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INTRODUCTION  
 
ICMOA (Irish Cigarette Machine Operators Association) is making this submission to the 
Oireachtas Health Committee to highlight our outright opposition to the proposal to ban the 
sale of tobacco products from self-serve vending machines and to suggest a viable 
alternative that would help to further prevent access to minors while also safeguarding the 
future of our members’ businesses.  
 
The ICMOA was founded in 1982 by a number of leading cigarette vendors. ICMOA 
members mainly service bars, pubs and hotels across Ireland and contribute approximately 
€145m in Revenue to the State annually. There are over 6,000 outlets across Ireland, 
serviced by ICMOA members, many of whom are one-man or small family operators. Our 
members strongly feel that the vending machine provides for the most secure location for 
cigarettes - locked away out of sight. 
 
The primary aim of ICMOA is to protect its members through engagement with government 
on proposed legislation that might prove detrimental to our members’ businesses. 
 
In the early 2000s, the introduction of the ICMOA Adults Only Token made Ireland one of 
the first countries in the world to use an age-control system for cigarette vending machines. 
This system has helped ensure that minors cannot access tobacco through vending 
machines.   
 
It is worth pointing out that our members have recently made significant investments to 
comply with the EU wide Track & Trace regulations, introduced in May 2019.  
 
In this submission, ICMOA explains the operation of the existing token-based control system 
and highlights the already strong compliance rates in relation to age verification.  
 
In line with our continued commitment to further improving compliance, we recommend 
the introduction of restricted hours of operation for cigarette vending machines from 9pm.  
 
We also explain our opposition to the introduction of a retailer licence fee on the basis that 
registration systems for the sale of tobacco products in Ireland are already in place.  
 
 
 
 



Irish Cigarette Machine Operators Association (ICMOA)  

 2 

OVERVIEW OF TOKEN BASED CONTROL SYSTEM 

How does this token system work? 
The vending machines can only be used to supply tobacco products with the insertion of a 
token, which much be requested from a member of staff. In order to obtain a token, the 
customer must approach a staff member of a venue to request one, which is only provided 
to them once the staff member has age verified the person as being over 18. Once the 
token is inserted into the machine it activates the machine and it will then operate as 
normal. The customer then inserts the required amount for their purchase. Once the 
product is dispensed, the token is retained in the machine and the machine is disabled until 
the next token is inserted. Without a token, obtained from a staff member, a person cannot 
purchase tobacco products from a self-serve vending machine.  

Where do the tokens come from? 
Tokens are supplied by the vending machine operators. Proprietors of outlets/premises 
cannot take the tokens out of the machines. However, machine operators supply a float of 
tokens to each outlet to ensure that people who are entitled to purchase cigarettes and 
tobacco products are able to do so. 

Who pays for the tokens? 
There is no payment. Owners of the site/premises do not have to pay for tokens. They are 
supplied and paid for by the machine operators. 

Does the outlet have to sell the tokens? 
No, the tokens have no monetary value. Their only purpose is to enable a purchase via the 
machine. 

Can the token be easily copied? 
No, absolutely not. The tokens are manufactured with security features which include a 
unique rim pattern and a specific token weight, which are recognised by the machines. A 
coin without these features will be rejected by the vending machines and no sale will be 
possible.  

What if the customer cannot provide valid age verification? 
Stick to the simple rule: “If in doubt, don’t give out”. 

 
REGULATORY IMPACT ASSESSMENT 
 
The Regulatory Impact Assessment for the Public Health (Tobacco Products and Nicotine 
Inhaling Products) Bill 2019 was undertaken in 2019 and the ICMOA is of the view that this 
RIA is no longer relevant considering the changed economic and social landscape in Ireland 
in light of the current Covid19 pandemic. Both Ireland’s economic situation and 
employment landscape have radically changed since the RIA was completed and we believe 
that it is no longer fit for purpose and should be re-evaluated before this piece of legislation 
is considered by the Committee.  
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Impact on jobs/employment 
 
The majority of the business members we represent are small, family-run operators. Over 
the past 15 months, since the beginning of the Covid19 pandemic, our members’ businesses 
have been severely impacted by the closures of venues across the country. Trading 
effectively stopped for months at a time. The introduction of a ban on self-serve vending 
machines and the introduction of a retail license system for tobacco products would be a 
serious blow to our already struggling sector.  
 
ICMOA is concerned that the Regulatory Impact Assessment which was published with the 
General Scheme of the Bill and was carried out before the pandemic, did not take into 
account the loss of jobs that would result if a ban is to be introduced. In our view, this is a 
serious omission and the impact on our members’ livelihoods needs to be given full 
consideration, especially when viable alternative solutions can be found, such as better 
enforcement and restricted trading hours.  
 
Compliance rates 
 
In  relation to the methodology, the numbers in the RIA appear small and we question how 
representative of the nationwide landscape such a small sample could be, together with the 
apparent lack of clarity on the process of location targeting and profile of the shopper in 
each survey wave.  
 
ICMOA is aware that another cigarette vending machine operator, Tobaccoland Ltd, carried 
out an independent audit of over 1,500 cigarette vending machines in Ireland. This survey 
found that compliance was in excess of 96%.1 
 
ICMOA is committed to playing our part in preventing minors’ access to tobacco products 
and the Committee should note that our cigarette vending machines are located in places 
that are also subject to liquor licensing regulations, meaning that under 18 year olds should 
not be on the premises after 9pm.  
 
RETAIL LICENCE FEE  
 
ICMOA believes there is no justification for the introduction of a retail licence fee. A register 
for tobacco retailers already exists and retailers must be registered in order to sell tobacco 
products.  
 
Furthermore, recent Track & Trace requirements mean that all retailers must have the 
necessary Economic Operator and Facility IDs in order to sell or move tobacco products. It is 
the case that in the event of a retailer(s) failing to comply with the Track & Trace system 
these codes can be revoked by the authorities, meaning that the retailer(s) in question can 
no longer sell tobacco from their premises. Our members have already made significant 
investments in order to comply with the Track & Trace regulations. Surely this existing 
system could also be used more broadly to support enforcement instead of introducing yet 

 
1 Independent Audit of Vending Machines in Ireland, Behaviour & Attitudes (2015) 
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another registration system that would only serve to place an additional cost burden on 
retailers.  
 
ICMOA RECOMMENDATIONS TO THE COMMITTEE  
 

➢ ICMOA is categorially opposed to a ban on the sale of tobacco from self-serve 

vending machines on the basis that such a ban is unnecessary and would result in 

the collapse of our members’ livelihoods. 

 
➢ The Committee should acknowledge that the existing token system for cigarette 

vending machines is an effective way of ensuring minors cannot access tobacco and 

that continued enforcement is the way forward.  

 
➢ ICMOA shares the Committee’s objective to further prevent minors’ access to 

tobacco. For that reason, we recommend a compromise solution that would see 

restricted hours of operation in place for cigarette vending machines (from 9pm 

nightly). 

 
➢ The introduction of a retailer licencing system is unnecessary and would only serve 

to place an additional burden on retailers. ICMOA members are already registered 

with National Tobacco Control Office’s tobacco retailers register. Furthermore, any 

retailer involved in the sale or movement of tobacco must now have the necessary 

Track & Trace codes in order to trade. These existing requirements are more than 

sufficient. The introduction of yet another form of registration would be unnecessary 

and excessive.  

 
ICMOA, as the representative body for cigarette machine operators across Ireland, would 
like to present to the Committee during the hearing process to explain our position further.  
 
 
John O’Brien 
Irish Cigarette Machine Operators Association (ICMOA)  
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


