
Trading Standards currently enforces 
legislation which aims to prevent the sale 
of tobacco products to young people under 
18. Trading Standards is also responsible for 
enforcing legislation aimed at stopping the 
sales of smuggled and counterfeit tobacco 
products. Police have the power to challenge 
young people who are smoking and to 
remove their cigarettes.

From 1 April 2011 new legislation came in 
to make it an offence for a young person to 
buy or attempt to buy tobacco products or 
cigarette papers. The Tobacco and Primary 
Medical Services (Scotland) Act 2010 was 
passed by the Scottish Parliament on 27 
January 2010. The Act contains measures 
aimed specifically at reducing the availability 
of tobacco to under-18s.

The new legislation sends a very clear 
message to young people that smoking 
is dangerous and that adults should think 
carefully before in any way supporting or 
encouraging young people to start smoking. 
Purchase by and supply to a person under 18 
is now a criminal offence, and there is a new 
onus on local authorities and police to raise 
public awareness and encourage support for 
the law.

North Ayrshire Council Trading Standards 
and Strathclyde Police have developed a 
partnership approach to help the community 
understand tobacco legislative changes.

Researching under-age 
access to tobacco in 
North Ayrshire

Background

introduced a tobacco sales registration 
scheme, which is free for retailers to join 

made it an offence for under 18s to buy 
or attempt to buy tobacco products or 
cigarette papers

made it an offence for adults to buy 
tobacco for under 18s (proxy purchase); 

gave trading standards officers powers to 
issue fixed penalty notices, and 

gave courts the power to ban retailers 
from selling tobacco where they have 
continually broken the law.

The Act: 

North Ayrshire Trading Standards set out to determine the extent to which 
traders, members of the community and sellers of illicit tobacco were 
providing under-age smokers with cigarettes.



Trading Standards intends to use this new legislation to:

• further support the education of young people on the dangers of smoking
• reduce the chances of young people under 18 obtaining tobacco products
• educate retailers on their legal responsibilities to young people
• discourage adults from buying tobacco for under 18s
• where appropriate, prosecute adults who purchase tobacco for under 18s
• reduce the flow and supply of illicit and illegal tobacco within North Ayrshire
• prosecute unregistered tobacco sellers.

In preparation for a council-wide survey of young people’s access to tobacco a site visit 
was conducted at a local high school in Irvine in February 2011. The campus police officer 
identified areas that were known to be used by pupils for smoking.

A sweep of the area around the school was conducted to establish what brands of empty 
tobacco packaging could be found. From the discarded packaging there was evidence of 
access to cheap branded legitimate cigarettes, counterfeit and non-duty paid cigarettes. 

Some of the brands were unknown to trading standards and may have originated from 
Eastern Europe or China. The contents and hazards of branded products are known, hence 
the warning labels.  However, cheap whites (smuggled, unbranded) and counterfeit cigarettes 
produced without regulation may contain additional hazards such as high pesticide residues, 
factory contaminants and dangerous additives or bulking agents. 

A more detailed follow up survey was devised and implemented around the same high 
school one day in March 2011, the objective of which was to determine where children were 
acquiring their tobacco products.

Two trading standards officers and the campus police officer waited outside the school 
perimeter during morning break and lunchtime. Any pupils smoking outside the school were 
approached by PC Curran, the campus PC, and asked to take part in a short trading standards 
survey on smoking. Other pupils known to the campus police officer as smokers were also 
asked to take part even if they were not smoking at the time. 

The Officer’s excellent relationship with and standing among the pupils meant that all those 
he approached took part in the survey. Pupils were all spoken to individually, a short but 
clear distance away from any other pupil, to ensure their answers were kept private and 
confidential. 

All the pupils were given written advice (appendix 1) about how forthcoming changes to the 
legislation affect them, their friends and family should  they continue to purchase tobacco. 
The contact details for smoking cessation support were also provided.

Where do young smokers obtain their 
tobacco from?

The young smoker survey



The aims of the survey were:
(a) to maximise the impact of limited resources by targeting identified problems  
(b) to identify new enforcement opportunities 
(c) to discover how young people obtain tobacco products 
(d) to establish if they have access to counterfeit or smuggled tobacco products 
(e) to identify illicit tobacco sellers 
(f) to establish how easily children can get tobacco products
(g) to gauge how widespread underage smoking is. 

Results
42 pupils were spoken to: 24 males 18 females

ge  Number spoken to
  12   1
  13   9
  14   8
  15   12
  16   8
  17   4
  18   0

 Yes  No
  67%  33%

Age  Number spoken to

Do you have any cigarettes on you (checked)?

Who do you normally get your cigarettes from?

How long have you been smoking?

Buy
themselves    Fellow pupil Family/friend      >18 strangers     Private seller  

7.1%     28.6%  19.0%     33.3%      11.9%

0-6 Months  7-12 Months 13 – 24 Months More than two years

11%   47%   21%   21%

How many a day do you smoke?

0-5  6-10  11-15  16-20

7.1%  69.0%  21.4%  2.4% 

What brands do you smoke or have you tried?

Mayfair Regal  Marble/Jin Ling     Other

94.9%  7.0%  26.3%   1.8% 

Have you asked a stranger to buy cigarettes for you?

Yes  No
59%  41%



“The Marble (sic) cigarettes make me dizzy. They are so strong that I feel sick after I smoke 
    a whole one. I will smoke them if that is all I can afford. £3.50 a packet is a good deal, but 
    they are stinking.” - A 13 year-old boy

“I will smoke Marble cigs if that is all I can get. They are very strong but if I buy them I can  
   get more for my money.”- A 14 year-old boy

“I ask people in the street to jump in for me and buy my fags.” – A 13 year old boy

“My mum buys them for me, will she get into trouble?”- A 16 year-old boy

“I started because of peer pressure, what are you going to do about that.”- A 16 year-old girl

“Older pupils will get us ciggies if we let them have one from the packet.” - A 13 year-old boy

“I go to this guy’s house in the Village to buy them; he asks if I tell people I buy from him. 
    I say no so he sells them to me.”- A 14 year-old boy

“I ask strangers to buy them for me, to jump in, I wouldn’t chance it myself.”
    - A 14 year-old girl

“We go down to the Cross (Irvine town centre) and ask the junkies to jump in for us. They will 
    always get them for you if you give them a couple of ciggies.” - A 15 year-old boy

“I used to buy my ciggies from a guy in Parterre but he got busted.” - A 15 year-old boy

“I am 16 but look older so my local shop serves me, I am not naming them, I like the people 
   who work there.” - A 16 year-old girl

“I have heard fake cigs are bad but so is normal cigs.”- A 14 year old boy

“It’s so easy to get cigarettes.”- A 13 year old girl

“Everyone in my house smokes.”- A 14 year old boy

“My Mum doesn’t like me smoking but at least I am not out causing trouble.”
   - A 14 year old boy

“I buy cigarettes from people in my year for 2 for £1.”- A 13 year old girl

“I spend all my spare cash on cigarettes ... about £15 a week.” 
    - A 15 year old boy

“We used to go to that guy in Parterre…………across from the chippy in Irvine but he got   
    caught and stopped selling.” - A 14 year-old boy.

“I regularly buy cigarettes from a house in Bourteehill. Regal or Marble but Marble will burn  
   the mouth off you.” - A 13 year old girl

Notable quotes from the participating young people:



The findings and quotes speak for themselves and will have significance for all agencies 
involved in working with young people.

Note how few children actually buy their own tobacco products from shops but instead rely 
on proxy purchasers - asking strangers to‘jump in’ for them, or have ready access to untested 
counterfeit and contraband tobacco. 

Due to their lack of money young people are easy prey for unlicensed private sellers. Within 
this school there was an issue with fellow pupils supplying Marble cigarettes. This should be 
resolved with sensitivity through the expertise of the campus police officer. 

Two private addresses were identified as selling cigarettes to the pupils. The ‘bust’ described 
in two of the quotes referred to a previous successful enforcement action by trading standards  
which resulted in the prosecution of an illicit tobacco seller in Irvine. Clearly this type of action 
does disrupt supply to children.

The low percentage of young people buying cigarettes themselves may be a testament to 
integrity of local registered tobacco retailers and the impact of the work of trading standards 
to educate them on under-age sales responsibilities. There is however still work to do to 
discourage proxy purchase. More work is also required of enforcement agencies to work with 
all potential partners to identify the sources of contraband and counterfeit tobacco. 

In addition, the relationship that develops between proxy purchasing adults and young 
smokers is concerning and requires thought about how best to raise awareness of the dangers 
of liaison with strangers and contact with persons selling other illicit goods, or involving 
children in the trafficking of these goods.

If tobacco remains readily available to young people, especially if it is with the collusion of 
family and friends, it undermines any messages about the harms of tobacco. 

This survey has provided a snap shot of young people’s access to tobacco that may act to 
motivate elected representatives, enforcement agencies, health support services, teachers, 
parents and other concerned adults in the local community to act together to prevent tobacco 
remaining available to under-18s. 

Discussion



North Ayrshire Trading Standards intends carrying out further survey work with Strathclyde 
Police and to coordinate educational activity with Fresh Ayrshire (NHS Ayrshire and Arran 
Cessation Service) and North Ayrshire Education Service. North Ayrshire Trading Standards will 
share its information-gathering expertise with other services across Scotland.

ASH Scotland has pledged to promote the use of surveys based on this model in other areas 
and to encourage action to reduce access to tobacco by under-18s.

Future activity

For further information contact:

North Ayrshire Council Trading Standards Service, Andrew Wyllie:
andrewwyllie@north-ayrshire.gov.uk

ASH Scotland, Youth Development Officer, Donald Lockhart:
Donald.Lockhart@ashscotland.org.uk 


