Reasons to limit exposure to secondhand smoke through legislation

Secondhand smoke contains more than 7,000 chemicals including arsenic, ammonia, formaldehyde, and polonium 210.  Hundreds of them are toxic and at least 69 cause cancer. According to the Centers For Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), nearly 50,000 Americans die each year from lung cancer and heart disease attributable to secondhand smoke exposure. The U.S. Surgeon General declared in 2006 that "The debate is over. The science is clear. Secondhand smoke is not a mere annoyance but a serious health hazard."  He also cited studies showing that even brief exposure to secondhand smoke is harmful to non-smokers. That was former Surgeon General Dr. Richard Carmona, an appointee of President George W. Bush.  More recently, the current Surgeon General, Dr. Regina Benjamin, reinforced that statement and further concluded that exposure to secondhand smoke causes immediate damage to the body, including physical changes that lead to cancer, heart attacks, lung disease and many other serious illnesses. 

Clearly, the scientific evidence is indisputable. With this in mind, Representative Susan Westrom is again sponsoring a bill to prohibit smoking in all Kentucky workplaces including restaurants and bars.   The reason is simple: no one should have to choose between their health and paycheck.  Secondhand smoke is an unnecessary risk that is easily eliminated by simply requiring people to smoke outside.  

Smoke-free policies are the only effective way to protect nonsmokers from secondhand smoke, and many of our state’s local elected officials have recognized this fact.  We now have 31 communities in Kentucky that have enacted restrictions on smoking in public places and workplaces.  Nineteen of these are comprehensive laws covering all workplaces, restaurants and bars and are similar to the bill Representative Westrom introduced.  The Smoke-free Kentucky Coalition would like to see this local action continue, but at some point, the General Assembly needs to act to ensure that all Kentuckians are protected from the proven dangers of secondhand smoke. An important part of the legislation is a provision that ensures that local governments will retain their right to pass additional smoking restrictions.  The state law would establish a minimum and require that all indoor workplaces be smoke-free.  

In addition to being good for health, smoke-free laws are good for business and popular with the public. Study after study (here in Kentucky and in other states and communities) show that because they are so popular with the public, business at bars, restaurants and other establishments does not suffer when smoke-free laws are passed. A comprehensive review of all available studies on the economic impact of smoke-free workplace laws concluded that: “All of the best designed studies report no impact or a positive impact of smoke-free restaurant and bar laws on sales or employment.” (Tobacco Control, 2003). 
In fact, smoke-free laws often increase business because people go out more frequently, knowing they don’t have to be exposed to secondhand smoke.  The 2008 Zagat Survey: America’s Top Restaurants of 132,000 Americans noted that, “The verdict on smoking is overwhelming with 77% of diners saying they'd eat out less if smoking were permitted in local restaurants, and only 2% saying they'd dine out more.” 
Furthermore, smoke-free laws help lessen the economic toll that secondhand smoke already takes on our state and country. According to an August 2005 study by the Society of Actuaries, secondhand smoke costs our nation $10 billion annually in health care and other costs. 

The Smoke-free Kentucky Coalition understands an individual’s right to smoke, but that doesn’t mean that they should be able to smoke where others are harmed. The Smoke-free Kentucky Act is a simple, common sense solution to a major health problem. 
