
THE TOBACCO INDUSTRY HARMS 
CALIFORNIA’S RURAL COMMUNITIES

Rural smokers tend to 
smoke at higher rates their 
urban counterparts, even 
in California where overall 
smoking rates are low, and 
are also twice as likely to 
use commercial chewing 
tobacco.1 It’s time to 
eliminate the unfair health 
burden commercial tobacco 
places on rural communities.

Commercial tobacco impacts the health of our 
rural communities by specifically targeting them. 

Rural adults’ use of any commercial tobacco product is 
significantly higher (25.6%) than the California general 
population (14.6%).2

Rural residents start smoking at an earlier age. 

Images of cowboys, hunters, and race car drivers are 
used in tobacco marketing to appeal to young, rural 
individuals and get them hooked on deadly commercial 
tobacco products.3

Rural-county stores were more than twice as likely as 
other stores to sell roll-your-own commercial tobacco 
and two times more likely to sell commercial chewing 
tobacco than stores in nonrural counties.4

In rural areas, there is greater density of tobacco 
stores with 93 stores selling commercial tobacco per 
100,000 residents in rural areas versus 79.6 stores for 
100,000 residents across California.2 5

Rural-county stores were found to be significantly 
more likely to advertise at least one discount for 
commercial chewing tobacco and vaping products 
which appeals to price-sensitive consumers, including 
youth (20.9% prevalence of discounts in rural 
communities vs. 16.8% in nonrural communities).4

Commercial tobacco litter negatively impacts 
the environment of rural communities.

Cigarette butts are the number one most littered item 
in the world.6

Cigarette butts leach toxic chemicals into the 
environment including lead, arsenic, and nicotine – the 
same toxic chemicals found in secondhand smoke.5

Cigarette filters are made of the plastic material 
cellulose acetate, which does not biodegrade .7

Butts, cigar tips, chew containers, vape pods and 
other product packaging are most often disposed 
of improperly in the form of millions of kilograms of 
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product waste discarded into the environment each 
year.6

Emerging oral nicotine products are becoming 
dangerously normalized in rural communities. 

While the rate of smoking among Americans has 
declined from 20.9% of adults in 2005 to 14% of adults 
in 2017, smokeless commercial tobacco use among 
rural adults has increased and remains higher in rural 
populations than in non-rural populations.8

Many smokeless commercial tobacco users see 
smokeless tobacco use as an alternative to cigarette 
smoking because they incorrectly believe there is a 
reduction in risk of related diseases.9

Comprehensive tobacco-free policies can save 
lives and improve rural communities. 

In a survey of rural and small-town Californians, over 
88% felt that secondhand smoke was harmful and 
68% were in favor of policies prohibiting smoking at 
outdoor events such as rodeos and fairs. Local smoke 
free outdoor air laws can protect rural Californians 
from the secondhand smoke they want to avoid.10

Securing tobacco control funds may help increase 
cessation service access and strengthen health 
infrastructure in rural areas.9

Smart commercial tobacco policies can help create an 
environment where community leaders and leaders 
and families feel empowered to reject the culture 
of commercial tobacco use and choose healthier, 
commercial tobacco-free futures.11

Stronger regulations on tobacco sampling and coupons 
can prevent the tobacco industry from having a 
presence at family- friendly events such as rodeos and 
fairs. Currently, tobacco promotions are much more 
common at events in rural communities compared 
with events in urban communities.

Local retail licensing policies can reduce youth access 
to commercial tobacco and help rural communities 
enforce minimum age purchase laws.11

The Statewide Rural Coordinating Center’s Policy 
Platform can serve as a guide for how to approach 
policy efforts in rural communities with detailed 
examples highlighting how tobacco control and health 
promotion align with rural values.11

1 Shan, Ming, et al. Urban and Rural Disparities in Tobacco Use. Center for Disease control and prevention, 2012.

2 Buettner-Schmidt, Kelly et al. “Disparities in Rural Tobacco Use, Smoke-Free Policies, and Tobacco Taxes.” Western journal of nursing research vol. 41,8 (2019): 1184-1202. 
doi:10.1177/0193945919828061 

3 American Lung Association. Cutting Tobacco’s Rural Roots Tobacco Use In Rural Communities. 

4 Henriksen, Lisa et al. “Retail Tobacco Marketing in Rural Versus Nonrural Counties: Product Availability, Discounts, and Prices.” Health promotion practice vol. 21,1_suppl (2020): 
27S-36S. doi:10.1177/1524839919888652 

5 Tobacco Free CA. “Rural Communities.” Tobacco Free CA, tobaccofreeca.com/story-of-inequity/rural/. Accessed 19 Apr. 2022.

6 Truth Initiative. “Why Are Cigarette Butts the Most Littered Item on Earth?” Truth Initiative, 2019,
 truthinitiative.org/research-resources/harmful-effects-tobacco/why-are-cigarette-butts-most-littered-item-earth.

7 “Commercial Tobacco, Health, & The Environment.” www.publichealthlawcenter.org/sites/default/files/resources/Commerical-Tobacco-Health-and-the-Environment.pdf.

8 Agaku, Israel T et al. “Current cigarette smoking among adults - United States, 2005-2012.” MMWR. Morbidity and mortality weekly report vol. 63,2 (2014): 29-34. 

9 Couch, Elizabeth T, et al. “Smokeless Tobacco Decision-Making Among Rural Adolescent Males in California.” Journal of Community Health, U.S. National Library of Medicine, 
June 2017, www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC5409860/.

10 MSW, Christopher Kinabrew, MPH. “Advancing Tobacco Prevention and Control in Rural America.” NNPHI, 5 Feb. 2019, nnphi.org/resource/ruraltobacco/. Accessed 14 Apr. 2022.

11 Rural Initiatives Strengthening Equity. “Policy Platform.” June 2021, www.ca-rise.org/take-action/policy-platform/. Accessed 14 Apr. 2022.

tobaccofreeca.com/story-of-inequity/rural/
truthinitiative.org/research-resources/harmful-effects-tobacco/why-are-cigarette-butts-most-littered-item-earth.
www.publichealthlawcenter.org/sites/default/files/resources/Commerical-Tobacco-Health-and-the-Environment.pdf.
www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC5409860/
nnphi.org/resource/ruraltobacco/.
www.ca-rise.org/take-action/policy-platform/.



