Dear Editor,

After Arkansas voters passed Initiated Act 1, allocating money received from the Master Settlement to be used to improve the health of Arkansans, the Arkansas Tobacco Settlement Commission was formed to oversee the distribution of funding to seven programs.  The programs are:
· The Arkansas Aging Initiative (Donald W. Reynolds Center on Aging, UAMS)

· The Arkansas Biosciences Institute

· The College of Public Health (UAMS)

· The Delta Area Health Education Center

· The Medicaid Expansion Program

· The Arkansas Minority Health Commission

· The Tobacco Prevention and Cessation Program

The seven programs all strive to improve Arkansas’ current health situation by providing much needed research, professional training, financial assistance, support in minority communities and other services needed.   

One of the programs funded by the Master Settlement Agreement, the Arkansas Department of Health Tobacco Prevention and Cessation Program, is a critical part of the Master Settlement Agreement and has had overwhelming success in reducing and preventing tobacco use in Arkansas. 

Arkansas has made significant strides in the fight against tobacco in recent years.  It has passed legislation to protect nonsmokers’ health through the Clean Indoor Air Act and Act 13, which prohibits smoking in a car with a child in a car seat.  It has provided improved resources to help those who want to quit through the Arkansas Tobacco Quitline.  And it has continued to follow the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention best practice guidelines for a comprehensive tobacco control program.

Although tobacco users may protest the legislation or question the effectiveness of quitting tools and tobacco control programs, the numbers can’t be disputed.  Since the Arkansas Department of Health Tobacco Prevention and Cessation Program began in 2002, the percentage of adult smokers in Arkansas dropped from 25.1 percent to 20.7 percent in 2008.  This drop represents more than 92,000 fewer Arkansas smokers and added health care savings for their tobacco-related illnesses.
Not only has the number of adult smokers declined but also the number of youth starting to smoke has dropped.  Despite national numbers remaining stagnant, youth smoking in Arkansas has decreased from 35.8 percent in 2000 to 20.4 percent in 2007.
All Arkansans benefit from a comprehensive tobacco control program.  For all of us, it means lower health care costs, less exposure to secondhand smoke and a healthier home, workplace and community.  I urge everyone who is touched by either a death or illness caused by tobacco to partner with your local coalition or county health unit to work toward minimizing the health effects of tobacco on Arkansans.  Refer someone you love to quit tobacco use from smoking to smokeless, call 1-800-QUIT-NOW.

Sincerely,

Local County Health Officer
