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What is the Scientific Rationale for Environmental Tobacco Smoke (ETS) 
and Outdoor Air Regulation, and the Evidence-Based Supports for Policy 
Development? 
 
What is the Issue? 
 
The U.S. Surgeon General issued a scientific report which concludes that: 
 
“The scientific evidence is now indisputable: secondhand smoke is not a mere annoyance. It is a 
serious health hazard that can lead to disease and premature death in children. Secondhand 
smoke contains more than 50 cancer-causing chemicals, and is itself a known human carcinogen. 
Even brief exposure to secondhand smoke has immediate adverse effects on the cardiovascular 
system and increases risk for heart disease and lung cancer”.1 
 
The report also makes specific reference to children because they are still developing; they are 
more susceptible to the problems associated with exposure to ETS. 1 
 
Furthermore, the California Air Resources Board states the effects of exposure to ETS in 
children are: 
• Acute lower respiratory tract infections (e.g. bronchitis and pneumonia) 
• Asthma induction  
• Asthma exacerbation  
• Middle ear infections in children 2 
 
A 2007 study measured Outdoor Tobacco Smoke (OTS) on patios, sidewalks and in parks. They 
found that in some cases the respirable particle concentrations were detectable at distances 
beyond 13 feet. The overall results state that the concentrations of OTS depend on the proximity 
to the smoker and the wind velocity, with downwind OTS concentrations being much higher 
than upwind concentrations. Also of interest to note, it was possible for there to be detectable 
OTS levels at downwind positions of greater than or equal to 4 metres from a single active 
cigarette. Also, as the number of active cigarettes increases, the distance at which OTS is 
detectable is likely to increase. 3 
 
 
Another study, on the campus at the University of Maryland measured outdoor fine particle and 
carcinogen concentrations in the open spaces and showed that OTS smoke levels did not 
approach background levels for fine particles and carcinogens until about 23 feet away.4 
 
There is no credible scientific body in the world that indicates there is a safe level of exposure to 
secondhand smoke. 
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Context 
 
In response to this evidence a number of jurisdictions are developing and passing bylaws and 
legislation to protect people from the harmful effects of ETS exposure.  
 
Ontario: 
The Town of Collingwood Council (2000) unanimously supported and passed a bylaw banning 
smoking within 25 metres of playground equipment in town-owned children’s playgrounds and 
parks (By-law 02-109). 5 In 2005, Collingwood Town Council was successful in amending the 
bylaw to include a smoking ban within 25 metres of playing fields (By-law 2005-36). 5 Public 
Health took the lead in the public awareness and implementation components of these bylaws.  
Signage was developed and the Public Health Unit also worked with the local sporting 
organizations to inform their members of the bylaw changes. The Ontario Tobacco Research 
Unit (OTRU) is documenting the steps undertaken to pass the Collingwood by-law including 
implementation and enforcement, which will be accessible through OTRU’s website, 
www.otru.org   

A public opinion poll conducted in Ottawa showed that 71% of Ottawa residents 
strongly/somewhat support smoke-free playgrounds and 55% strongly/somewhat support smoke-
free beaches. 6  

Canada:  
Similar actions are being taken to prevent people from ETS exposure throughout the country. In 
P.E.I. the Minister of Health, on April 9, 2008, tabled proposed legislative amendments to 
strengthen the provincial Smoke-free Places Act. 7 One of the amendments is to ban smoking in 
provincial parks, a national precedent. Also of importance to note is that some provincial parks 
in PEI include beaches, another national precedent in terms of banning smoking on some 
beaches.  

The town of Bridgewater, Nova Scotia adopted a bylaw to prohibit smoking in specified outdoor 
areas; adopted March 25, 2008, the bylaw commences September 1, 2008 (By-law 191). 8 The 
bylaw includes parks, playgrounds, and outdoor recreational facilities (including but not limited 
to a sports field, grandstand, seating area or bleacher). It also includes: grounds of a town 
building, grounds of an event on town property that is open to the public, trails or paths on town 
property, and streets along a parade route while the parade is in progress.  

United States: 
California is leading the way on smoke-free beaches.  California law now prohibits smoking and 
disposing of cigarettes, cigar or other tobacco-related products within 25 feet of a playground or 
sandbox area.  The initiative to implement smoke-free beaches bridged environmentalists 
(cigarette butts and marine life/marine debris), public health experts (SHS, ingestion of cigarette 
butts), and surfers; this method is deemed a more effective approach than from only one angle. 9 
 
 
 
 
 

http://www.otru.org/�
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In Minnesota, the Association for Nonsmokers-Minnesota report on the success of the Tobacco-
Free Youth Recreation program. The program promotes tobacco-free policies for park and 
recreation areas with the rationale that “parks and recreation areas are used heavily by youth, so 
tobacco-free policies at these facilities change community norms about tobacco use, eliminate 
exposure to SHS, and provide opportunities for adults to be positive role models for youth”. 
Over 88 Minnesota communities currently have tobacco-free policies for their parks, 
playgrounds and beaches. 10 
   
Additionally, a 2004 University of Minnesota study completed after implementation of smoke-
free policies asked the park directors for their observations, with these results:  

 88% reported no change in park usage 
 71% reported less smoking in parks 
 58% reported cleaner parks 
 90% would recommend a similar policy to other communities 11 

 
As of April 2008, 309 cities or municipalities in the United States had enacted smoke-free park 
policies 12; and 62 cities or municipalities have enacted smoke-free beaches policies. 13 
 
 
Implications  
 
Experts and evidence suggest that a failure to ban smoking in outdoor venues such as parks, 
playgrounds, and open outdoor spaces may expose non-smokers to levels of secondhand smoke 
as high as or higher than exposure in indoor spaces where smoking is restricted. 14 
 
Recommendations 
 
Scientific evidence and precedent-setting policies support and highlight the need and importance 
of smoke-free parks, playgrounds and open outdoor spaces. It is recommended that bylaws and 
legislation that protect people from the harmful effects of ETS exposure be considered and 
adopted. Several organizations, cities, and municipalities have already developed tools and 
processes to pass and implement smoke-free policies in parks, playgrounds and open outdoor 
spaces, and these tools are listed below. 
 

• The California Clean Air Project (CCAP) has created training presentations such as: 
“Winning the Secondhand Smoke War Outdoors” a training module based on the Santa 
Monica smoke-free parks, piers and beaches.      

 
They have a short overview of their process starting with the Parks and Recreation 
Department, then heading to city council. They have bulleted points on how to build your 
case, how to gain buy-in by mobilizing the community, and other important things to 
consider. 15 
 
• A “Policy Advocacy Handbook”, which focuses on steps to adopt tobacco-free park 

policies, has been created by the Association for Nonsmokers-Minnesota. 16  
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The handbook goes through each of the steps they took to reach Tobacco-free parks, with 
these titled sections: 

a) Mobilize Your Coalition 
b) Assess the Community 
c) Build Policy Support  
d) Assist with Policy Adoption 
e) Publicise the Policy 
f) Lessons Learned 

They provide detailed information for each of these steps and also what worked for them. 
They also have sample policy, sample media coverage, sample ads etc. The program 
achieved 88 policies in 6 years, and the researchers stated that the policies created a domino 
effect throughout MN.  

 
This website also provides a guide for smoke-free sports. They have a clear, detailed, 18 step 
approach. Additionally, they have posters and pledges resources, samples of local sports 
teams’ policy initiatives, and a PowerPoint presentation for policy makers all available on 
their website, www.ansrmn.org 

 
• The World Health Organization (WHO), in 2005, released a manual titled Tobacco Free 

Sports: A Manual Designed to Expand Tobacco Free Sports at National, Regional, and 
International Levels.  This manual provides an “Action Plan” for Tobacco-Free Sports. 
The manual outlines steps to be taken to introduce tobacco-free policy with subsections 
on:  preparing for policy development and implementation; developing a comprehensive 
policy; an implementation plan; and a review and evaluation section. These policy 
specific sections are found on pages 22-32 of the manual. 17 

 
• The Office on Smoking and Health at the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention 

provides a downloadable evaluation toolkit to assess the impact of local smoke-free laws. 
The toolkit describes several evaluation approaches the findings of studies conducted 
using these approaches. This toolkit also will help state and local tobacco control 
programs select the specific studies that are best suited to their needs and resources. 18 
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