smokers to switch to this less risky
alternative.® Based on a recent guidance, the National Health Service in the United Kingdom may soon
be prescribing medically licensed e-cigarettes to tobacco smokers who want to stop smoking and switch
to vaping instead’. Even the American Cancer Society (ACS), a long-time opponent of any tobacco use,
released a 2018 revised statement noting that, “using current generation e-cigarettes is less harmful
than smoking cigarettes, but the health effects of long-term use are not known.” 8 The ACS
recommended that, “clinicians support all attempts to quit the use of combustible tobacco and work
with smokers to eventually stop using any tobacco product, including e-cigarettes.”®

Regarding the taxation issue, R Street’s harm reduction research has found, “[e]-cigarette users are
much more sensitive to price increases than combustible cigarette users, making them more likely to
switch back to combustibles if vapor is highly taxed.”*° It is true that higher tax rates discourage the use
of e-cigarettes, but the relevant question is: What are adult smokers using instead? We are supportive
of U.S. Food and Drug Administration-approved tobacco-cessation products such as nicotine gum,
patches and pharmaceuticals, although research shows that only a small percentage of smokers choose
these products and have found other products such as vapes and snus to be more effective to switch
from smoking.™

Yet Sen. Gary Stevens (R-Kodiak) argues in his sponsor statement that,“[d]espite claims that e-cigarettes
help adults quit smoking, or offer adults a ‘safe’ alternative to smoking, e-cigarettes are under-regulated
and have not been found by the Food and Drug Administration (FDA) to be effective in helping smokers

actually quit, let alone to be legitimately ‘safe.” Almost all e-cigarettes contain some amount of nicotine

and some contain as much or more nicotine as a pack of cigarettes.”*?

It’s not a “claim” that e-cigarettes help adults quit smoking, it is an established fact backed by peer-
reviewed research.’® E-cigarettes are highly regulated, and no one claims that they are a “safe”
alternative to cigarettes. The key word is “safer,” given that tobacco and nicotine products exist on a
continuum of risk.® The FDA is a bureaucratic federal agency known for its decades-long approval
delays.' Although we would love to see its approval of e-cigarettes as a cessation device, we would hate
to see smokers endanger their health in the meantime. Finally, e-cigarettes mostly contain nicotine.
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That is the point. Nicotine is a highly addictive substance, but it is not what actually causes cancer and
disease—"“those culprits are the tar and toxic gases that are released from burning tobacco when you
smoke.”® Smokers who switch from smoking combustible cigarettes to vaping are greatly improving
their odds.

We respectfully oppose SB 45 and encourage the passage of a bill that simply raises the smoking and
vaping age instead. Thank you.

Best regards,

Steven Greenhut
Western Region Director
R Street Institute

(909) 260-9836
sgreenhut@rstreet.org
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