
Access to cigarettes

The sale of cigarettes is restricted to persons over 18 years of age in all Australian States and
Territories by law. Ready access to cigarettes is a predictor of uptake of smoking. Surveys con-
firm that children obtain their cigarettes from retail outlets, vending machines, friends, siblings
and parents1,2.

The most recent survey on schoolchildren’s smoking rates shows that around a quarter of
Australian schoolchildren smoke3. The decision to take up smoking is generally made between
the ages 12 and 16, with smoking prevalence among seniors mirroring that of smoking rates
among adults. Seventy thousand children commence smoking each year4.

The 1996 national school survey (unpublished) indicates that in 1996 more than 336,000
Australian school children smoked a total of more than 370 million cigarettes. Taking into
account current cigarette prices and tax rates, we estimate that this year, these same children
will smoke more than $100m worth of cigarettes5. Of this $100m, more than $64 m will end
up in the hands of federal and state governments6.

Estimated revenue from school children smoking, 
$m, 1998/99 - to manufacturers, retailers, federal and state governments
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rette prices taxes and consumption devel-
oped by the Anti-Cancer Council of Victoria;
Australian Retail Tobacconist July 1998;
Excise rates as specified in the Excise Tariff
Amendment Acts Nos 3 and 5.
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Tobacco Sales to Minors



It is a generally observed trend that the older the child the more likely they are to purchase
their own cigarettes7,8. The 1993 national survey shows that 20% of 12 year old children pur-
chase their own cigarettes; a blatant violation of state and territory legislation which in most
states restricts sale of tobacco to persons over 18 years of age9. A controlled study in Adelaide
showed that 45% of children aged between12 and14 successfully purchased cigarettes 
themselves. The same study showed that children were successful on all occasions in obtaining
cigarettes from vending machines10. A NSW survey estimated that “...illegal sales of cigarettes
could be reduced by as much as 70% through the distribution of letters of warning to retail
outlets known to have sold cigarettes to minors.11

Strong evidence also comes from the US on the potential for sales-to-minors legislation to
reduce children’s access to tobacco. One American study showed that the sales of tobacco to
minors decreased from 70% prior to the passage of legislation to 3% eighteen months after12.
Experimental smoking among children and adolescents halved and regular smoking fell from
16% to 5% in the two years following the introduction of legislation. Similar results are dis-
cernable in Australia where a West Australian program aimed at retailer education, reduced the
number of retailers willing to sell tobacco to children from 89% to 29%. Some prosecutions
were undertaken with the assistance of the Liquor and Gaming Policy and the Crown Law
Prosecutors13.
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