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As a family doctor and parent, as well as someone who has worked in both a large hospital system and as a medical professional at a major health insurance company, I urge the Legislature to quickly pass Senate Bill 181 and Assembly Bill 253 enacting a statewide smoke-free law.

All the scientific evidence we have shows that there is absolutely no safe level of secondhand smoke.  In fact, a recent study of air quality at several Milwaukee-area businesses found all venues that allowed smoking to have air quality that would be considered unhealthy by the Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources.  Furthermore, in 75 percent of those establishments in the study that allowed smoking, the air quality was so bad it was considered akin to standing downwind from a forest fire.

While many will argue that smoking is a personal decision, it is not.  The unnecessary and enormous health care costs related to smoking and secondhand smoke affects us all.  As I wrote in a February 24, 2009 opinion column in the Milwaukee Journal Sentinel:

“It is estimated that secondhand smoke causes 50,000 deaths in adult non-smokers in the United States each year – including 3,400 lung cancer deaths and 20,000 to 50,000 heart disease deaths. With an average lung cancer treatment cost of $100,000 per case, the 3,400 lung cancer deaths caused by secondhand smoke result in $340 million in unnecessary health care costs each year. In Wisconsin, the state Department of Administration reports that smoking is directly responsible for $2 billion in health care costs each year, one quarter of which is directly shouldered by the taxpayers through the Medicaid system. And – just in case you still think smoking is a personal decision that doesn’t impact you – remember that health care costs of these magnitudes affect everyone, both smokers and non-smokers alike, in the form of higher health insurance premiums and medical costs.”

Our neighbors in Minnesota, Iowa and Illinois are out ahead of us on this issue and have already enacted smoke-free laws.  Nobody in Wisconsin likes losing to Minnesota, Iowa or Illinois in football or basketball.  Why should we continue to let them beat us in public health policy?  

Anthem Blue Cross and Blue Shield provides health benefits to nearly one million members in Wisconsin and cares deeply about the communities we serve.  Therefore, on behalf of our members, our employees throughout the state, and all those who silently suffer from illnesses caused by second-hand smoke, please pass Senate Bill 181 and Assembly Bill 253 and make smoke-free workplaces the law.

Thank you.

Attachments:  

· Milwaukee Journal Sentinel opinion column, “Statewide smoke free law is due,” by Dr. Michael Jaeger, published February 24, 2009

· Dr. Michael Jaeger biography
Opinion Column

Published in the Milwaukee Journal Sentinel on February 24, 2009

Statewide smoke-free law is due
Dr. Michael Jaeger

We’ve all watched scenes of wildfires on television and held our breath as brave emergency response crews struggled to hold back flames long enough to evacuate victims from clouds of poisonous smoke. The real tragedy in these situations is not the property damage, but the human toll, counted in lives lost, injuries incurred and plans interrupted. 

Be it the recent tragedy in Australia, or wildfires closer to home in California and Florida, the damage is always horrific and with long term consequences. Yet no matter how high definition the television screen or vivid the printed pictures of the fires, it is hard to not feel somewhat detached from the damage because we are fortunate enough to rarely experience that kind of tragedy in Wisconsin. Or at least that’s what we think.

Though Wisconsin’s public health is seldom threatened by wildfire, a different cloud of toxic smoke is filling our public places and threatening the health of the entire state: secondhand smoke.

While our friends and neighbors in Minnesota, Iowa and Illinois have gone smoke-free, Wisconsin has been unable to pass a statewide smoke-free law – allowing dangerous, cancer-causing chemicals found in cigarette smoke like arsenic, benzene and vinyl chloride to continue floating through the air.  It is a legislative failure that shows a complete disregard for the public health and ignores the will of 69 percent of voters who favor a smoke-free law.

The medical community is unified in its assessment – there is no safe level of secondhand smoke. In fact, even in restaurants with separate smoking and non-smoking sections there is no noticeable difference in indoor air quality. 

A recent study of 32 Milwaukee-area businesses conducted by the Smoke Free Milwaukee Project found all 29 establishments in its sample that allowed smoking to have air quality that would be considered unhealthy by the Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources. The air quality in 22 of those 29 unhealthy establishments was so bad it was characterized as being equivalent to standing downwind from a forest fire.

It is estimated that secondhand smoke causes 50,000 deaths in adult non-smokers in the United States each year – including 3,400 lung cancer deaths and 20,000 to 50,000 heart disease deaths. With an average lung cancer treatment cost of $100,000 per case, the 3,400 lung cancer deaths caused by secondhand smoke result in $340 million in unnecessary health care costs each year. In Wisconsin, the state Department of Administration reports that smoking is directly responsible for $2 billion in health care costs each year, one quarter of which is directly shouldered by the taxpayers through the Medicaid system. And – just in case you still think smoking is a personal decision that doesn’t impact you – remember that health care costs of these magnitudes affect everyone, both smokers and non-smokers alike, in the form of higher health insurance premiums and medical costs. 

Wisconsin is long overdue to join our peers by enacting a statewide smoke-free law. Governor Doyle’s inclusion of such a measure in his state budget should be applauded, as should his proposal to increase the cigarette tax by 75 cents a pack. Increases in the cigarette tax have been proven to prevent kids from starting to smoke and prompting adults to quit, and a statewide smoke-free law would provide a level playing field for businesses currently competing in a patchwork of local smoking laws and regulations.

Governor Doyle’s budget proposals make sense – both in times of economic deficit and surplus – and will greatly improve the public health. It is time for the Legislature to reflect the will of the people and make these proposals the law.

Dr. Michael Jaeger is the managing medical director of Anthem Blue Cross and Blue Shield in Wisconsin and a member of the boards of Smoke Free Wisconsin and the American Lung Association of Wisconsin.

Michael Jaeger, M.D., Medical Director

Dr. Michael Jaeger serves as medical director for Anthem Blue Cross and Blue Shield in Wisconsin.  He is responsible for the administration of medical services for all Anthem Blue Cross and Blue Shield products and provider networks in Wisconsin along with ensuring clinical integrity of broad and significant clinical programs, including the overall medical policies.  

Dr. Jaeger has more than 25 years of combined experience as a practicing physician, residency educator and health plan medical manager.   Prior to joining Anthem Blue Cross and Blue Shield, Dr. Jaeger served as senior medical officer for care management at Aurora Health Care, where he was responsible for the overall quality management and wellness for the entire Aurora Health Care System and more specifically, Aurora Health Care employees.

Dr. Jaeger is a licensed and board certified specialist in Family Medicine.  He earned his bachelor’s degree and medical degree from the University of Wisconsin-Madison and completed his residency at St. Mary’s in Grand Rapids, Mich.
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