It’s time to come clean about vaping
by Aaron Weiner, PhD

Ask any parent or teacher right now about the biggest
drug trend among teens, and they'll all give you the
same answer: vaping. What started as an isolated new
fad has now gone mainstream. We're now facing
down an epidemic that could wipe away the progress
we've made from decades of hard work to reduce
teen smoking rates.

If you look at our history, the current trends are even
more concerning. In 2011, only 1.5 percent of high
school students had ever vaped, and in 2016 that
number had risen to 11.3 percent. In our most recent
data from 2018, a staggering 20.8 percent of high
school students now endorse having vaped in the past
year alone. That number is up a staggering 78 percent
from 2017, with 1.5 million new kids vaping.

And, to make matters worse, the surge in vaping has
led more students to smoke cigarettes. High school
cigarette use was up about 33 percent from 2017,
reversing a trend of decline that had been steady for
many years.

How does vaping affect health?

Despite rumors that persist among youth, vaping is
not healthy, and it's not benign, either. Vaping has
numerous negative health implications. Strong
scientific evidence indicates:

= Vapor aerosol, both first- and second-hand, from
e-cigarettes contains numerous toxic substances,
as well as heavy metals.

« The chemicals in e-cigarette vapor causes DNA
damage and mutagenesis. This is the biological
process that leads to cancer.

¢ Vaping nicotine is addictive. Studies have shown
that kids who vape are also more likely to smoke
cigarettes, and when they do, those kids smoke
more than they otherwise would.

- Accidental contact with e-liquid on your skin can
cause serious negative health effects, including
seizures. Accidental ingestion can result in death.

Truly, the only person who should ever even think
about vaping is someone already addicted to
cigarettes. If you are already poisoning your body with
cigarettes, you'll be poisoning yourself a little bit
slower by vaping, as the toxins are fewer than in
cigarettes. For smokers, it's a step in the right
direction.

For everyone else, and especially for kids, it's a huge
step in the wrong direction. Vaping and smoking put
someone on a health trajectory that could take
numerous years off their lives, as well as lower the
quality of life during those years.

What's driving this trend?

Big money, and an industry that, even right now, is not
being regulated in any meaningful way.

Companies that profit from addiction have always
used the same tactics: market towards youth, as their
minds and hearts are more vulnerable to influence;
confuse the public about whether or not their product
is safe; and push to deregulate and create legal
loopholes to make as much money as possible.

The vaping industry, much‘iike tobacco and marijuana,
is no different. They all use the same playbook.

As an example, let’s look at flavored “e-juice” (e-cig
liguid). The Tobacco Control Act of 2009 allowed the
FDA to regulate tobacco, and one of the first things
they did was ban all flavors from cigarettes other than
menthol. Why? Because flavors appeal to kids, and
had been cited as one of the primary reasons why kids
smoked cigarettes in the first place.
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How then can websites sell e-juice with flavors such as
strawberry cheesecake, kiwi berry and watermelon?
Because e-liquid is nicotine, not tobacco, and so the
FDA can't regulate it. These companies know exactly
what they're doing and, as of now, our lawmakers have
not been able to push through industry special
interests to make a change, despite the fact that 85

percent of kids who use vaporizers say they use flavors.

The hypocrisy of JUUL

It's unfortunately not just off-brand vape products that
market to kids. The vaping industry’s largest player,
JUUL, is complicit. JUUL makes vaping devices that
have an appealing form factor for kids: they fit in the
palm of your hand and look like a flash drive, which
makes them very easy to conceal and use in school
settings. But beyond that, they also offer flavors, just
like other vape vendors, such as mango, cucumber,
créme and fruit.

Their PR department often says that JUUL's youth use
rate is a surprise to them, and that JUUL is designed
just for current, adult, smokers. How then do they
explain their early advertising campaigns, where they
were clearly targeting a younger audience? Or their
current flavor offerings, exploiting the loophole?

A recent study found that teens are 16 times more
likely to use JUUL than adults. When that’s the case,
and when JUUL controls 68 percent of the e-cigarette
market, talk is cheap.

JUUL got a big holiday present this year: a $12.8 billion
investment from Big Tobacco company Altria, the
makers of Marlboro. When some JUUL employees

“expressed concern over having a large part of the
company owned by Big Tobacco, JUUL appeased them
by giving every single employee of JUUL an average
holiday bonus of $1.3 million dollars from the Altria
deal. You read that right: every employee of JUUL
received a bonus from the Altria deal, at an average of
$1,300,000 per employee.
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What's the price to make someone to quiet down and
keep working? | don't know, but $1.3 million will go a
long way.

If JUUL wants us to believe they're not running the
same game plan as Big Tobacco, literally selling out to
them is not a convincing way to do it.

What can parents do?

If you're concerned about all this as much as | am, the
most important thing you can do is speak out.

First, if you're a parent, let your kids know the truth
about vaping. They've likely gotten most of their
information from their friends, the industry, and/or their
media circles on the internet, none of which will give
them the information they need to make thoughtful,
educated decisions about their health. Shine a light on
what's really going on, and your kids will listen.

Second, reach out to your federal legislators over
phone or email. A new congress is about to start, and
lawmakers have a chance to plant their flag on issues
and drive initiatives forward. If they hear from the
constituents who elected them that our children need
protection, that the vaping industry needs regulation,
they will listen.

And lastly, if a member of your family is struggling with
an addiction issue, know that there is help available if
you reach out. Linden Oaks Behavioral Health provides
free assessments, and will connect you with resources,
with us or otherwise. Nobody, and no family, should
have to feel alone when trying to fight addiction.

For information on addiction or to get in touch with
our assessment center, give us a call at 630-305-5027..
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