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Tobacco going "under the radar" to keep lure in young customers

A front page article in the August 11th edition of the Herald News ("Budget cuts have gutted anti-smoking programs in Massachusetts") decried the massive cutbacks in funding for anti-tobacco initiatives. Funding has dropped more than 90 percent in the past decade, leaving fewer resources to counter the ongoing sales of tobacco products to nearly a third of Fall River residents.

While all this has been happening, tobacco companies have been busy launching a whole new line of products designed to be used in settings where smoking is prohibited by law or regulation. These so-called "smokeless" tobacco products now account for an increasing percentage of all tobacco sales and, more alarmingly, a greater percentage of use among young people.

Statewide, cigarette use among high school students also dipped from a high of 35.7 percent in 1994 to 16 percent in 2009, similar to the smoking rate among adults, according to the Youth Risk Behavior Survey administered in schools. Last year in Fall River, nineteen percent reported that they smoked in the last 30 days and 15% reported that they smoked every day. However, the reported use of smokeless tobacco products is now 5% in Fall River, in addition to smoking.
"It may be that what is happening is that some of the kids who smoke outside of school are using smokeless products while they're in class to deal with their addiction during school hours," states Fall River Tobacco Control Coordinator Marilyn Edge. 

Smokeless tobacco products consist of tobacco or a tobacco blend that's chewed, sucked on or sniffed, rather than smoked. Smokeless tobacco is marketed as a number of different types of products. Chewing tobacco (including "plug" or "twist") is placed in the mouth between the cheek and gums and requires the user to spit out tobacco juices periodically. As such, it is rarely used in school settings.

Other products, however, are specifically designed to not require spitting. Snus (pronounced snoos) is a newer smokeless, spitless tobacco product that originated in Sweden. It comes in a pouch that one places between the upper lip and gum where it is left for about a half-hour without having to spit, then discard it. 

Dissolvable tobacco products are pieces of compressed powdered tobacco, similar to small hard candies. They dissolve in the mouth and the juices are swallowed, requiring no spitting. They're sometimes called tobacco lozenges, but they're not the same as the nicotine lozenges used to help in quitting smoking.

As many as 20% of high school boys and 2% of high school girls use smokeless tobacco, according to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC). Of the 12 to 14 million American users, one third are under age 21, and more than half of those developed the habit before they were 13. 
Many of the products on the market have not been studied for ingredients and health effects, and tobacco companies are marketing smokeless tobacco products with labels "light" or "sweetened" to help initiate young people into smokeless tobacco. This same tactic was used with "bidis", small hand-rolled cigarettes from India that were heavily sweetened and flavored to make them more palatable to young users.

The popularity of the product among sports figures is a major factor with young people. Peer pressure is another of the reasons for starting the habit. Serious users often graduate from brands that deliver less nicotine to stronger ones. With each use, a little more of the drug is needed to get the same feeling.
So what are the health risks? The consequences of chewing and spitting tobacco include:

· cracking and bleeding lips and gums

· stained teeth, loss of taste and bad breath

· dental caries (cavities) due to the high sugar content of the products

· receding gums, which can eventually lead to tooth loss

· increased heart rate, high blood pressure and irregular heartbeats, all leading to a greater risk of heart attacks and brain damage from a stroke

· cancer

Oral cancer means cancer of the mouth and can happen in the lips, the tongue, the floor of the mouth, the roof of the mouth, the cheeks, or gums. But cancer from chewing tobacco doesn't just occur in the mouth as the new products encourage users to swallow rather than spit out the juices. Some of the cancer-causing agents in the tobacco now get into the lining of  the larynx, esophagus, stomach, and even the bladder.

Prevention of tobacco use among youth is spearheaded around the state by chapters of “The 84”, made up of youth representing the 84% of young people who do not use tobacco products. Information campaigns that include smokeless tobacco products have been conducted by chapters in Fall River, Westport and other surrounding communities in the South Coast. 

The group in Fall River has conducted pricing surveys and documented the number and types of smokeless tobacco products in local stores as part of their work. “Youth who are interested in joining the fight against Big Tobacco are urged to contact us at Teens Against Drug Abuse at 508-324-3598,” stated Michael Aguiar who is in charge of the program. 

While the loss of state funding is making it more difficult to get information to young people, efforts by these groups are working to reach young people to be sure that they know the real story on smokeless tobacco products.

