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Resources
•	 American	Indian	Health	Commission	for	Washington	State,	Healthy 

Communities: A Tribal Maternal-Infant Health Strategic Plan,	2010	
•	 Washington	State	Quitline:	1-800-QUIT-NOW	(1-800-784-8669),		

deaf	and	hard	of	hearing:	1-877-777-6534

Data Sources
•	 Centers	for	Disease	Control	and	Prevention,	Smoking-Attributable	

Mortality,	Morbidity,	and	Economic	Costs	(SAMMEC)	software	were		
used	to	estimate	years	of	life	lost	due	to	tobacco	use

•	 Pregnancy	Risk	Assessment	Monitoring	System,	2006–2008
•	 Washington	State	Behavioral	Risk	Factor	Surveillance	System,	trends		

for	2003–2010,	prevalence	estimates	for	2008–2010	combined
•	 Washington	State	Birth	Certificate	System,	prevalence	estimates		

from	2007–2009
•	 Washington	State	Comprehensive	Hospitalization	Abstract	Reporting		

System	2008
•	 Washington	State	Death	Certificate	System,	age-adjusted	rates	for		

2007–2009	combined
•	 Washington	State	Healthy	Youth	Survey,	trends	2002–2010,	current	

prevalence	estimates	for	2010.	Estimates	for	American	Indian	and	Alaska	
Native	youths	were	calculated	using	Healthy	Youth	Survey	data	(sample		
schools	and	volunteer	schools	combined)	and	include	youths	reporting	
multiple	races	and/or	ethnicities

•	 Washington	State	Office	of	Financial	Management,	population	counts		
from	Census	2010
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The journey forward to  
healthy tribal communities

Dear	Tribal	Leaders,

We	are	at	a	pivotal	point	in	reducing	smoking	rates	and	exposure	
to	second	hand	smoke	in	tribal	and	urban	Indian	communities.	
Our	attitudes	and	behaviors	about	commercial	tobacco	use	have	
started	to	change.	But,	we	have	only	begun	the	journey.	

The	good	news	is	there	has	been	a	recent	decline	in	American	
Indian	and	Alaska	Native	adult	and	youth	smoking	rates,	as	well	as	
exposure	to	second	hand	smoke.	However,	the	lower	rates	have	not	
been	sustained	long	enough	to	see	a	decrease	in	American	Indian	
and	Alaska	Native	chronic	disease	prevalence.	And	American	
Indian	and	Alaska	Native	smoking	rates	are	still	double	that	of	the	
population	as	a	whole.	We	are	moving	in	the	right	direction,	but	
need	to	strengthen	our	efforts.

The	harmful	effects	of	commercial	tobacco	use	remain	the	most	
preventable	cause	of	illness	and	death	among	American	Indians	
and	Alaska	Natives.	An	American	Indian	or	Alaska	Native	child	
born	today	in	Washington	State	isn’t	expected	to	live	as	long	as	
most	children.	The	lives	of	American	Indian	and	Alaska	Native	
children	are	being	cut	short	by	high	rates	of	disease.	Disease	often	
caused	by	their	own	commercial	tobacco	use	or	by	others	in	their	
families	and	communities.

State-funded	tobacco	prevention	and	control	programs	over	the	
last	decade	helped	to	raise	awareness	about	tobacco	use	and	its	link	
to	chronic	disease	rates.	However,	with	recent	budget	cuts	almost	
all	state	funding	for	tobacco	programs	has	been	eliminated.	We	
have	to	find	innovative	and	tribally	specific	ways	to	implement	
changes	that	have	broad	scale	impacts	in	our	tribal	communities.	
Many	tribes	have	begun	this	work	and	much	can	be	built	on	the	
knowledge	and	success	from	their	various	initiatives,	including	
policies	that	guide	or	influence	behavior	and	change	the	way		
we	deliver	services.	

We	are	looking	for	your	help	to	continue	this	journey	as	we	chart	
a	renewed	course	focused	on	tobacco	policy,	environmental,	and	
systems	changes	that	build	and	sustain	healthy	tribal	communities.	

Sincerely,		
Marilyn	Scott,	Chairwoman
American	Indian	Health	Commission

Words from an Elder

Before you decide to smoke that first cigarette or make a 
decision to never smoke another, look backwards, back to  
the time of our ancestors.There were no cigarettes then;  
if tobacco was used at all, it was used in ceremonies.  
Set your course by the traditions of our ancestors.

Our children and people deserve to live in a smoke free 
environment and live a healthy life. The advertisements  
about what cigarettes and second hand smoke do to people  
are not exaggerations . . . they can kill.

Every year the challenges to Tribes become greater. We need 
every tribal member to be healthy and strong. We must be the 
warriors of our tribal communities and prepare our children 
to be the warriors of the future. Looking back to our ancestors 
provides good guidance to make sure the future of our Tribal 
descendants is a healthy one.

In the end, it is your decision and it takes guts to make it.  
Be tough, don’t smoke; and if you do smoke, quit.  
Be a warrior.  

	Charlene	Nelson,	Chairwoman	
Shoalwater	Bay	Tribe

The	American	Indian	Health	Commission	for	Washington	State,	501(C)(3).	A	Tribally-driven	organization	
that	provides	a	forum	for	29	Federally-recognized	Tribes	and	two	Urban	Indian	Health	Programs	in	the	state	
to	collaboratively	identify,	prioritize,	voice,	and	act	on	health	issues	in	our	efforts	to	improve	health	of	Indian	
people	by	supporting	activities	that	prevent	and	reduce	adverse	health	conditions	and	health	disparities.

American Indian Health Commission for Washington State
Improving Indian Health through Tribal–State Collaboration
P.O.	Box	226,	Port	Angeles,	WA	98362
Phone:	360-775-5736	
Web:	www.aihc-wa.com



Commercial tobacco use harms the 
whole community
American Indians and Alaska Natives have one of the highest 
smoking rates of any group.	At	30	percent,	it	is	more	than	double	
the	rate	of	the	general	population.	We	also	have	much	higher	rates		
of	chronic	diseases,	such	as	heart	disease,	cancer,	diabetes,	and		
lung	disease.

These chronic diseases represent four of the five leading causes 
of death for American Indians and Alaska Natives. Commercial 
tobacco use either causes these diseases or creates severe 
complications for people with these diseases.

Washington	State	Healthy	Youth	Survey,	2010

Percent of 6th, 8th, 10th, and 12th Grade 
Students Who Smoke

12th Grade

10th Grade

8th Grade

6th Grade

20%

21%
13%

11%
6%

2%

2%

27%

American Indians 
and Alaska Natives
Statewide 

More than 10,000 American Indian and Alaska Native youths  
breathe secondhand smoke at least once a week.	Children	who	breathe	
tobacco	smoke	have	higher	rates	of	asthma	and	more	colds,	flu,	and	ear	
infections.	These	illnesses	can	cause	children	to	miss	school	and	impact		
their	academic	success.

The addiction takes hold in youth
•	 While	rates	are	declining,	3,600	American	Indian	and	Alaska		

Native	youths	still	smoke.
•	 Smokeless	tobacco	use	among	American	Indian	and	Alaska		

Native	youths	has	increased	significantly.	Nearly	1,800		
American	Indian	and	Alaska	Native	youths	currently	use		
smokeless	tobacco.

Moving forward and seeing results
We	are	already	seeing	changes	through	the	efforts	of	individuals,	families,	
communities,	and	tribes.	

•	 Smoking	rates	among	American	Indian	and	Alaska	Native	adults	
have	dropped	significantly	from	41	percent	in	2003	to	30	percent		
in	2010.

•	 Exposure	to	secondhand	smoke	has	declined	significantly.
•	 Nearly	700	fewer	American	Indian	and	Alaska	Native	youths	are	

using	tobacco	today.
But	the	data	show	that	it	is	easy	for	improvements	to	reverse.	We	need	to	
continue	pulling	together	in	this	journey	to	ensure	our	efforts	to	improve	
the	health	of	our	people	are	steady	and	unbroken.	

Actions that work
Creating healthier places to be together
90	percent	of	American	Indian	and	Alaska	Native	adults	do	not	allow	
smoking	within	their	home.

•	 Many	tribal	communities	are	making	community	spaces	smoke-free,	
such	as	docks,	ball	fields,	buildings,	and	vehicles.

•	 More	than	three	out	of	four	American	Indian	and	Alaska	Native	
adults	agree	that	smoking	should	be	banned	in	outdoor	places	where	
children	may	be	present.

Giving help to people who want it
Two-thirds	of	American	Indian	and	Alaska	Native	adult	smokers	say	they	
want	to	quit	now—about	17,000	adults	are	trying	to	quit.

•	 Many	tribal	communities	promote	the	Washington	State	Quitline	
and	other	support	to	help	with	quitting.

•	 Some	tribal	clinics	make	sure	patients	routinely	get	advice	and		
help	to	quit.

•	 Prioritizing	cessation	services	to	pregnant	women	can	improve	the	
health	of	mothers	and	babies.

Leading by example and changing what’s around us
95	percent	of	American	Indian	and	Alaska	Native	parents	said	they	had	
told	their	children	that	they	did	not	want	them	to	use	tobacco.

•	 Tribes	are	considering	or	conducting	compliance	checks	at	
reservation	stores	to	see	if	clerks	are	selling	tobacco	to	minors.

•	 As	a	result	of	youth	activism,	one	tribe	took	down	tobacco	and	
alcohol	ads	at	tribal	stores.
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Washington	State	Death	Certificate	System,	age-adjusted	rates	for	2007–2009	combined

Four Leading Causes 
of Tobacco-Related Death
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For many adults: illness and hospital costs
Each	year,	200	American	Indians	and	Alaska	Natives	in	Washington		
State	are	hospitalized	due	to	heart	disease,	stroke,	or	lung	disease.	These	
hospitalizations	cost	an	estimated	$2.7	million	per	year.	This	doesn’t		
include	the	cost	of	doctors,	medications,	or	rehabilitation.

Yet,	about	one	in	four	American	Indian	and	Alaska	Native	adults	who		
have	had	a	heart	attack	and	one	in	five	who	have	diabetes	–	still	smoke.

Lives lost too soon 
Preventing	disease	and	early	deaths	from	commercial	tobacco	is	a		
community	responsibility.	

•	 Nearly	40,000	American	Indian	and	Alaska	Native	adults	smoke	
cigarettes.	One	in	three	will	lose	their	lives	to	diseases	caused		
by	smoking.

•	 In	the	last	20-year	generation,	more	than	1,500	American	Indian		
and	Alaska	Native	people	in	Washington	died	because	of		
commercial	tobacco	use	or	exposure.	With	each	generation,		
that	is	26,000	years	of	life	lost	because	people	die	before		
their	time.

We must make changes that will keep our tribal communities  
healthy for generations to come.

Exposure starts early
In	Washington	State,	almost	400	American	Indian	and		
Alaska	Native	babies	are	born	each	year	to	women	who		
smoke.	Smoking	during	pregnancy	is	one	cause	of	low		
birth	weight.

Babies	exposed	to	secondhand	smoke	are	at	greater	risk		
for	Sudden	Infant	Death	Syndrome	(SIDS).	The rate 
of SIDS for American Indian and Alaska Native infants  
is three times higher than for other infants. 


