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EDUCATING RETAILERS. Above from left, Romeo Police Officer Sandy Sokolnicki escorted Romeo High School Seniors Joe Sosnoski, Ilian Cruz, and Cory Wong as they visited six different local retailers with information regarding tobacco consumption by minors. Below, students from Richmond High School are shown on a screen as Jamie Siefert of Community Assessment Referral and Education uses distance learning technology at RHS to instruct students about their role in the Tobacco Retailer Project.

(Observer photos by Chris Gray) 

Students educate about consequences of tobacco

              by CHRIS GRAY
                  Observer Staff Writer

      Warn local retailers about underage tobacco consumption with aid of police officers. It was the students' turn to educate by informing retailers who sell tobacco products about the consequences of smoking and selling to minors.
       Student volunteers from Romeo, Richmond and Armada schools went around their neighborhoods on Nov. 1 with law enforcement officers to ensure businesses were following state law for preventing underage tobacco use.
       The Tobacco Retailer Project was started in 1994 by the Northwest Zero Tolerance Coalition, a group of parents, school administrators, law enforcement agents and other organizations wishing to inform the northern part of the county about today's youth-oriented issues.
       Prior years had students meeting at a central location on the weekend to receive their briefings. This year, however, students were able to remain at their schools during the week with the help of distance-learning technology.
       "We weren't sure what was going to happen with the distance learning, but it seemed to go very well," said Jamie Rossmann, Macomb Family Services Substance Abuse Prevention Specialist. "Having it during the week allowed more people to be involved, I think, and let them connect with the officers."
       Health Educator Ricki Phillips from the Macomb County Health Department spoke with students via video from Romeo High School's distance learning lab, educating them on the health risks of smoking and what is known as hookah. A stylized pipe with water is used in conjunction with burning tobacco, which is then inhaled through a hose.
       "Tobacco is tobacco no matter what form it comes in," she told students. "Hookah is not a safe alternative to cigarette smoking."
       To help warn students about this growing trend, she explained that the volume of smoke inhaled in one hookah session is 100 to 200 times more than one cigarette, and contains 11 times more carbon monoxide.
       

        Community Organizer Jamie Siefert from Community Assessment Referral and Education (CARE) then stepped in to explain what students would be doing when they ventured out. Each group was given a stack of folders issued by the state containing information about the penalties of selling to minors. These also contained brightly-colored stickers the retailers should have up in their businesses, which students would have them put in place if they weren't already.
       "Michigan is in a position to lose up to $40 million a year if we don't keep the number (of underage smokers) under 20 percent," she said. "This year we came in around 23 percent."
       This is where the volunteers came in. She said students giving retailers the message was more powerful than any organization, and the escorts were there to help give them a more authoritative and serious position.
       She instructed them to warn retailers about the penalties when they walked into the businesses, which can be $50 misdemeanor citation to the person selling the product.
       With a final warning about stores offering goods to be friendly, the students were sent on their way with officers in their cruisers or vans. One such group was a trio of Romeo seniors who rode with Romeo Police Officer Sandy Sokolnicki.
       "They get to see me differently like this, I get to joke with them and help give them self-confidence," she said.
       The group of youngsters would enter stores, each taking a turn to present the information. Store owners were either friendly or nervous when they were confronted. One such owner on Sokolnicki's route happily applied a sticker to the counter because of the students' efforts.
       "I may come back later and see if it's still on, but I think they'll keep it there," she said.
       Once they made their rounds, the groups came back an hour later for a debriefing to share their experiences, as well as some pizza.
       "It was a lot easier and more enjoyable than I expected it to be," said senior Cory Wong. "There were mixed feelings from the store owners; some people were friendlier while others didn't seem to care."
       Senior Ilian Cruz agreed, though she believed they helped out in solving a big problem. She expressed interest in volunteering for sting operations to catch retailers in the act.
       "I think it was eye-opening not just to us but to the store owners as well," she said. "I was a little nervous, but with our officer's help it was easy because she knew everyone."
       Other students like senior Jamal Jones and junior Lemi Gavra were a little concerned about warning retailers who they would possibly see later when buying a pop, but still had fun anyway.
       "Some of them were scared, but they also kind of ignored us and didn't want us there," said Gavra. "They'll still probably sell though, whatever makes 'em money."
       Jones said he also learned about hookah and its health risks, both of which he was unaware of beforehand.
       "They should definitely do this next year," he said.
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