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ere’s a riddle that will likely face
thousands of New Jersey kids.

Q. When is a public health message not

a public health message?
A. When it burnishes the ima
ge of a
company whose financial success
depends
on addiction, illness and death.

The trouble with this riddle
is that
kindergarteners and elementary
school
students will not necessarily figur
e it out.
So they will snap up the latest mar
keting
device dreamed up by Philip Mo
rris, the
world’s largest tobacco compan
y free
book covers, being distributed nati
onwide
—

by the millions.

As any parent knows, buying
book
covers is an increasingly
expensive
nuisance. When the kids hit age
10 or so,
they’re embarrassed to use the ones
cut out
of grocery bags. So the free mer
chandise
will certainly be appreciated at
home. And
the covers themselves? The
y’re bright,
attractive, easy to use, clearly
designed to
suit the tastes and needs of ado
lescents. To
boot, they prominently feature
nonsmoking
messages, like “Reflect Con
fidence
Think, Don’t Smoke.”
What’s the catch? Advertising
Age, the
leading trade journal in its field
, said it best
in
—

a recent editorial:

Anti-youth smoking initiati
ves backed
by tobacco companies sho
uld be encour
aged... But Philip Morris
’ book cover
approach is a textbook
example of what
not to do. By slapping its
name on the book
covers... Philip Morris set
itself up for an
obvious charge: Using
an antismoking
campaign as an opportunity
to build brand
recognition. Add the copyrig
ht credit and
the surgeon general’s warnin
g and what
you’ve got is a book cover that
looks alarm
ingly like a colorful pack of
cigarettes.
I’ll (reluctantly) give the tob
acco push
ers the benefit of the doubt and
acknowl
edge that they may be sincere
hi discourag
ing kids from lighting up. But
whatever
Philip Morris’ intentions, the boo
k covers
have the effect of establishing rela
tionships
with a new generation of potential
nicotine

addicts. There’s real danger in enco
uraging
children to perceive a cigarette
marketer as
their friend, a beneficent presen
ce in soci
ety and culture. Over the long
term, this
perception will shield Philip
Morris from
exposure as a cynical propon
ent of selfdestructive behavior.
Because of this danger, anti-yout
h smok
ing advocates around the
country are
asking their states’ attorneys-g
eneral to
take action. There is a basis for
investiga
tion: Under the terms of the
1998 Master
Settlement Agreement between
the states
and leading tobacco compan
ies, Philip
Morris is prohibited from
marketing,
directly or indirectly, to kids.
The book
cover giveaway certainly smacks
of a viola
tion of that agreement.
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Whatever Philip Morris’
intentions, the book covers hav
e
the effect of establishing rel
a
tionships with a new genera
tion of potential nicotine
addicts. Theres real danger
in
encouraging children
to
perceive a cigarette marketer
as
their friend, a beneficent pre
s
ence in society and culture.
To make matters worse, this
contro
versy is erupting at a time
when new
research suggests that youth
exposure to
cigarette marketing may be
greater than
ever. In May, the Massachus
etts Depart
ment of Public Health release
d a study
showing that tobacco advertisin
g in maga
zines with high youth readersh
ip such as
Sports ifiustrated, Rolling Ston
e and Glam
our increased by 33 percen
t after the 1998
settlement. At least 15 percen
t of the read
ers of all magazines
in the study were
between the ages of 12 and
17.
In July, the University
of Illinois at
Chicago released a stud
y showing that
since the settlementmandated ban on
—

—

tobacco billboard advertising too
k effect in
April 1999, the companies incr
eased signifi
cantly their advertising and pro
motion in
convenience stores and other
retail estab
lishments. Eighty percent of
the stores
surveyed for the study had tob
acco adver
tising, ensuring that kids are
constantly
exposed to positive messages
about smok
ing.
Finally, the Federal Trade Com
mission,
which tracks tobacco industr
y marketing
expenditures, reported in Jun
e that these
expenditures reached an alltime high of
$6.73 billion in 1998, the most rece
nt year
analyzed. This marked an incr
ease of 19
percent from $5.66 billion in 1997
. In 1998,
the tobacco companies spent
a record $18
million a day promoting thei
r products.
Obviously, not all of their pro
motional
materials and activities reach
kids directly,
but it is hard to argue that a large
, iinpres
sionable demographic group
can be left
untouched by one of the
most lavish
national marketing campaigns
in history
As chair of Monmouth
County’s
Communities Against Tobacco
Coalition, I
am working to alert educato
rs, public
health officials and parents
around New
Jersey to this situation. The boo
k covers
recently showed up in Jackso
n Township,
so we know that they’re alre
ady making
inroads here.
Some argue that Philip Morris
is chas
tened by the revelations and publ
ic antipa
thy of the past several years,
and that it is
truly committed to changing
the way it
does business. But if Philip Mor
ris is seri
ous about change, why doesn’t
it immedi
ately stop all promotional activities
that are
visible to children and suppor
t granting the
U.S. Food and Drug Adminis
tration more
muscle in the regulation of tob
acco prod
ucts?
In the meantime, my kids will
have to
settle for grocery bags.

Amy Handlin is a Rep ublican
Monmouth
County free holder and an asso
ciate
professor of marketing at Mo
nmouth
University in West Long Branch
.
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ere is how you can tell it’s
winter: The trees are bare,
the temperature is below
freezing, it gets dark early,
and Jim McGreevey is tes
ting
campaign themes.
For the moment, he’s settled on
New
Jersey’s bonded indebtedne
ss as the
centerpiece of his second gubern
atorial
campaign, an issue usually see
n as so
arcane that it has no politic
ally expedient
value.
So, we can anticipate some McGreev
ey
speeches over the next several wee
ks and
months on the evils of public deb and
t
why
his listeners should support his can
didacy
because he’s brought that evil to
their
attention. He’s hoping, of course,
that his
audience will rise as one, thrust clen
ched
fists into the air, and drive the
money
changers from office. The listener
s are just
as apt, however, to remain seated,
heads
drooping on chests, fighting a losin
g battle
against the glaze that’s steadily
creeping
into their eyes.
Government debt is nothing new.
The
U.S. government has been mired
in it for
decades, and candidates for Con
gress who
conduct campaigns based on deb
t as an
issue seldom win. The federal gov
ernment
simply continues to finance the
debt. At
least here in New Jersey, we have
the good
sense to pay it off.
Even as governor, McGreevey wou
ld be
powerless to do anything about the
state’s
current bonded debt because those
obliga
tions already have been incurred.
He can
only promise that he will not add
to the
debt, a promise he will find exceeding
ly
difficult to keep.
The state’s capital needs will continu
e,
whether it is modernizing transportat
ion
systems, expanding state colleges
to
provide space for students, or preserv
ing
open space in a state that is already the
most densely populated in the country
.
Those needs arise on an ongoing basis and
will not come to an end simply becaus
e a
candidate for governor thinks the state’s
taxpayers shouldn’t finance them.

i

If debt is the issue, specifics are
the
answer. For example, does McGreev
ey feel
transportation improvements should
not be
funded by bond issues? Well, try
telling
that to commuters who spend eac
h morn
ing and evening pounding their stee
ring
wheels while traffic backs up
on any
number of highways in the state.
Or does he stand in opposition to
the
dredging of deepwater ports to maintai
na
multi-billion dollar shipping ind
ustry in
New Jersey? Well, try telling that
to the
thousands of workers whose job
s would
evaporate as other East Coast por
ts took
over the business.
Does he oppose the use of bond fun
ds
for construction of facilities for the
devel
opmentally disabled? Try telling
that to
parents and relatives who, through
no fault
of their own, can no longer care for
a loved
one and must make the agonizing decis
ion
to place that person in a state facility.
Is McGreevey offended by the
use of
bonded debt to build classroo
ms and
dormitories at state colleges? Try
telling
that to deserving high school stud
ents who
desire to further their education but
can’t
because there’s no room for them.
All of these projects have been
funded
in the past by bond issues, along
with the
preservation of open space, dem
olition of
unsafe structures in urban centers
, water
conservation and wastewater trea
tment,
and protection

