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Background

Many California communities are seeing an increase in the number of stores that sell tobacco
products. This memo addresses how public health can be improved when local governments
exercise their constitutional, statutory, and charter authority to regulate the uses of land within
their jurisdictions to control tobacco retailing.'

l. Police Powers

The California State Constitution grants cities and counties the “police power” to enact
ordinances and regulations that protect the health, safety, welfare and morals of their citizens.”
This police power is broad in scope and elastic in nature, expanding to meet the developments of
modern life.’ A local ordinance is legitimate so long as the police power exercised has a rational
relationship to a legitimate state purpose.* While not required in an ordinance, legislative
findings help demonstrate the rationality and legitimacy of the government’s actions and can be
especially beneficial if the ordinance raises First Amendment or preemption concerns.” The
attached Model Land Use Ordinance includes data that a community may wish to incorporate
directly into its own local ordinance or keep on file to defend any legal challenges.

1. Land Use Controls

Controlling land use, through zoning regulations for example, has long been recognized as a
fundamental local police power. Zoning ordinances enacted by a City Council or Board of
Supervisors determine how land may be used in the city or county as a whole and within a
particular zones within the city or county.

Two main land use tools are described below with examples of how each can be used to protect
public health and safety. First, zoning ordinances can put general and location-specific
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restrictions on certain uses of property. Second, zoning ordinances also can require conditional
use permits for certain purposes, such as tobacco retailing. These tools are generally applied
before land has been dedicated to a particular use. However, under certain circumstances these
tools can be used to control existing land uses, whether through the “legal nonconforming use”
and “deemed approved” techniques, or through “amortization” (see below for more information).

A. Zoning Ordinances to Regulate the Location of a Tobacco Retailer

Zoning ordinances are used to establish the uses of property in different areas or “zones” within a
city’s or county’s boundaries. Ideally, zoning ensures that activities which should be near each
other—such as housing and grocery stores—can be near each other, and that those activities
which should be separated—such as housing and heavy industry—are indeed separate. Using
the tool of conditional use permits (discussed more fully below), zoning can ensure that
individualized decisions are made on the compatibility of certain uses.

Given that tobacco products harm community health and safety, it is reasonable for local
government to assess whether the location of tobacco retailers is compatible with residential
areas or with other community land uses. This government role is especially important where
youth access is concerned, given that 57% of 10™ graders and 38% of 8" graders perceive that it
would be easy for them to obtain cigarettes from a retail source,” and the best predictor of
adolescent experimentation with cigarettes is the perception that they are easily available.’

To diminish the harm caused by tobacco in a community, local governments can use zoning to:

. Require that tobacco retailers be located away from areas frequented by children (e.g.,
schools, playgrounds, video arcades) on the grounds that children are not allowed to
purchase tobacco products and should not be tempted to make illegal purchases of tobacco
products.®

. Restrict new significant tobacco retailers to light industrial or industrial use zones to
control the “secondary effects” of such businesses such as increased youth smoking rates.’

. Limit the total number of tobacco retailers in any community. If a city or county
determines that sufficient outlets for tobacco products already exist in a community, the

government can prohibit new retailers from opening.'’

. Limit the proximity of all tobacco retailers to each other, ensuring, for example, that each
corner at an intersection is not occupied by a tobacco retailer.

TALC’s Model Land Use Ordinance applies all of these concepts to tobacco retailers.

B. Conditional Use Permits for the Operation of Tobacco Retailers
Although a community may decide to allow new tobacco retailers to open and existing retailers
to continue to operate, it may still impose conditions on all or some retailers. These conditions
can be imposed on a standardized basis through a general police power or zoning ordinance, or

on an individualized basis through “conditional use permits” (CUPs).

CUPs are used to make an individualized determination as to the suitability of a proposed use in
a particular, unique location.'' For example, with appropriate findings linking a decision to
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public health and safety, a city can deny a business’s CUP application if its location appears
harmful to the public welfare, such as a tobacco retailer locating next to a school.'

Examples of controls that may be adopted by general police powers, or imposed via zoning or a
CUP include:

. Self-service display bans that require the tobacco product to be retrieved by a retail clerk
and given to the customer. To apply to existing tobacco retailers, a self-service ban is best
imposed in a general police power ordinance.”” A self-service display ban additionally may
be made a condition of a CUP or license.

. Requirements that tobacco retailers post warnings concerning the prohibition against sales
to minors, and post signs stating the legal age to buy tobacco products and warning that the
retailer will check identification for all purchases. Again, to apply to existing tobacco
retailers, these requirements are best imposed in general police power ordinances. To
increase enforcement opportunities, the requirements may be made a requirement of a CUP

or license.
. Requirement that any store clerk that sells tobacco products be at least 18 years old.
. Requirement that the retailer comply with all local, state, and federal tobacco control laws.
4 Prohibition on smoking in retail or wholesale tobacco shops (to eliminate the exception

contained in Californian Labor Code section 6404.5).

. Other individualized conditions can be drafted for each CUP. For example, conditions can
be imposed related to the floor space devoted to tobacco products, the hours of operation,
etc.

TALC recommends that land use ordinances declare that a violation of any standardized or
individualized condition or restriction on the business constitutes a public nuisance. This will
give the local government the authority to close down a tobacco retailer if there is sufficient
evidence that the business is violating any part of the ordinance.

Similarly, a violation of the ordinance—or any other law—constitutes an unfair business act or
practice under California Business and Professions Code section 17200."* TALC recommends
that land use ordinances state this fact explicitly. Section 17200 gives the local government the
authority to collect $2,500 in damages from a tobacco retailer for each violation.'” TALC’s
Model Land Use Ordinance includes these recommended statements.

C. Options for Regulating Existing Tobacco Retailers

Unlike general police power ordinances, new zoning ordinances or amendments usually only
apply to new businesses (e.g., they have prospective application). This is because an existing
property owner or occupant may have a legal right to continue a lawfully established business or
other use of land.'® However, zoning requirements can sometimes be applied retrospectively to
existing uses of land through such tools and concepts as legal nonconforming uses, amortization,
and deemed approved status.
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Legal Nonconforming Uses: A legal nonconforming use is one that was legal when
it began, but is now prohibited by an ordinance. Zoning ordinances generally cannot and do not
require the immediate termination of legal nonconforming uses. Rather, the nonconforming uses
are “grandparented”—e.g., they are allowed to remain despite the new law.'’

Amortization: Communities can either terminate an existing use of property
immediately, through a cash payment, or after a period of time, through “amortization.” In the
context of land use, amortization is the “paying down” of a financial obligation over time—like
paying down a mortgage. The constitutional obligation that a public entity pay “just
compensation” for property it appropriates or makes unusable is satisfied by allowing the
nonconforming use to continue for a set period of time. The appropriate “amortization period”
depends upon many factors and is calculated on a case-by-case basis.'® Many localities already
have zoning ordinances that include amortization procedures and standardized formulae. In fact,
many ordinances amortize a business over the course of six months or a year (and in some
instances even less time), and give the business owner the burden of showing why a longer
period of time may be needed due to unique circumstances pertaining to his/her business.

Deemed Approved Status: A relatively new government tool is to declare an
existing business that would otherwise be a “legal nonconforming use” to be “deemed approved”
(e.g., no longer a legal nonconforming use) if the business conforms to new regulatory standards.
The new standards would be the same as those applied to new businesses in the conditions of
their CUPs.

Several jurisdictions have successfully regulated existing alcohol retailers by granting them
“deemed approved” status if they comply with new conditional use permit standards (e.g.,
graffiti abatement, limited hours or operation, and outside lighting requirements). TALC’s Model
Land Use Ordinance applies this tool by requiring existing tobacco retailers to conform to
“Deemed Approved Performance Standards,” which are identical to the “Conditional Use
Permit” conditions (e.g., self-service display ban, minimum age for clerks, and compliance with
all tobacco laws (see section II.B above)). A tobacco retailer who fails to meet the new standards
is declared a “public nuisance” and can be shut down. While successfully used to control the
secondary effects of alcohol sales (such as loitering, public drunkenness, graffiti, etc.), this new
tool is untested as a method to control the secondary effects of tobacco sales (e.g., increased
youth smoking rates).

Conclusion

A land use ordinance is a powerful tobacco control tool and is uniquely suited to controlling the
location of tobacco retailers. Land use controls, just like other regulations, can be adopted by a
community at any time. It may be most advantageous if the controls are adopted before a tobacco
retailer seeks to open in an unsuitable location within the community. This way a city or county
can lawfully prevent a tobacco retailer from opening across the street from a school or
playground, while at the same time avoiding potential legal challenges from existing retailers.
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' For purposes of this memo, “tobacco retailer” means a store that sells tobacco products. Each community must
develop a definition of a tobacco retailer before it enacts an ordinance to regulate such retailers, which may
change to meet the particular needs or goals of a city or county. The model ordinance attached to this
memorandum suggests two definitions, based on Oakland’s Planning Code. See Oakland Planning Code, §
17.09.40.
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