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Princeton's board of health introduced an ordinance last week that would ban the 
sale of tobacco products to customers under the age of 21. 
 
The town would be the fifth in New Jersey to adopt such a law, which is higher 
than the state age requirement of 19. 
 
Board member George DiFerdinando said the ordinance introduction came on 
the heels of a report issued earlier this month by the Institute of Medicine, 
projecting 223,000 fewer premature deaths among those born between 2000 and 
2019 if the age of tobacco sales was raised to 21. 
 
"I think the time has come to protect our youth from tobacco products," he said. 
"It is a balancing of rights and responsibilities and something that absolutely 
should be discussed because we want people to understand the benefits of it and 
buy into it for that reason." 
 
There are 18 locations in Princeton where cigarettes are sold and even more 
where tobacco products such as electronic cigarettes can be purchased, 
DiFerdinando said. The board had been researching for months what such a law 
would look like in Princeton, and the group did not introduce the ordinance in 
response to the report, he said. 
 
Retailers who violate the ordinance would face a penalty of $250 for the first 
offense, $500 for the second and $1,000 for the third and subsequent violations. 
"The idea is to educate them about the benefits to their populations, rather than 
criminalizing it," DiFerdinando said. "It's going to be more educational frankly 
that it is going to be punitive. We want to get to the point where people are 
complying." 
 
The board has not encountered pushback so far against the ordinance, he said. 
 
Among adults who become daily smokers, about 90 percent smoke their first 
cigarette before age 19, the institute report said. Most states currently set the 
tobacco purchase age at 18. New Jersey is one of four states that set a minimum 
age of 19 for tobacco sales. The others are Alabama, Alaska and Utah. 
 
A bill pending in the Legislature would make New Jersey the first state to 
increase the legal age to 21. 



 
CVS discontinued cigarettes sales at all of its stores nationwide in an effort to 
transform from a drugstore to a health care provider. 
 
In March 2013, Princeton became the first Mercer County town to ban smoking 
on town property, including municipal buildings, parks, pools and recreation 
areas. Councilwoman Heather Howard, liaison to the board of health, said the 
ordinance would further improve public health and decrease tobacco-related 
diseases. 
 
"I'm excited that the board of health is taking this step and that Princeton is 
continuing in a leadership role in promoting public health and minimizing the 
burden of tobacco," she said. 
 
Though customers could purchase tobacco outside of Princeton if they wished, 
the ordinance seeks to prevent sales among younger populations, DiFerdinando 
said. 
 
"The real impact is not on current smokers. It's on initiation of smoking in 
nonsmokers," he said. "What this really does is decrease access to tobacco 
products among those who are at risk of initiating tobacco use." 
 
Princeton's Department of Health would be charged with enforcing the law, 
DiFerdinando said. The ordinance comes up for public hearing and adoption 
April 21. 
 
Nicole Mulvaney may be reached at nmulvaney@njtimes.com. Follow her on 
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