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SPORTS
Tullahoma turns the tables on the 

Lebanon girls with a 69-52 victory.  B1$1

Big Tobacco took a big hit 
as the federal government 
raised the legal tobacco pur-
chasing age to 21 in December 
and on Thursday banned many 
popular electronic cigarette 
flavors, upstaging what some 

state lawmakers had planned 
for 2020.

State Rep. Robin Smith’s 
signature bill in the upcom-
ing legislative session cen-
tered on raising the legal age 
to buy tobacco and e-cigarette 
products in Tennessee from 
18 to 21. Instead, the General 

Assembly now will be tasked 
with creating a mechanism to 
enforce the new purchasing 
law, which President Donald 
Trump signed on Dec. 20, 
as well bolstering education 
efforts around nicotine use.

“There still remains a need 
for education for students as 

it relates to addiction, and that 
goes for any substance,” Smith, 
R-Hixson, said, adding that too 
many young people believe 
e-cigarettes are harmless.

“They’re safer than [tradi-
tional] tobacco but not safe,” 
she said. “The stimulant effect 
in the brain that has people 
turn to nicotine is the same 
that people feel with cocaine. 
That’s why it’s so very difficult 
to break nicotine addiction.”
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New federal tobacco 
purchasing age enforced

BY ELIZABETH FITE
CHATTANOOGA TIMES FREE PRESS

E-cigarette flavor restrictions go beyond 
what state legislators planned for Tennessee

WASHINGTON — The U.S. 
political year will begin with 
100 senators deciding the fate 
of Donald Trump’s presidency 
and end with 150 million vot-
ers or more doing the same in 
November.

Trump’s acquittal in the 
Republican-controlled Senate is 
a sure bet. His re-election is not.

No president has ever run in 

a general election after being 
impeached, so there’s no prec-
edent for how the Senate trial 
will affect Trump’s re-election 
chances. Trump added even 
more unpredictability last 
week by ordering a drone 
strike that killed Iranian gener-
al Qassem Soleimani, increas-
ing the risk of war and causing 
oil prices to spike not even 48 
hours into an election year.

The political picture is so 

cloudy that one professor who 
has correctly predicted seven 
of the last eight U.S. presi-
dential elections — including 
Trump’s upset win in 2016 — 
isn’t sure his model is up to the 
task this time out.

“Trump really has broken 
patterns of American history 
that have held since the Civil 
War,” said Allan Lichtman, a 
political history professor at 
American University. “That 

makes political analysis per-
ilous and that makes this 
impeachment different.”

Trump is heading into the 
impeachment trial, expected 
to start as early as this week, 
with only a tenuous grip on his 
possible re-election, despite 
having one of the strongest 
economies in years. Head-to-
head national polling shows  
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THE POLITICAL YEAR AHEAD

BY GREGORY KORTE
BLOOMBERG NEWS

Trump adds Iran risk to 2020 tests of impeachment, reelection

A 40-something-year -old 
health care regulation meant to 
control costs that may actually do 
the opposite is a likely legislative 
target for Tennessee’s General 
Assembly in 2020.

It’s been four years since the 
state’s controversial certificate 
of need — commonly called 
CON — law underwent major 
changes. A certificate of need is 
a permit that health care orga-
nizations in Tennessee must 
obtain from the state before 
building, operating or offering 
one of 26 regulated facilities, 
technologies and services. Some 
of those include hospitals, nurs-
ing homes, burn units, hospice 
and open-heart surgery.

A group of lawmakers inter-
ested in reforming Tennessee’s 
CON program have been meet-
ing, studying — and scratching 
their heads — around the process 
for more than six months. One of 
the many complex questions they 
face is whether small tweaks or a 
sweeping overhaul could help or 
harm a fragile health care system 
in which 12 rural hospitals have 
closed since 2013.

During a November meeting 
in Nashville, state Rep. Kevin 
Vaughan, R-Memphis, said the 
program has become a “whip-
ping boy” for health care system 
problems.

“If we’re analyzing the reduc-
tion of CON, that’s a prescrip-
tion that we’re going to write,” 
Vaughan said. “We have to deter-
mine what it is we want to treat 
because the elimination of CON 
may not fix what we want.”

Currently, 36 states and Wash-
ington, D.C., operate a certificate 
of need program, and those pro-
grams vary widely, according 
to the National Conference of 
State Legislatures website. Pro-
ponents of the programs argue 
they’re needed to ensure order-
ly growth and limit health care 
spending, because health care is 
unlike other goods and services. 
Opponents believe removing the 
cumbersome regulation will free 
the health care industry, bringing 
more providers into the market to 
drive competition and lower costs.

State Sen. Bo Watson, R-Hix-
son, who has led the workgroup 
as its senior member, said the 
mission has been to look beyond 
certificates of need in order to 
remove barriers and maximize 
access to the health care system. 
In the past, he said, lawmakers 
did a poor job tying CON chang-
es with the goals of the State 
Health Plan.

The group has relied on data, 
stakeholder input, expert tes-
timonies and their past experi-
ence wrestling with the law as 
they weigh options for changes. 
Some of the more popular ideas  
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Legislators 
target 

unpopular 
regulation

BY ELIZABETH FITE
CHATTANOOGA TIMES FREE PRESS

They look to lower 
health care costs, 
increase access

Any professional Lego artist will tell 
you the sky is the limit when it comes to 
what you can create, and those who came 
to town Saturday were looking to build 
passion for the craft among children.

The BrickUniverse LEGO Fan Con-
vention hosted its second Nashville area 
event at the Wilson County Expo Center 
on Saturday and Sunday, and hundreds of 
visitors stopped by to take in the displays.

“This is definitely the ultimate Lego 

fan experience,” event organizer Grayson 
Beights said. “But it’s a little more than that. 
We’re inspiring creativity in the next genera-
tion of architects and engineers. Lego prod-
ucts can be used in many ways, but they’re 
also a medium to teach those concepts.”

Rocco Buttliere, a Chicago native and 
one of the convention’s featured artists, 
knows that well. His love for Legos and 
architecture go hand-in-hand, and his col-
lection of scale models of landmarks is a 
popular booth.

“My work is all on the same scale, so 

for example you can see Dubai and Shang-
hai right next to each other and look at 
how they stack up,” he said. “Back in 2008 
I got into architecture, and I started my 
collection with Chicago’s Willis Tower 
because it’s a Lego-friendly, boxy shape.”

Today, Buttliere’s collection has grown 
to include more than 50 models of struc-
tures from around the world. It takes him 
roughly eight hours to set up the display 
and four to take it down when attending 
conventions.

“That’s part of the fun,” he said. “And 
it’s always really welcoming to be at Brick 
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Lego fans hit the bricks at Expo Center

BY ETHAN STEINQUEST
ESTEINQUEST@LEBANONDEMOCRAT.COM 

Children 
search for 

beloved 
characters 

like Mickey 
Mouse hid-

ing through-
out Douglas 

Johnson’s 
Lego king-

dom during 
the BrickUni-

verse LEGO 
Fan Conven-
tion, held at 

the Wilson 
County Expo 

Center on 
Saturday 

and Sunday.
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BrickUniverse returns to Lebanon for second year
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