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By Graham Moomaw
Richmond Times-Dispatch

RICHMOND

W
hen Senate Majority Leader
Tommy Norment was present-
ing his bill to raise Virginia’s

smoking age from 18 to 21, he delegated
some of his time to a company he called
“one of our most responsible corporate
citizens.”

Jennifer Hunter, Altria Group Inc.’s
senior vice president for communica-
tions and corporate citizenship, took the
podium at the January General Assem-
bly hearing to explain why the Henrico
County-based tobacco giant was willing
to give up some of its customers.

Even though young people can vote,
pay taxes and serve in the military when
they turn 18, Hunter said, the company
had been inspired to act by then-FDA
Commissioner Scott Gottlieb’s 2018 call
for a crackdown against a rising “epidem-
ic” of teen vaping and e-cigarette use.

“By raising the minimum age to 21,
no high school student should be able
to purchase tobacco products legally,”
Hunter said.

At Altria’s request, the bill passed
the General Assembly with bipartisan
support. Gov. Ralph Northam signed it,
making Virginia one of 17 states that have
raised their tobacco sales age to 21.

The law takes effect Monday, forcing
retailers throughout the state to adapt to
the new rule and cutting off legal access
to all tobacco products for 18-, 19- and
20-year-olds. The law, pitched primarily
as a way to prevent minors from getting
tobacco through 18-year-old friends,
includes an exemption for active-duty
military members 18 or older, who will
still be able to buy tobacco and nicotine
with a military ID.

The Virginia Alcoholic Beverage Control
Authority, which has some regulatory
oversight over tobacco sales, recently
mailed postcards to its 17,000 licens-
ees notifying them of the change and
instructing them to take down any signs
referring to tobacco being available to
anyone over 18. The agency was prepar-
ing to send an additional 2,700 postcards
to establishments that sell tobacco, but
not alcohol.

RICHMOND TIMES-DISPATCH

Avail Vapor is working to notify its custom-
ers of the law taking effect Monday, cutting
off legal access to all tobacco products for
18-, 19- and 20-year-olds.

Why Va.’s
smoking
age will be
changing
Limit is dropping from 18
to 21 with support of Altria
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By Amie Knowles
Special to the Bulletin

I
magine storming through a
foreign country, searching for
an enemy who is looking for

you. Consider seeing a friend at
breakfast and planning his fu-
neral by lunch. Think about not
seeing loved ones for months at
a time. These heart-wrenching
scenarios are only a fraction of
the turmoil many soldiers en-
counter throughout their fights
for freedom.

Often those returning from
the battlefield elect to keep their
stories inside for days, weeks,
months, years and decades.
Some take their memories of
wartime to the grave.

It’s difficult to verbalize
traumatic memories, so many
veterans turn to self-medicating
methods, such as drugs and
alcohol, instead of talking with
others about the images plagu-
ing their minds.

Some veterans eventually win
the wars raging in their minds,
but many don’t. An average of
20 veterans commit suicide

each day, according to a 2016
study published by the United
States Department of Veterans
Affairs.

Jenny East Cole’s brother was
one of those 20 people. Two
decades after he returned from
service in the Marines in the
Vietnam War, her brother took
his own life.

With a long military back-
ground, with East Cole’s father
serving in the Air Force for 20
years, the family questioned
what led to this tragedy.

“We asked, how could we have
helped and changed things?”
East Cole said.

She said that question re-
mained on her mind, especially
when she took therapy dogs to
visit people who also encoun-
tered struggles.

“The therapy dogs help in so
many ways. We visit hospitals,
nursing homes and children
with autism,” East Cole said.
“Their faces light up. There are
amazing, magical moments
with people and dogs.”

INDEPENDENCE IN ANOTHER FORM
Program puts animals with veterans to help them cope with post-service problems.
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Army Veteran John Hairston with his dog, Merle.SEE DOGS | A5

By Paul Collins
paul.collins@martinsvillebulletin.com

The city of Martinsville is spend-
ing $1.5 million on a project aiming
to reduce by 90 percent the soil con-
taminants at the landfill at 225 Arden
Circle, which the city operated from
1971 to 2006.

City Public Works Director Chris
Morris gave City Council an encourag-
ing update about the project at coun-
cil’s meeting Tuesday night. He an-
ticipates the project will produce the
results state regulators want and in a

much shorter timeframe than the 20
to 25 years the city had anticipated of
trying to get rid of the contaminants,
saving the city money in the long run.

The contaminants are petroleum by-
products mainly from older textile and
furniture industries.

Before 1980, two solvent pits at the
landfill were used for disposal of liquid
chemical waste from Martinsville and
Henry County industries.

As part of the landfill’s closure plan,
the Virginia Department of Environ-
mental Quality required a corrective
action plan to clean up the solvent

pits. Initially, passive soil vents were
installed from 2006 to 2008 to help
decontaminate the pits, but that was
slow-going.

In June 2015 the Department of En-
vironmental Quality requested the city
to do more to remediate the two sol-
vent pits, which are major contribu-
tors to groundwater contamination at
the landfill. Specifically, DEQ request-
ed the city to speed up the decontami-
nation process by using what is called
in-situ thermal desorption technology.

Martinsville advancing
cleanup of landfill
Project to remove soil contaminants could conclude this year

CITY OF MARTINSVILLE

Well installations are shown for the landfill in-situ thermal desorption project to help speed up the decontamination process.
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