
Is Your Child Breathing Tobacco Smoke? 

The Dangers of Secondhand Smoke
Parents want the best for their children.  Adults take steps everyday to protect the health and safety of children.  In spite of these efforts, children remain a group of people who experience the greatest amount of exposure to secondhand smoke.   

What is Secondhand Smoke?

Secondhand smoke is that exhaled by the smoker, along with the smoke coming from the end of a burning cigarette, cigar or pipe.  It is also called environmental tobacco smoke and is sometimes referred to as passive smoking or involuntary smoking.   

Why is Secondhand Smoke a Problem?

Breathing secondhand smoke is very harmful, especially to children, since their respiratory and immune systems are not fully developed.  Everyone knows how damaging the chemicals, poisons and cancer causing agents of tobacco are to the health of a person who smokes.  Everyone who is near the person smoking also inhales these same toxic substances.  Therefore, they are being forced to smoke themselves.

According to a June 2006 report from the U.S. Surgeon General, secondhand smoke is a serious health hazard and there is no risk-free level of exposure.

Each year, secondhand smoke causes hundreds of thousands of cases of ear infections, asthma, pneumonia and bronchitis in children.  These means many days away from school and lots of time and money spent at the doctor’s office.  

How Much Exposure Are Children Receiving?

For children who live in a home where there are smokers, they inhale the equivalent of 102 packs of cigarettes by the age of five.  Middle school and high school aged youth also receive significant secondhand smoke exposure.  In 2003, New York State became the third state to pass a law banning smoking in most indoor workplaces and public spaces.  Smoke-free settings serve to not only provide healthy air for children to breathe, but they also reduce the chances that children will begin smoking.

Can Steps be Taken to Reduce the Risk?

Simply creating separate smoking and non-smoking areas in a room or building won’t prevent exposure to secondhand smoke.  The smoke diffuses rapidly and can take more than 3 hours before it is eliminated from the air, once smoking has ended.  Open windows, fans and air purification systems don’t help.  Ventilation efforts circulate the smoke, but they do not remove the toxins.  The only real protection is to have a 100% smoke-free setting for buildings, vehicles and other locations.

What Can I Do?

· If You Smoke – quit now.  Call the New York State Quitline at 1-866-NY-QUITS (1-866-697-8487) for free help.  If you are not ready to quit - don’t smoke around others, especially children.

· At Home – designate your home and car as smoke-free zones.  Take the smoke-free home pledge at www.epa.gov/smokefree/pledge
If there are smokers living in your home, ask that they smoke outside to eliminate the exposure of children.  Even if you have no smokers living in your home, make sure that your visitors who smoke know that you have established this family rule.

· Away from Home – always choose smoke-free settings for dining, entertainment and recreation.  New York State indoor air quality laws make this much easier, but be sure to look for smoke-free settings when traveling out of state.

Unlike adults, children have little choice in selecting the places where they spend their time.  It’s up to adults to make sure the air children breathe is safe.

For more information:

· U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention: http://www.cdc.gov/tobacco/data_statistics/factsheets/secondhandsmoke.htm
· Association for Nonsmokers Rights:

http://www.no-smoke.org/getthefacts.php?id=13
-Information compiled by the Dakota County Public Health Department.
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Audience for this article:  parents of elementary, middle school, and high school students 


One length:  Full-page article (603 words) 


Suggested Timing:  the article can be run at any time, but you may wish to distribute it to tie in with one of these key events:


The Great American Smoke-Out (third Thursday in November)


World No Tobacco Day (May 31)  
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Add any additional information about tobacco prevention programs in your school


Add any contact information for your district
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