You Could Decrease Medical Costs for the Family 

There is a noteworthy annual event that occurs on a Thursday in November besides Thanksgiving.  The third Thursday, this year falling on 20 November, marks the Great American Smokeout. The American Cancer Society created this event to give tobacco users a chance to try out quitting for a day, and have developed helpful materials to encourage potential quitters.  Quitting tobacco is a challenge, but one that can be accomplished with the appropriate motivation and commitment.  

When looking for motivating factors for quitting, the negative health impact of smoking often comes up.  But we've heard it already.  Smoking and chewing are associated with a host of nasty diseases, most notably cancers of the mouth, throat and lungs. For most smokers this startling knowledge is not enough.  While some people find it difficult to get motivated from a personal health perspective, recognizing the impact of smoking on our children may provide the incentive to quit.

Secondhand smoke, also known as environmental tobacco smoke (ETS), is a combination of the smoke from a burning cigarette and the smoke exhaled by the smoker, and contains over 4000 chemicals at least 40 of which been shown to cause cancer.  Although ETS is harmful to all individuals, causing eye and throat irritation in many people, it poses the most health risk for fetuses, infants and children.  Over 50% of children under five live in homes with at least one smoker.

In kids of all ages, exposure to ETS decreases lung efficiency and impairs lung function.  It increases the frequency and severity of childhood asthma.  It can aggravate sinusitis, rhinitis, cystic fibrosis, and chronic respiratory problems such as cough and postnasal drip.  It also increases the number of colds and sore throats in children.  Exposure to ETS increases the number and duration of ear infections in children. 

In children under the age of two, ETS exposure enhances the likelihood of bronchitis and pneumonia.  In fact, a study by the EPA said that ETS causes 150,000 to 300,000 lower respiratory tract infections each year in infants and children under 18 months, resulting in about 15,000 hospitalizations. 

It is also believed that secondhand smoke affects brain development in children.  Children of mothers who smoked during and after pregnancy are more likely to suffer behavioral problems such as hyperactivity.  Modest impairment in school performance has also been documented.  Plus, children of smokers are much more likely to become smokers themselves.

Smoking during pregnancy has been associated with miscarriage, stillbirth and premature birth, low birth weight and health problems associated with that, and a higher incidence of crib death. Some studies have suggested that smoking during pregnancy causes birth defects such as cleft lip or palate.

Everyone that is exposed to ETS has an increased risk of developing lung cancer.  Studies have shown that nonsmokers married to smokers have up to three times the average risk.  Secondhand smoking also causes heart disease, aggravates adult asthmatic conditions, and impairs blood circulation.  

As more knowledge is gained about the harmful effects of involuntary smoking, there is an increasing public interest in developing laws and regulations to protect the health of nonsmokers. Currently most states and municipalities limit or restrict smoking in public places.  

So what can you do to help:

1.  Stop smoking.  At least give it a try on November 20th for a day, and remember, take it one day at a time.  

2.  Until you are committed to stopping, smoke outside.

3.  If members of your household or friends use tobacco, sponsor them on Smokeout Day.  The Cancer Society provides materials with great ideas on how to be supportive, like taking the person to a movie or on a walk, and how to avoid harping and harassing. 

4.  Don't allow others to smoke in your house or car.

Former Surgeon General, Vice Admiral C. Everett Koop stated the issue clearly when he said, "The right of the smoker to smoke stops at the point where his or her smoking increases the disease risk in those occupying the same environment..." and that, "the choice to smoke cannot interfere with the nonsmoker's right to breathe air free of tobacco smoke."  

