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°° Cigars are defined by the US government as “any roll of tobacco wrapped in leaf tobacco or any 

substance containing tobacco” that does not meet the definition of a cigarette.1 

°° There are currently three major cigar products—little cigars, cigarillos and cigars.2 

°° Current federal tax classifications narrowly define them into two categories based on weight: little 

cigars and large cigars.3 This two-pronged tax classification groups cigarillos with large cigars  

because they generally weigh more than three pounds per thousand.

°° Little Cigars (Small Cigars) weigh less than 3 lbs/1000 and resemble cigarettes.1 Cigarettes 

are wrapped in white paper, while little cigars are wrapped in brown paper that contains some 

tobacco leaf. Generally, little cigars have a filter like a cigarette.4 

°° Cigarillos (classified as large cigars) weigh more than 3 lbs/1000 and are classified as “large” 

cigars by federal tax code.1 Cigarillos are longer, slimmer versions of a large cigar. Cigarillos do 

not usually have a filter, but sometimes have wood or plastic tips

°° Large Cigars weigh more than 3 pounds/1000.1

°° Cigars, particularly little cigars and cigarillos, come in a variety of flavors. As is the case with flavored 

cigarettes, such flavorings may appeal to youth and young people.5-7

°° A review of formerly secret tobacco industry documents found that little cigars were intended to 

replace cigarettes as cigarette advertising became increasingly restricted, and taxes on cigarettes, 

but not cigars, continued to increase.8

Health Risks 

°° Data suggests that little cigars and cigarillos may be smoked differently from large cigars, with deeper 

inhalation similar to that of cigarettes.8,9 This deeper inhalation can exacerbate the health risks  

associated with large cigar use. 

°° Large cigars, little cigars, and cigarillos contain the same compounds as cigarettes and can be just as 

harmful and addictive.10 

°° Similar to cigarettes, all types of cigars can cause lung, oral, laryngeal, and esophageal cancers and impart 

the cigar smoker with a greater risk of chronic obstructive pulmonary disease (COPD) than nonsmokers.11 
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°° Cigar smoke is a growing source of environmental tobacco smoke in indoor air. Secondhand cigar smoke  

exposes nonsmokers to much higher levels of carbon monoxide and polycyclic aromatic hydrocarbons 

(PAHs) when compared to secondhand smoke from a cigarette.9

Increased Consumption, Lower Taxes and Regulation

°° In the last decade, cigarette consumption rates have declined while cigarillos’ and little cigars’ sales 

rates have increased dramatically.12,13

°° The recent increase in sales of little cigars is frequently attributed to increases in taxes on cigarettes, 

and historically much lower taxes on cigars.14-16

°° Monthly sales of large cigars (including cigarillos) increased from 411 million in January 2009 to over 

1 billion in September 2011, while small cigars (little cigars) dropped from about 430 million to 60 

million cigars.17 

SOURCE: United States Government Accountability Office. Tobacco Taxes: Large Disparities in Rates for Smoking Products Trigger Sig-

nificant Market Shifts to Avoid Higher Taxes. GAO-12-475. Washington, DC: United States Government Accountability Office, April 2012. 

Available at: http://www.gao.gov/assets/600/590192.pdf. Accessed May 10, 2012.

°° The Children’s Health Insurance Program Reauthorization Act (CHIPRA) of 2009 increased federal excise 

taxes on little cigars by $0.97 to $1.01 per pack of 20—bringing the tax rate on little cigars in line with 

cigarettes. The tax on large cigars and cigarillos was raised from 20.719% of the manufacturer’s price 

(capped at $0.05) per cigar to 52.75% of the manufacturer’s price (capped at $0.40) per cigar.18

°° Cigars are not currently regulated under the Family Smoking Prevention and Tobacco Control Act 

(Tobacco Control Act). The Tobacco Control Act bans flavored cigarettes and the sale of packages of 

fewer than 20 cigarettes. These regulations do not apply to cigars, little cigars, or cigarillos. The FDA 

can extend these regulations but must do so through the rulemaking process.19

Combined U.S. Sales of Small and Large Cigars, Fiscal Years 2001-2011
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Prevalence of Cigar Use Among Youth & Young Adults

°° There is not currently any national prevalence data for little cigar or cigarillo products. Most surveys ask 

about cigar use in general, which includes little cigars, cigarillos, and large cigars.

°° Young adults, ages 18-25, have the highest prevalence rates for past 30-day use of cigars compared to 

youth and other adults.20 Over one-tenth (11.2%) of young adults smoke cigars in some form.20 

°° The top five brands of cigars among young adults are Black & Mild, Swisher Sweets, Phillies, White Owl 

and Garcia y Vega, all of which are primarily cigarillo and little cigar products.21

°° In 2009, more than 10% of high school students were current cigar smokers.22 Nearly 7% of females and 

15% of males in high school were current cigar users, including cigarillos and little cigars.22

°° High school youth cigar smokers by race (2009): 22

°° 11.9% Caucasians;

°° 11.8% Hispanics; 

°° 7.1% African Americans; and

°° 4.8% Asian Americans. 

°° Among middle school youth in 2009, almost 4% were current cigar smokers.20 Almost 5% of males 

and approximately 3% of females in middle school were current cigar users, including cigarillos and 

little cigars.22 

°° Middle school youth cigar smokers by race (2009):22 

°° 6.2% Hispanics;

°° 4.7% African Americans;

°° 3.0% Caucasians; and

°° 1.4% Asian Americans.
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