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Vaping in Taranaki Schools:
A need for policies to
prohibit the use and
possession of vaping

devices in schools

Jennifer B Kidd, Jonathan Jarman

he number of people vaping world-
I wide is rising dramatically and this
trend is also seen in New Zealand

youth.> According to the most recent 2018
ASH surveys, a third of Year 10 students
have tried vaping, 4% vape daily or weekly,
and 20% of those trying vaping have nev-
er smoked regular cigarettes.* While the
proportion of students trying e-cigarettes has
increased since 2014, there has not yet been
a comparable increase in daily use in New
Zealand.* Vaping devices convert e-liquids
into an aerosol which is inhaled into the
lungs. The majority now contain nicotine,
in concentrations suitable for established
smokers, and are available in hundreds of
flavours such as “strawberry milkshake”,
“peaches and cream” and “vanilla cola”. Ad-
olescents are known to be vulnerable to the
effects of nicotine because it targets areas of
the brain involved in emotion and cognitive
processing.® It is widely accepted interna-
tionally that electronic cigarettes are harm-
ful to young people and can lead to nicotine
addiction.” The New Zealand Ministry of
Health states vaping is not intended for non
smokers or those under the age of 18 years.®

To understand the relevance of youth
vaping in Taranaki, a project was undertaken
to survey the region’s secondary schools. Of
the 20 urban and rural educational facil-
ities serving secondary age students in this
region, 17 were successfully contacted and
responded to a telephone survey undertaken
from 25 September to 25 November 2018.
School principals and deputy principals were
asked if vaping had occurred during the 2018
school year, and if so, how many incidents
and in what situations.

Overall, nearly 60% of surveyed schools
reported at least one incident of vaping. The
number of known incidents ranged from
1-10 and the mean was four. Both indi-
viduals and groups of students sharing a
single vaping device were reported. Use of
vaping devices occurred on school grounds,
on school buses and to and from school.
Reports included students identified as “non
smokers” and one was suspected to be “vape
dependent”. Nearly all schools admitted to
concerns about youth vaping. These ranged
from exposure to standard vaping ingre-
dients and nicotine to vapourising other
substances. One school principal reported
two incidents of students who admitted to
vaping before school and then complained of
light-headedness and “frothing at the mouth”
during class. Two schools in the region
described a large, yellow “Vape Rescue
Van” frequently parked within 400 metres.
Researchers for this project also observed
the operators selling vaping materials during
school hours within close proximity to a
third school in New Plymouth. School offi-
cials understood vaping had been promoted
to assist adult smokers quit or reduce their
dependence on tobacco, but requested
up-to-date health messages about vaping
risks for youth. Several reported ambiv-
alent comments made by parents regarding
students who used vaping devices. Finally,
when queried regarding written policies
prohibiting vaping, 70% had no official
vaping policy. Those that addressed vaping
prohibited its use and possession of devices
in their tobacco free policies. Advisors for the
Ministry of Health, the Ministry Education
and Taranaki Stop Smoking Services also
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participated in the Taranaki project. Each
entity supported schools creating or revising
their own policies to include vape free
content.

This simple project has shown that nearly
all schools in Taranaki had concerns about
youth vaping. However, currently there is a
policy gap for traditional smoke-free insti-
tutions like primary and secondary schools.
At this writing, the Courts have ruled that
vaping and heated tobacco can be legally
sold and regulated under the New Zealand
Smoke-free Environments Act (SFEA).°
Present tobacco control policies for indoor
places do not apply to vaping, only smoked
tobacco. Proposals on product safety,
sales, advertising and public use are being

considered for a new amendment, but an
official vote is not expected until 2020.1°

Educational facilities have an important
role in protecting the health of young
people by establishing clear guidelines
for students. It is recommended that the
Ministries of Health and Education provide
advice and support to schools so they can
develop policies which prohibit vaping on
school property, when children are wearing
school uniform, and during school-related
activities. Although it is important that inter-
ventions apply a precautionary approach to
avoid “moral panic” about the actual current
risk in New Zealand, these vape-free policies
are a proportionate reaction to students’ use
of vaping products in school environments.
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