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Legislative committee considers bill to end the sale of flavored tobacco products 

Youth activists, physicians, school administrators and public health experts urge passage of bill to prevent the tobacco 

industry from using menthol candy flavors to target and hook kids, communities of color, and LGBTQ young adults 

 

(AUGUSTA) At a public hearing this morning in the Health and Human Services Committee, policymakers heard 

testimony on LD 1550, An Act To End the Sale of Flavored Tobacco Products. Dozens of youth activists, physicians, 

school administrators, and public health advocates shared information and stories about how the tobacco industry is 

targeting youth, young adults, Black and brown, indigenous, LGBTQ, low income, and other marginalized communities 

with menthol, mint, and candy flavored products.  

 

“Tobacco use among Maine youth is skyrocketing,” states Dr. Deborah Hagler, a Brunswick pediatrician and President of 

the Maine Chapter of the American Academy of Pediatrics (Maine AAP). “Data shows that 4 out of 5 kids who have ever 

used tobacco started with a flavored product, and that’s not an accident. Tobacco companies have developed an array 

of menthol, mint, and candy-flavored products because they know that’s how to addict their next generation of 

customers. These flavored products aren’t for adults. Flavors hook kids.” 

 

There are now over 15,000 flavored tobacco products on the market.1,2 Examples include Winter Menthol, Peppermint 

Mocha, Cherry Crush, Banana Blast, Pop Tart, and Cotton Candy. Flavors are used in a variety of tobacco products, 

including cigarettes, cigars, chewing tobacco, and e-cigarettes.  

 

Representative Michele Meyer (D-Eliot) is the sponsor of LD 1550. In her introduction of the bill, Meyer told her 

committee colleagues, “The 13 of us on this committee have the ability to impact the health of Maine kids and families – 

not just today but for generations to come. There may be few bills we have considered together that have the potential 

to make such a significant impact on the health, hope, and productivity of Maine kids and communities.” 

 

African Americans suffer the greatest burden of tobacco-related mortality of any racial or ethnic group in the United 

States.3 Tobacco industry documents reveal a long history of aggressive marketing to African Americans, including 

cheaper prices, sponsorships of community and music events, and more advertising of menthol cigarettes in African 

American neighborhoods.4 Today, more than 8 out of 10 African American adults who smoke use menthol cigarettes.18  

 

Representative Rachel Talbot Ross (D-Portland), a co-sponsor of LD 1550 stated, “When it comes to justice and fairness, 

strong tobacco control policy is low-hanging fruit in confronting health disparities. Ending the sale of menthol cigarettes 

will disproportionately benefit Black Americans by reducing smoking and saving lives. I hope you will join me in saying 

‘enough is enough’ to Black people dying from menthol flavored tobacco products.” 
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Research has shown that menthol flavoring makes it easier to start and become addicted to cigarettes.5 “The science of 

menthol makes it the most dangerous flavored tobacco product,” added Dr. Hagler. “Menthol numbs the throat and 

masks the harsh taste of tobacco, making it easier to inhale, and inhale more deeply.6 People who smoke menthol also 

show greater signs of nicotine addiction and are less likely to successfully quit smoking than other smokers.7  

 

The use of flavors to lure and hook kids was called out by other speakers at today’s event, and all spoke of the need for a 

reckoning with the generational health disparities caused by tobacco industry targeting. LGBTQ adults smoke at rates up 

to two and a half times higher than straight adults. One in three transgender adults smoke cigarettes, and one in three 

LGBTQ smokers smoke menthol.  

 

“The LGBTQ community’s high rate of smoking can’t be explained without accounting for the cynical and aggressive 

marketing by tobacco companies,” said Dr. Florence Edwards, a dentist in Auburn and a board member of 

EqualityMaine. “They manufactured the narrative that to be young and gay or trans was to also be a smoker. Today we 

suffer disproportionately from asthma, chronic obstructive pulmonary disease (COPD), strokes, heart disease, and 

hypertension - conditions all associated with severe COVID-19. Tobacco industry targeting puts us at greater risk for 

other dangerous health conditions. It’s unconscionable.” 

 

Tobacco use among Maine youth is on the rise. Maine’s high school smoking rates are higher than the national average 

and the second highest in the Northeast.8 In 2019, 1 in 3 Maine high school students used some form of tobacco, 

including cigarettes, smokeless tobacco, cigars, and electronic cigarettes.9 That’s a 33% increase since 2017. More than 

1 in 4 Maine high school students now uses e-cigarettes, a rate that has nearly doubled in the past 2 years.19 The U.S. 

Surgeon General has warned, “No matter how it's delivered, nicotine is harmful for youth and young adults.”10 

 

Morgan Washburn, a 10th grader from Brunswick told the committee, "By targeting my generation with these flavors, 

the tobacco industry is creating its next group of nicotine-addicted consumers. I am not willing to sacrifice my health, or 

anyone else's, to the tobacco industry. By voting ‘yes’ on LD 1550, you'll prove that you aren't willing to sacrifice this 

generation either." 

 

Every year in Maine, 2,400 people die from tobacco-related illness; direct health care costs surpass $800 million; and 

almost $650 million in economic productivity is lost.11 It is estimated that 27,000 Maine kids currently under age 18 will 

die prematurely from tobacco-related illness.12  

 

“Smoking harms nearly every organ of the body and causes cancer, heart disease, lung disease, stroke, diabetes, and 

COPD,” said Dr. Jennifer Jewell, a hospital-based pediatrician and Chair of the Maine AAP Education Committee. “But 

let’s not forget the brain. Our brains are still growing until about age 26, making youth and young adults much more 

susceptible to nicotine addiction. This simple fact is why the tobacco industry is continually looking for new ways to 

attract kids, and why lawmakers must counter with strong public policies that give our young people a fighting chance to 

grow up tobacco free.”  

 

“Flavors are a marketing weapon used by tobacco manufacturers to target youth and young people and set them up for 

a lifetime of addiction,” said Hilary Schneider, director of government relations for the American Cancer Society Cancer 

Action Network (ACS CAN) in Maine. “The same is true for communities of color, the LGBTQ community and people with 

mental and behavioral health conditions. The rapid increased use of flavored products by youth and young adults, and 

under- regulation of these products requires the Maine Legislature to take action to protect youth and young adults, and 

public health at-large.”  

 



“From the start in Massachusetts, we decided to put the health of our residents over profits from deadly products,” said 

Allyson Perron Drag, Government Relations Director for the American Heart Association. “The biggest beneficiaries of 

this law will be future generations who do not start smoking because they are not bombarded with menthol ads and 

other flavored products in stores.” 

 

Lance Boucher, Senior Division Director, State Public Policy, Eastern, American Lung Association, told lawmakers, “The 

American Lung Association strongly supports LD 1550 to end the sale of menthol and all other flavored tobacco products 

in Maine.  Indeed, the measure stands to be one of the most important public health measures in recent memory.  We 

applaud the recent announcement by the Biden Administration to end the sale of menthol cigarettes and flavored cigars 

from the market, but Maine kids cannot afford to wait for federal action.  We continue to urge states and localities to 

act now to end the sale of menthol cigarettes and other flavored tobacco products to ensure our children today can 

become the first tobacco-free generation.   

 

The Flavors Hook Kids campaign is supported by over two dozen statewide and community partners. More information 

can be found at www.flavorshookkidsmaine.org. 
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