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The City of Sebastopol in Sonoma County 
helped limit youth access to commercial tobacco 
products1 by adopting a strong comprehensive 
tobacco retail license ordinance.

 Laying the Groundwork

Commercial tobacco use remains the number 
one cause of preventable death in California, 
resulting in the deaths of an estimated 40,000 
adults in the state each year.2 In addition, youth 
use of tobacco products, including e-cigarettes, 
continues to be a public health concern 
throughout the state.3 Studies have shown that 
tobacco retail licensing policies that restrict the 
sale of flavored tobacco products, limit tobacco 
retailer density, and set minimum pack and price 
restrictions can help decrease youth-purchase 
rates in communities.4 As a result, municipalities 
throughout California are taking steps to regulate 
tobacco sales in the retail setting.5

The City of Sebastopol, located approximately 56 
miles north of San Francisco, has a population of 
approximately 7,760 people. In 2018 and 2019, 
Sonoma County’s Public Health Department 

conducted a survey of e-cigarette use in 
Sebastopol and found that youth e-cigarette 
use in the city was higher on average than in the 
county.6 The survey also found that teens in both 
Sebastopol and Sonoma County found it easy or 
very easy to access tobacco products.7 

SEBASTOPOL’S TOBACCO 
RETAILER LICENSING PROGRAM
A Case Study
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 Passing the Ordinance

On July 6, 2020, the Gravenstein Health Action Coalition presented the Sebastopol City 
Council with an initial draft of a proposed ordinance to strengthen the City’s tobacco retail 
licensing requirements. The rationale behind this proposal was to protect the health of the 
community and to prevent youth tobacco use and nicotine addiction.

The City Council then held a public hearing on September 1, 2020, to discuss the proposed 
ordinance. From the outset, the City of Sebastopol was committed to adopting a strong 
ordinance that contained comprehensive provisions, as described in the Law and Policy’s 
Partnership to End the Commercial Tobacco Epidemic’s tobacco retail licensing model 
ordinance. The Sebastopol Department of Public Health, the Sonoma County Tobacco-
Free Community Coalition, and the Gravenstein Health Action Coalition all collaborated in 
promoting the strengthened tobacco retail requirements.

On September 15, 2020, the City Council adopted a comprehensive tobacco retail licensing 
ordinance, with an implementation date of January 1, 2021.8 The city’s determination to address 
youth tobacco use and access was evident in broad ordinance provisions that restrict the sale 
of flavored tobacco and e-cigarette products, limit tobacco retailer density, restrict tobacco 
product pricing, set minimum pack requirements, and ban tobacco product sales in pharmacies.

Ordinance Overview

Tobacco retail license Fees:  $60 application 
$xx annual renewal (currently price in flux) 

Sale of flavored tobacco products prohibited Includes: mint, menthol, wintergreen, ESD, and other 
“characterizing flavors”

Minimum pack & price $10/pack of 20 cigarettes

$2/pack of five (5) little cigars

$5/pack of two (2) cigars 

No coupons/discounts/deals Full retail price for all tobacco products 

No tobacco in pharmacies All tobacco products 

Proximity to youth-oriented area Minimum 1,000 ft. restriction

Population and density control 1 Retailer per 2000 inhabitants in the City of Sebastopol
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 Implementing the Ordinance

Under Sebastopol’s tobacco retail licensing ordinance, the city police department is 
responsible for enforcing and administering retail licensing provisions, and the Sonoma County 
Department of Health Services is responsible for providing education and technical assistance 
to tobacco retailers and the police department. Collaboration among government staff and 
tobacco retailers has been vital in ensuring a smooth implementation.

Before the ordinance took effect, the County Health Services Department notified Sebastopol 
tobacco retailers of the new ordinance’s requirements, and Department staff visited tobacco 
retailers to review tobacco products in each store and address retailer questions and concerns. 
Initial efforts to educate retailers were affected by the COVID pandemic, because public health 
resources were reallocated for other purposes. However, both before and after the policy took 
effect, Sonoma County Health Services provided ongoing technical assistance to city retailers 
and police on licensing requirements. Staff prepared educational materials, including product 
details of noncompliant tobacco products and paraphernalia, and distributed this material to 
retailers and enforcement agents.

Enforcing the Ordinance

Within six months of the date the ordinance took effect, tobacco retailers were required to remove from their 
shelves all tobacco products restricted for sale. The ordinance also requires tobacco retailers to apply to 
renew their licenses no later than 30 days before their licenses expire. Retailers that violate the ordinance are 
subject to a fine of $250 and their licenses are suspended as specified below: 

Violation within five-year Period Penalty

First violation License suspended for 30 days

Second violation License suspended for 60 days

Third violation License suspended for 1 year

Fourth violation or more License revoked
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“One hundred percent of the devices confiscated are flavored products.”  
— Mrs. Ferdinandson, Analy High School Principal
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 Enforcement Success

During this time, despite challenges such as local fires, the coronavirus pandemic, and 
staff changes, the city of Sebastopol prioritized the health of the community and remained 
committed to tobacco control efforts. The Sebastopol Police Department and Sonoma 
County Health Services Department collaborated on completing compliance checks by the 
enforcement date of the ordinance. 

The Sebastopol Police Department monitors inspections to ensure that all fourteen tobacco 
retailers in the city have licenses on file and comply with ordinance provisions. Since the 
ordinance took effect, police have completed more than one compliance check per retailer 
annually. The Sonoma County Health Services Department assists in monitoring compliance by 
collaborating with youth aged 18 to 20 years old, who enter licensed premises and attempt to 
purchase tobacco products at least once every 12-month period. 

In implementing and enforcing the ordinance, both the city police and the Sonoma County 
Health Services Department prioritized tobacco retailer education and community health 
over retailer noncompliance citations. This focus on community health, along with successful 
collaboration among the community’s public health staff, retailers, and enforcement agents, 
was key in ensuring retailer commitment to compliance. 

Downtown	Sebastopol.		 Photo: AdamChandler86, Flickr
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Endnotes
1	 The	Law	and	Policy	Partnership	to	End	the	Commercial	Tobacco	Epidemic	recognizes	that	traditional	and	commercial	

tobacco	are	different	in	the	ways	they	are	planted,	grown,	harvested,	and	used.	Traditional	tobacco	is	and	has	been	
used	in	sacred	ways	by	Indigenous	communities	and	tribes	for	centuries.	Comparatively,	commercial	tobacco	is	man-
ufactured	with	chemical	additives	for	recreational	use	and	profit,	resulting	in	disease	and	death.	For	more	information,	
visit:	http://www.keepitsacred.itcmi.org.	When	the	word	“tobacco”	is	used	throughout	this	document,	a	commercial	
context	is	implied	and	intended.	

2	 Campaign	for	Tobacco-free	Kids,	Toll of Tobacco in California (2022),	https://www.tobaccofreekids.org/problem/toll-us/
california.

3	 Am.	Lung	Assoc.,	State of Tobacco Control California 2021 (2021),	https://www.lung.org/getmedia/9dbfcb9a-9f22-4741-
8b3f-205cd8d4227a/2022-sotc-california-local-report-final.pdf.

4	 Public	Health	Law	Center,	Comprehensive Tobacco Retail Licensing Ordinance 21-39,	Law	&	Policy	Partnership	to	End	
the	Commercial	Tobacco	Epidemic	(2020),	https://www.publichealthlawcenter.org/sites/default/files/resources/
Comp-Tobacco-Retailer-License.pdf.

5	 See	Am.	Lung	Assoc.,	supra note	3.	

6	 See	City	of	Sebastopol	City	Council	Agenda	Item	#5	1-14	(2020),	https://www.ci.sebastopol.ca.us/getattachment/
Meeting-Event/City-Council/2020/City-Council-Meeting-July-7,-2020/Agenda-Item-Number-5-Presentation-Tobac-
co-Retail-License-Ordinance-7-7-2020CC.pdf.aspx.

7	 Id.

8	 City	of	Sebastopol	Ordinance	8.06,	“Tobacco	Retail	License”	(2020),	Agenda-Item-Number-2-CC-Staff-Report-TRL-
Ordinance-Second-reading-and-Adoption.pdf.aspx	(sebastopol.ca.us).

9	 See Am.	Lung	Assoc.,	supra note	3,	at	67.

 Policy Success

The City of Sebastopol was recently awarded a grade of “A” in the 2022 State of Tobacco Control 
— California Grades, demonstrating the city’s leading role in passing strong tobacco control 
efforts to protect Californians.9 Sebastopol’s successful adoption of its comprehensive tobacco 
retail licensing ordinance has set a clear example for the rest of Sonoma County and for other 
communities throughout California.

This	publication	was	prepared	by	the	Law	and	Policy	Partnership	to	End	the	Commercial	Tobacco	Epidemic.	The	
Partnership	does	not	provide	legal	representation	or	advice.	The	information	in	this	document	should	not	be	considered	
legal	advice.	This	case	study	was	made	possible	by	funds	received	from	Grant	Number	19-10229	with	the	California	
Department	of	Public	Health,	California	Tobacco	Control	Program,	and	the	American	Lung	Association	in	California.
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