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Area hospitals plan to ban tobacco

Some workplaces will try to snuff out tobacco use.

By DAVID GULLIVER

david.gulliver@heraldtribune.com

SOUTHWEST FLORIDA -- Nancy Angelo started smoking 20 years ago. 
You could say she should have known better: She had just become a nurse.

Nursing, though, was one of the reasons -- "the stress factor," she said.

She had just finished a cigarette behind Sarasota Memorial Hospital, where 
she manages a ward handling some of its most complicated cases.

But she will not be able to enjoy that break for long. Sarasota Memorial, seven 
other hospitals, and the county health departments in Sarasota, Charlotte and 
DeSoto counties will announce today that their campuses are going tobacco-free.

Angelo and the half-dozen co-workers from across the hospital, congregating 
at tables with rusty coffee-can ashtrays as centerpieces, welcomed the news.

"If we're going to be promoting wellness, we're going to have to walk the walk," Angelo said.

That feeling was at the heart of the program, said Crystal Bruce, tobacco prevention specialist for the Sarasota County Health Department.

The department and the Community Health Improvement Partnership work in Sarasota, Charlotte and DeSoto counties. The program may expand later to Manatee County.

The joint effort got all eight hospital chief executives in a room to talk about community health, Bruce said.

"They landed on this topic of tobacco. They thought they should be models."

The executives also are looking at providing care to uninsured patients and providing wider health care access.

In this first step, they are following the example of the famed Mayo Clinic, which has been tobacco-free for 10 years, and other hospitals and counties in Florida. But this is the first regionwide effort, Bruce said.

Hospital workers agreed it was for the best, even if it irks them a bit.

"That's not to say there isn't a part of me that resents the infringement on my freedoms," Angelo said.

Perhaps fortunately for the hospital, any resentment is too little to get Angelo and her co-workers to look elsewhere for work.

Hospitals across the country are struggling to hire and retain both health-care workers and support staff, who often can make more money for less work in doctors' offices, specialty clinics or even restaurants and hotels.

Individual hospitals declined to comment on the retention issue, before the official announcement today in Venice.

"Employee recruitment and retention is uppermost in all our minds, which is why we have involved our employees" in designing the plan, they said in a joint statement released by the Sarasota County Health Department.


Two spokespeople said the effort would make employees less likely to jump ship.

In any case, it seems the Sarasota Memorial smokers would rather quit than fight.

"I've been smoking for 30 years. It's time to quit," said Joe Abrams, a cook in hospital's 1741 café and a canine search and rescue leader in his spare time.

"I can make it through an eight-hour workday," said Mike Abbot, a refrigeration technician.

"I've been married for 32 years. I can deal with anything," said Jim Lehman, a plumber.

Kathy Hornick, who works in customer service, said she has talked to several people who come to the tree-shaded smoking area behind the hospital. "Everybody's talking about it -- 'Are you going to get the gum, the patch,' " she said.

She said the policy probably will help people do something they want to do anyway. "I think people want to quit. They just need the push."

Hospitals had few details on what they will do to help employees, or on the policy in general. Sarasota Memorial and others are planning to offer programs helping people quit smoking, and at least one is mulling offering nicotine gum to visitors.

Most hospitals are still months from putting it in place -- the Great American Smokeout, in mid-November, is a target date. Sarasota Memorial has said only "by Dec. 31, 2007."

Sarasota Memorial has several employees groups -- Angelo is on one -- working out the fine points.

Among the problems: Just what is the definition of campus boundaries? And what about people dealing with the stress of a family member in surgery or in terminal condition?

"You're going to get people in here for the ER and they're going to go nuts," Lehman said.

In their statement, hospitals called that their "biggest challenge" and said care-givers on their task forces would be working on how to support patients and family members.

Candidly, some hospital spokespeople said they expected there to be leniency with patients and families, or a public relations nightmare.

Lehman was waiting for what comes next.

"If they're going to push cigarette smoking as a health issues, they should do the same with caffeine," he said, the Coca-Cola can in his left hand and a cigarette in his right.

TOBACCO-FREE CAMPUSES


Eight hospitals and three county health departments will announce today that they will prohibit use of all tobacco products at all owned or leased operations. The policy will apply to all employees and visitors.�Signing the deal will be:�Charlotte County�Charlotte County Health Department.�Charlotte Regional Medical Center.�Fawcett Memorial Hospital.�Peace River Regional Medical Center.�DeSoto County�DeSoto County Health Department.�DeSoto Memorial Hospital.�Sarasota County�Sarasota County Health Department.�Doctors Hospital of Sarasota�Englewood Community Hospital.�Sarasota Memorial Health Care System.�Venice Regional Medical Center.











