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R .J. Reynolds has wasted no time 
since California’s ban on flavored 
tobacco went into effect in late 

December. “California, We’ve Got You 
Covered,” the company declared in bold 
letters on a flier mailed to its cigarette 
customers.

The law prohibits flavors, odors or 
“tastes” in tobacco products, including 
menthol cigarettes. But antismoking ex-
perts argue that R.J. Reynolds, the maker 
of Camel and Newport brands, is trying to 
circumvent the ban by luring smokers 
with what it says are new non-menthol 
versions offering “a taste that satisfies 
the senses” and “a new fresh twist.”

The campaign is viewed by critics as a 
provocation of California authorities who 
are supposed to enforce the ban, which 
includes a provision outlawing packaging 
or claims that suggest a product has a fla-
vor. The Food and Drug Administration 
also is moving forward with a national 
plan to take menthol cigarettes off the 
market.

To public health authorities, the po-
tential reduction in smoking rates from 
a menthol ban could extend the length 
and quality of millions of lives. To R.J. 
Reynolds and other tobacco companies, 
the loss of sales from menthol cigarettes 
could be financially damaging.

Luis Pinto, the vice president for com-
munications at R.J. Reynolds, said in an 
email that the “products introduced in 
California meet and comply with all ap-
plicable regulatory requirements.” He 
added that the new cigarettes “are not 
subject to the recently enacted ban be-
cause they do not have a distinguishable 
taste or aroma other than tobacco.”

But while not all tobacco-control ex-
perts are certain that the new products 
violate the California law, they do agree 
that the Reynolds marketing cam-
paign reflects decades-long efforts by 
tobacco companies to protest and flout 

government regulations.
Dr. Robert Jackler, a professor at 

Stanford Medicine who provided the ads 
to The New York Times, called the new 
marketing “outrageous.”

“The thing that surprises me is there’s 
no camouflage,” said Dr. Jackler, who re-
ceived the mailers along with staff mem-
bers of Stanford’s program on tobacco 
advertising. “They’re saying, ‘This is our 
menthol replacement. And by the way — 
wink, wink — it is not really menthol.’”

The tobacco flavor ban in California 
initially took shape as a law passed by 
the Legislature and signed by Gov. Gavin 
Newsom in 2020. Reynolds and others 
gathered signatures to let voters decide 
through a referendum on the issue. In 
November, 63 percent of voters approved 
the ban.

In mid-December, the U.S. Supreme 
Court refused to block the law, reject-
ing a request by Reynolds. The company 
had cited “substantial financial losses” 
as a likely outcome of the ban, given that 
menthol cigarettes make up one-third of 
the cigarette market. The company had 
also noted that if the ban were to take ef-
fect, its customers “may never pledge the 
same brand loyalty.”

The company had already sought to 
have the Supreme Court hear a separate 
appeal to the Los Angeles County flavor 
ban, which was passed in 2019.

Bans on flavored tobacco products have 
been imposed in Massachusetts and doz-
ens of cities and counties. Several states 
and numerous local authorities have out-

lawed flavored e-cigarettes. The Califor-
nia law also applies to vaping products.

The California Department of Pub-
lic Health said that it provided outreach 
to tobacco retailers on the law but that 
“enforcement is left to the local jurisdic-
tions.” The Reynolds marketing cam-
paign was earlier reported on the L.A. 
Taco news site.

Menthol has been a major target for 
those who want to reduce smoking, since 
it infuses a cool, minty sensation that of-
ten appeals to young smokers and masks 
the harshness of tobacco. Studies have 
shown that the products have been mar-
keted heavily to Black people.

Carol McGruder, the co-chairwoman 
of the African American Tobacco Con-
trol Leadership Council and a supporter 
of the state law, said the new ads did not 
surprise her.

“It’s racist, predatory marketing,” Ms. 
McGruder said. She added that public 
health officials were constantly having to 
react to the tobacco companies’ tactics, 
“as they try to stay alive — using addict-
ed, lifelong customers.”

Fliers for the new products were mailed 
to Reynolds’s customers who had sought 
coupons. They include ads for “new” 
Camel and Newport varieties with “bold, 
lasting flavor.” The company’s records 
of ingredients show that the Camel Crisp 
and the Newport EXP versions contain a 
synthetic cooling agent referred to as WS-
3, according to Sven Jordt, a Duke Univer-
sity researcher who has written about the 
compound in e-cigarettes.

Dr. Jordt said that the chemical had a 
cooling effect but not a minty odor or fla-
vor, and that the health effects of the addi-
tive were unknown. While other countries 
have banned flavored tobacco or menthol, 
he said, only Germany and Belgium have 
prohibited this particular additive.

Mr. Pinto, of Reynolds, said the ciga-
rettes with the cooling agent “are not sub-
ject to the recently enacted ban because 
they do not have a distinguishable taste or 
aroma other than tobacco.”
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R.J. Reynolds has wasted no
time since California’s ban on fla-
vored tobacco went into effect in
late December. “California, We’ve
Got You Covered,” the company
declared in bold letters on a flier
mailed to its cigarette customers.

The law prohibits flavors, odors
or “tastes” in tobacco products, in-
cluding menthol cigarettes. But
antismoking experts argue that
R.J. Reynolds, the maker of Camel
and Newport brands, is trying to
circumvent the ban by luring
smokers with what it says are new
non-menthol versions offering “a
taste that satisfies the senses” and
“a new fresh twist.”

The campaign is viewed by crit-
ics as a provocation of California
authorities who are supposed to
enforce the ban, which includes a
provision outlawing packaging or
claims that suggest a product has
a flavor. The Food and Drug Ad-
ministration also is moving for-
ward with a national plan to take
menthol cigarettes off the market.

To public health authorities, the
potential reduction in smoking
rates from a menthol ban could ex-
tend the length and quality of mil-
lions of lives. To R.J. Reynolds and
other tobacco companies, the loss
of sales from menthol cigarettes
could be financially damaging.

Luis Pinto, the vice president
for communications at R.J. Reyn-
olds, said in an email that the
“products introduced in California
meet and comply with all applica-
ble regulatory requirements.” He
added that the new cigarettes “are
not subject to the recently enacted
ban because they do not have a
distinguishable taste or aroma
other than tobacco.”

But while not all tobacco-con-
trol experts are certain that the
new products violate the Califor-
nia law, they do agree that the
Reynolds marketing campaign re-
flects decades-long efforts by to-
bacco companies to protest and
flout government regulations.

Dr. Robert Jackler, a professor
at Stanford Medicine who pro-
vided the ads to The New York
Times, called the new marketing
“outrageous.”

“The thing that surprises me is
there’s no camouflage,” said Dr.
Jackler, who received the mailers
along with staff members of Stan-
ford’s program on tobacco adver-
tising. “They’re saying, ‘This is
our menthol replacement. And by
the way — wink, wink — it is not
really menthol.’”

The tobacco flavor ban in Cali-
fornia initially took shape as a law
passed by the Legislature and
signed by Gov. Gavin Newsom in
2020. Reynolds and others gath-
ered signatures to let voters de-
cide through a referendum on the
issue. In November, 63 percent of
voters approved the ban.

In mid-December, the U.S. Su-
preme Court refused to block the
law, rejecting a request by Reyn-

olds. The company had cited “sub-
stantial financial losses” as a
likely outcome of the ban, given
that menthol cigarettes make up
one-third of the cigarette market.
The company had also noted that
if the ban were to take effect, its
customers “may never pledge the
same brand loyalty.”

The company had already
sought to have the Supreme Court
hear a separate appeal to the Los
Angeles County flavor ban, which
was passed in 2019.

Bans on flavored tobacco prod-
ucts have been imposed in Massa-
chusetts and dozens of cities and
counties. Several states and nu-
merous local authorities have out-
lawed flavored e-cigarettes. The
California law also applies to vap-
ing products.

The California Department of
Public Health said that it provided
outreach to tobacco retailers on
the law but that “enforcement is
left to the local jurisdictions.” The
Reynolds marketing campaign
was earlier reported on the L.A.
Taco news site.

Menthol has been a major tar-

get for those who want to reduce
smoking, since it infuses a cool,
minty sensation that often ap-
peals to young smokers and
masks the harshness of tobacco.
Studies have shown that the prod-
ucts have been marketed heavily
to Black people.

Carol McGruder, the co-chair-
woman of the African American
Tobacco Control Leadership
Council and a supporter of the
state law, said the new ads did not
surprise her.

“It’s racist, predatory market-
ing,” Ms. McGruder said. She add-
ed that public health officials were
constantly having to react to the
tobacco companies’ tactics, “as
they try to stay alive — using ad-
dicted, lifelong customers.”

Fliers for the new products
were mailed to Reynolds’s
customers who had sought
coupons. They include ads for
“new” Camel and Newport varie-
ties with “bold, lasting flavor.” The
company’s records of ingredients
show that the Camel Crisp and the
Newport EXP versions contain a
synthetic cooling agent referred
to as WS-3, according to Sven
Jordt, a Duke University re-
searcher who has written about
the compound in e-cigarettes.

Dr. Jordt said that the chemical
had a cooling effect but not a
minty odor or flavor, and that the
health effects of the additive were
unknown. While other countries
have banned flavored tobacco or
menthol, he said, only Germany
and Belgium have prohibited this
particular additive.

Mr. Pinto, of Reynolds, said the

cigarettes with the cooling agent
“are not subject to the recently en-
acted ban because they do not
have a distinguishable taste or
aroma other than tobacco.”

A spokesman for Altria, which
sells Marlboro, said the company
had stopped selling menthol ciga-
rettes in California and was in
compliance with the law.

Worldwide, tobacco companies
have discovered loopholes to bans
on menthol or flavored tobacco,
studies show. In Canada, flavor
cards and additive drops have
been used to supplement unfla-
vored products. In Denmark,
smokers now have access to men-
thol sprays, capsules and tubes.

Drafters of the California law
had the international experience
in mind, by outlawing flavor ac-
cessories and any claims that pro-
mote a flavored product. To Dr.
Pamela Ling, the director of the
Center for Tobacco Control Re-
search and Education at the Uni-
versity of California San Fran-
cisco, the message is clear.

“If you squint at the ads, you’re
going to see this as a flavorful
product, whether it says it or not,”
Dr. Ling said. “The colors, the
packaging, the associations that
your brain makes with the look
and feel — that overrides the text
that says this is not menthol.”

Advertisements and packaging
that so vividly suggest a flavor put
a clear onus on California officials
to respond to Reynolds, said Matt
Myers, the president of the Cam-
paign for Tobacco-Free Kids.

“This is Reynolds basically
challenging California to say, ‘I
don’t think you’re serious,’” he
said. If the state fails to take deci-
sive action, he added, “the indus-
try once again will escape.”

The products being marketed
as “new” also appear to challenge
the authority of the F.D.A., accord-
ing to Micah Berman, an associate
professor of public health and law
at Ohio State University. Under
the Tobacco Control Act, products
introduced after 2007 must be
cleared by the agency, in part to
keep tobacco companies from in-
novating to heighten the appeal of
their products.

“I think this is something the
F.D.A. should go back and take a
look at,” Mr. Berman said.

Abigail Capobianco, a spokes-
woman for the F.D.A., said that the
agency closely monitored compli-
ance with federal tobacco laws
and regulations, and that it took
corrective action when violations
had occurred. But she declined to
comment on the new products in
California. The agency said it was
finalizing its menthol rule and
would “not allow entities to sub-
vert the intent” of the product
standard.

California’s approach to the
products will be an important bell-
wether of how a national menthol
ban might play out, Dr. Ling said.

Reynolds is “testing it out,” Dr.
Ling said. “If they’re successful in
pulling this off in California,
they’ll be totally prepared to cir-
cumvent a federal ban every-
where else.”

With Menthol Banned, Tobacco Makers
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An ad campaign that
critics say is an effort
to get around the law.

Mounting evidence of the po-
tential health risks of gas stoves,
including a link to childhood
asthma, ignited a debate in Wash-
ington this week, after a commis-
sioner of the United States Con-
sumer Product Safety
Commission suggested that his
agency might move to regulate
these kitchen appliances.

Responding to the firestorm, Al-
exander Hoehn-Saric, the agen-
cy’s chairman, issued a statement
on Wednesday saying, “Research
indicates that emissions from gas
stoves can be hazardous, and the
C.P.S.C. is looking for ways to re-
duce related indoor air quality
hazards. But to be clear, I am not
looking to ban gas stoves and the
C.P.S.C. has no proceeding to do
so.”

“No one should freak out about
this news,” said Dr. Aaron Bern-
stein, the interim director of the
Center for Climate, Health and the
Global Environment at Harvard
T.H. Chan School of Public Health,
who has studied gas stoves and
pollutants. But Dr. Bernstein and
other researchers say that it’s im-
portant to understand, and miti-
gate, the dangers of gas stoves,
which are used in about 40 million
homes nationwide.

For the last fifty years or so, re-
searchers have demonstrated
that exposure to gas stoves can be
harmful to humans, said Brady
Seals, a manager at the envi-
ronmental think tank R.M.I.

When you use a gas stove, it
emits poisonous gases called ni-
trogen oxides, including nitrogen
dioxide, a respiratory irritant
thought to trigger asthma (cars,
boats and other machines also re-
lease these gases).

A study published last year
found that families who use gas
stoves in homes with poor ventila-
tion, or without range hoods, can
blow past the national standard
for safe hourly outdoor exposure
to nitrogen oxides within just a
few minutes; there are no agreed

upon standards for nitrogen ox-
ides in indoor air.

Rates of nitrogen oxide emis-
sion levels were in direct propor-
tion to the amount of gas the stove
was burning, said Eric Lebel, a
senior scientist at P.S.E. Healthy
Energy, a nonprofit science and
policy research institute focusing
on energy and the environment,
and the lead author on the study.

Ms. Seals co-authored a paper
published in December that found
that gas-burning stoves may be
linked to nearly 13 percent of
childhood cases of asthma in the
U.S. Past research shows that gas
stoves led to more exacerbated
asthma symptoms as well, she
said.

There’s more data on how gas
stoves affect children than there is
on how they affect adults, but Ms.
Seals said findings suggest that
adults with asthma may also be
susceptible to worsened symp-

toms. Children and adults with
chronic respiratory conditions are
most at risk of negative health ef-
fects linked to gas stoves, added
Dr. William Checkley, an associate
professor of medicine at Johns
Hopkins Medicine.

In addition to asthma, there are
other health dangers associated
with gas stoves: Researchers who
collected 234 samples of un-
burned natural gas from 69 homes
around Boston found 21 toxic pol-
lutants in the gas, including ben-
zene, a known carcinogen, said Dr.
Bernstein, who participated in the
study.

Experts say the average person
should use caution with gas
stoves, but these findings don’t
necessarily mean you will get
sick.

“Just because you have a gas
stove doesn’t mean you’re guaran-
teed to develop asthma or cancer,”
Dr. Lebel said.

Gas Stoves Do Pose a Risk, but Don’t Panic
By DANI BLUM

Adam Liptak contributed report-
ing.

Ventilate, ventilate, ventilate.
Open the windows, crack open a
door, put on a fan — try to
ventilate your kitchen as much
as possible when you’re using
your stove.
“Fresh air can really dilute the
concentration” of air pollutants,
said Dr. Aaron Bernstein of the
Harvard T.H. Chan School of
Public Health.

Turn on the exhaust hood.
Even if you’re just boiling water,
turn on the exhaust hood, said
Eric Lebel, a senior scientist at
P.S.E. Healthy Energy, a
nonprofit institute.
The fan will be most effective if it
blows the air outside, but you
can still use it even if it doesn’t.
If your exhaust hood doesn’t
vent the air outside, or if you’re
not sure, he suggested opening
a window near where you’re
cooking and putting a fan in the
window.

Consider an air purifier.
An air purifier with a HEPA filter
can help reduce the level of
nitrogen oxides concentrating in
the home, said Dr. Ravi Kalhan,
a pulmonary medicine specialist
at Northwestern University
Feinberg School of Medicine. If
you’re able to purchase one,
place it in or near your kitchen,
he said.

Use a toaster oven instead.
Exposure can have a direct
impact: Research shows that
when a stove is used to cook
dinner, more children tend to
use their inhalers that night, said
Brady Seals, a manager at the
environmental think tank R.M.I.
Instead of using your stove as
the default for all cooking, think
about using an alternative like a
microwave or toaster oven. Or
consider an electric kettle to boil
water, Ms. Seals said, or a
portable induction burner.

Tips to Lower Your Exposure
aging nuclear and coal-fired
power plants. The Justice Depart-
ment fined FirstEnergy a record
$230 million in a sprawling
bribery case, the largest ever in
Ohio. A spokeswoman for
FirstEnergy said that while
FirstEnergy has a stake in the
company that operates the mine,
it does not run the site.

Mr. Boich has also been impli-
cated in the case. According to lo-
cal news reports and a federal
criminal complaint, he made sub-
stantial donations to the dark
money organization at the center
of the scandal. He has not been
charged with any crime. A spokes-
man for Mr. Boich said the billion-
aire’s political contributions had
taken place in strict accordance
with the law.

The third owner is the Gunvor
Group, a multinational trading
company formerly co-owned by
Gennady N. Timchenko, a Rus-
sian billionaire and confidante of
Mr. Putin. Signal Peak is the only
coal mine owned by Gunvor,
which specializes in trading com-
modities like oil, gas and minerals,
not producing them.

For years, the United States
Treasury maintained that Mr.
Putin held investments in Gunvor
and may have had access to Gun-
vor funds. After Russia invaded
Crimea in 2014, the State Depart-
ment placed sanctions on Mr. Tim-
chenko and he announced that he
had sold his interest in the com-
pany.

A Gunvor spokesman stressed
that Mr. Timchenko now “had ab-
solutely zero involvement with
Gunvor in any way” and called
any alleged links with President
Putin “old and entirely baseless.”
Gunvor has “been seeking to di-
vest its share in Signal Peak,
which holds no strategic value for
our company,” he added.

Environmental groups have al-
leged in complaints to state and
federal regulators that, by using
shell companies, the mine is vio-

lating requirements to clearly dis-
close the identity of its owners.
These groups worry that the cur-
rent owners, racked by their own
scandals, will be able to walk away
from their obligations — to restore
land or water degraded by the
mining, for example.

So far, the environmental
groups have been unsuccessful.
This year, the Interior Depart-
ment, said it believed the mine
was violating ownership disclo-
sure rules and had failed to update
parts of its mining permit. But the
department said it could not find
adequate proof of any imminent
danger to public health or the en-
vironment.

“There’s a history of companies
creating shells, and the owners
walking away, leaving taxpayers
to pick up the mess,” said Anne
Hedges, a director at the Montana
Environmental Information Cen-
ter, a local nonprofit group. “And
they’ve all already operated like
they’re above the law.”

Signal Peak has supporters in
the community, including Sue Ol-
son, a local rancher who sits on the
board of a philanthropic founda-
tion funded by Signal Peak.

“Signal Peak mine did have
some very bad apples,” she said.
“But they’ve been caught, and the
mine is now operating as a re-
spected, honest business.”

Mr. Charter, the rancher, re-
cently zigzagged to the top of his
ranch on Bull Mountain, stopping
to examine the latest crack that
has appeared in the hard ground, a
crevice several hundred feet long.

Below was a sweeping vista of
Montana’s grassy plains, hazy
with the smoke of distant wild-
fires. Mr. Charter’s finances have
already been squeezed by the big
meatpackers that have consoli-
dated control of the American live-
stock industry. The mine is a more
elusive adversary.

“Coal is in its death throes,” he
said, “and it’s taking us down with
it.”

‘It never quite made
sense to me. How did
Signal Peak even stay

afloat?’
CLARK WILLIAMS-DERRY,

an energy finance analyst
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Steve Charter on his ranch near Shepherd in Bull Mountains, above the mine.

Mining near the ranch has opened cracks in the ground, exposing seams of coal.

Mr. Charter complained mine workers had damaged a watering hole, and that
the company was canceling land leases. “It’s like dealing with the mob,” he said.



A spokesman for Altria, which sells 
Marlboro, said the company had stopped 
selling menthol cigarettes in California 
and was in compliance with the law.

Worldwide, tobacco companies have 
discovered loopholes to bans on menthol 
or flavored tobacco, studies show. In 
Canada, flavor cards and additive drops 
have been used to supplement unflavored 
products. In Denmark, smokers now have 
access to menthol sprays, capsules and 
tubes.

Drafters of the California law had the 
international experience in mind, by out-
lawing flavor accessories and any claims 
that promote a flavored product. To Dr. 
Pamela Ling, the director of the Center 
for Tobacco Control Research and Edu-
cation at the University of California San 
Francisco, the message is clear.

“If you squint at the ads, you’re going 
to see this as a flavorful product, whether 
it says it or not,” Dr. Ling said. “The col-

ors, the packaging, the associations that 
your brain makes with the look and feel 
— that overrides the text that says this is 
not menthol.”

Advertisements and packaging that so 
vividly suggest a flavor put a clear onus 
on California officials to respond to Reyn-
olds, said Matt Myers, the president of the 
Campaign for Tobacco-Free Kids.

“This is Reynolds basically challenging 
California to say, ‘I don’t think you’re se-
rious,’” he said. If the state fails to take 
decisive action, he added, “the industry 
once again will escape.”

The products being marketed as “new” 
also appear to challenge the authority of 
the F.D.A., according to Micah Berman, 
an associate professor of public health 
and law at Ohio State University. Under 
the Tobacco Control Act, products intro-
duced after 2007 must be cleared by the 
agency, in part to keep tobacco compa-
nies from innovating to heighten the ap-

peal of their products.
“I think this is something the F.D.A. 

should go back and take a look at,” Mr. 
Berman said.

Abigail Capobianco, a spokeswoman 
for the F.D.A., said that the agency closely 
monitored compliance with federal tobac-
co laws and regulations, and that it took 
corrective action when violations had oc-
curred. But she declined to comment on 
the new products in California. The agen-
cy said it was finalizing its menthol rule 
and would “not allow entities to subvert 
the intent” of the product standard.

California’s approach to the products 
will be an important bellwether of how a 
national menthol ban might play out, Dr. 
Ling said.

Reynolds is “testing it out,” Dr. Ling 
said. “If they’re successful in pulling this 
off in California, they’ll be totally pre-
pared to circumvent a federal ban every-
where else.”
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