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      Tobacco vending machines – the evidence
The problem with cigarette vending machines
In 2008, 12% of children and young people who were regular smokers usually bought their cigarettes from vending machines in England
. Based on these latest available figures, the British Heart Foundation estimates that 23,000 11-15 year old regular smokers access their cigarettes through vending machines in England and Wales and that 851 regular underage smokers accessed cigarettes from vending machines in Northern Ireland
.  The raising of the age limit for cigarettes from 16 to 18 means there may now be more underage smokers accessing cigarettes from vending machines. 
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Survey figures also suggest that vending machines are disproportionately used by children, perhaps because of the ease of purchase by underage smokers.  Whereas in 2008, 12% of children who regularly smoked reported they regularly bought cigarettes through vending machines, an ASH survey from 2008 revealed that only one in 20 adult regular smokers used these machines, and even then their use was occasional rather than regular.
  

The BHF believes that access to cigarettes is a key issue and cigarette vending machines remain an easy source through which young people buy cigarettes – an obvious loophole which undermines other important tobacco control measures. 
The BHF wants to reduce the number of young people who are putting their health at risk.  To help do this, we want to see an immediate ban on the sale of cigarettes from vending machines – the only effective way to cut off this easy source of cigarettes. 
Smoking and young people 
Smoking is a major risk factor for coronary heart disease (CHD), and smokers are more than twice as likely to have a fatal heart attack than non-smokers.  Every year in the UK, 114,000 smokers die as a result of smoking.  One in four of these deaths is from cardiovascular disease. Despite a range of tobacco control measures being implemented, smoking rates amongst children remain consistently high and hundreds of children each day continue to take up smoking.
 Young people who smoke are at serious risk of developing life-shortening conditions.
  People who begin smoking at a young age are more likely to suffer tobacco-related mortality and morbidity, and succumb to tobacco-related diseases earlier.
  
Smoking and children: general facts 

· Over 10 million adults in the UK are smokers

· Smoking-related illnesses are responsible for the deaths of around 114,000 people every year

· 66% of adult smokers started when they were under age

· Nearly 40% of adults who are smokers or ex-smokers started smoking before they were 16
 

· 6% of children aged 11-15 are regular smokers

· The proportion of regular young smokers increases sharply with age: 1% of 11 year olds smoke regularly compared with 15% of 15-year olds

Underage access to cigarette vending machines 
Regulations state that tobacco vending machines should display health warnings and there are guidelines from the National Association of Cigarette Machine Operators (NACMO) to ensure that machines are placed in the sight of the person responsible for the premises, or an employee.  Legislation also states that it is an offence to allow tobacco to be purchased by children and teenagers from vending machines which can be found in a range of venues including bowling alleys, community centres and pubs. 
Nevertheless, children can and do buy cigarettes through vending machines.  The issue was recognised by the Government in the 1998 Smoking Kills White Paper, which cited statistics from an Office of National Statistics survey in which 1 in 3 school children who smoked said that machines were one of their usual sources of cigarettes
.  
Ten years on, this remains a serious problem.  In fact, the British Heart Foundation produced documentary evidence of how easy it is for children to buy cigarettes from vending machines – in an exercise carried out in April 2009, two 14 year old children attempted to buy cigarettes from vending machines in three pubs just yards from the Palace of Westminster.  The children were clearly underage yet they were successful on every occasion.
 In one case – despite the fact that the children tried twice before the machine accepted their coins and other customers made open comments about them being underage – the bar staff did nothing to stop them – even though they were in direct sight of the bar.

A recent report of council trading standards service activity in England shows that illegal sales were made at 58 per cent of the vending machines tested by 54 trading standards services between April 2008 and March 2009. In comparison, illegal sales were made at 18 per cent of premises selling cigarettes.
 These figures confirm that cigarette vending machines remain an easy source of underage sales, and that the situation has not altered over the last four years despite an increased focus on vending machines from trading standards services, and high profile public and political debate on this issue.

The trading standards service in South West England has recently conducted follow up test purchasing of vending machines following poor results for illegal sales during 2008-09.
 There has been considerable improvement, although there was still a 25% failure rate overall from the 36 retest sales carried out. It is worth noting that a number of premises moved their machines to bring them in sight of the bar that some opted to remove their machines or switched them off and that others have fitted remote control devices. Even with these changes, vending machines remain a source of underage sales. For example, in Poole staff assisted with the purchase of underage sales by plugging machines in or putting money in for children and in Bournemouth sales were made at premises where machines had been relocated.
In September 2009, Oxfordshire Trading Standards completed a test purchasing exercise on vending machines. Prior to the test purchases taking places, local businesses and vending machine companies received advice visits from trading standards and letter explaining the law and that test purchases would be taking place. Despite this support, of the 15 premises tested, 12 were non compliant meaning in 80% of premises the 15-year old volunteer was able to buy cigarettes from vending machines.

These findings indicate that modifications cannot effectively put cigarette vending machines beyond the reach of children. A ban is the only guaranteed way to cut off this source of cigarettes for underage smokers. 
Restrictions won’t go far enough
It is clear that it is far more difficult for publicans or premises holders to enforce statutory age limits for cigarette vending machines than it is for retailers to ask for proof of age in a face-to-face transaction.  An unmanned machine cannot be properly policed, wherever it is situated.  
In Middlesbrough, the Mayor and local PCT have urged pubs in the town to get rid of their cigarette vending machines. One pub owner, Frances McKy of the Tavern in Middlesbrough said she welcomed the move: “It is our responsibility to make sure youngsters do not get in. That is not always easy when, like us, you have five entrances and are busy,.. this helps so I am in favour.”

Age-verification systems, including those using staff-operated infrared remote-controls, tokens or ID cards will be less effective in restricting access to children through vending machines than by removing them completely. 
Since the introduction of the Health Bill, Paul Mair, chair of the National Association of Cigarette Machine Operators (NACMO) has said that token systems are flawed. In May 2009, he stated that: “The flaw is, in some outlets, the token can become available to a minor. We have considered the issue in other countries such as Spain, where tokens can be seen sitting on top of the machines. That is not responsible, and it is not what we want to be involved in.”

In crowded bars, clubs and pubs it is unrealistic to expect staff to check ID, and then monitor an individual use a remote-control machine some distance from the bar, while at the same time ignoring other customers trying to buy drinks, and it is very possible that staff may end up releasing the machine without checking who wants to use it each time the alert is made. 
The BHF believes that while age-verification modifications are piloted, introduced and evaluated, thousands more children will use vending machines to purchase cigarettes. The Government must prioritise protecting the health of children from tobacco and introduce a full ban now.
A ban on cigarette vending machines would cut off one of the major sources of cigarettes for children and create a further barrier to smoking for under-age young people.  Further, a full ban is in line with the WHO Framework on Tobacco Control and is the only fail-safe way to stop children accessing cigarettes via vending machines.

Consistency of approach for age-restricted products

The age limit for tobacco sales is 18 years. The rise in 2007 brought tobacco in line with a number of other restricted goods available at retail in order to deliver a consistent message on health and safety. 
Products including fireworks, solvents and knives can only be purchased in a face-to-face transaction over the counter. It is up to the retailer to ask for identification and proof of age if they believe the person is under-age. It is inconceivable to imagine a situation where fireworks or knives could be available through a vending machine. There is therefore no reason for tobacco products to continue to be accessed in this manner and it is an anomaly which must be tackled.

European and International experience

There are currently 22 countries in Europe who ban or have never allowed sales from cigarette vending machines
. A ban of cigarette vending machines in the UK would bring the country in line with many European nations.
Some countries have introduced modified, ‘child-proof’ cigarette vending machines in an attempt to prevent underage sales, by requiring the use of tokens or ID cards. For example, in Japan age verification cards have been issued to tackle underage sale of cigarettes, but the evidence shows that underage smokers manage to circumvent the system by borrowing age verification cards from friends, family or falsifying cards with photos of older people
. 
In January 2006, Spain introduced a range of tobacco control measures including restricting the access of underage persons to cigarettes from vending machines.
 Anecdotal evidence suggests that some bars and clubs have chosen to restrict underage sale of cigarettes from a vending machine by introducing remote controlled vending machines. 
In January 2007, Germany started to modify cigarette vending machines to prevent underage sales.  From 1 January 2009, every vending machine in Germany is required to be modified with electronic age verification. The tobacco purchaser’s ATM card (modified with an electronic chip) or EU drivers’ license electronically ‘awakens’ the vending machine and cigarettes can be purchased. As these are recent measures, there is no evaluation yet available to demonstrate if they are successfully stopping underage cigarette sale. 

However, in June 2008 an expert advisory body
 to the German government called for a full ban of cigarette vending machines in its latest tobacco control strategy recommendations
. The body believes that the current measures don’t go far enough as cigarette vending machines remain the most important source of cigarettes for children.
The cost of a ban?

Business concerns have been cited as a reason not to ban cigarette vending machines.  Yet a new survey commissioned by the BHF found that the age-verification restrictions that had been proposed  were viewed as unworkable and a burden by a significant number of landlords. The survey showed that:

· nearly two thirds (63%) of landlords said that it would be impossible during busy times to check ID and operate a machine within their line of sight

· more than two thirds (68%) of pub landlords said that current proposals would be a significant extra burden on their business. 

· 82% of landlords described the revenue they received from cigarette vending machines as “unimportant”.

· three quarters (75%) of landlords would rather remove the machine than risk prosecution for underage sales

Given that smoking places a significant burden on the UK’s health service, the BHF believes that public health should be put before profits. Action on Smoking and Health (ASH) estimates that the cost of smoking to the NHS in England is £2.7bn.
 However, current estimates of the cost range from £1.7bn to £4.4bn a year in England and up to £5.2bn a year for the UK as a whole. 
The cost of smoking extends far beyond the burden placed on the National Health Service. Smoking costs employers millions of pounds in lost productivity through absence through illnesses and cigarette breaks of staff who smoke. The true cost also includes the thousands of people whose lives are cut short or ruined through ill-health and disability. Smoking is a major risk factor for cardiovascular disease – which cost the UK healthcare system around £14.4 billion in 2006 and overall is estimated to cost the UK economy £30.7billion a year.
 
BHF’s urgent call to ban cigarette vending machines

The BHF is calling for legislation to ban cigarette vending machines and prevent children from easily accessing cigarettes.  This call has been backed by 138 MPs so far in EDM 768. 

The BHF also welcomes the inclusion of ban on cigarette vending machines in the Scottish Health Bill
 and calls on Westminster MPs and peers, who are debating this issue during the Health Bill, to follow Scotland’s lead. The ban must be comprehensive throughout the UK, otherwise health inequalities between the nations will be exacerbated. 
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