End Of 'Chew' Sponsors Won't Hurt Wyo Rodeos 
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The end of a smokeless tobacco company's sponsorship of Cheyenne Frontier Days is being billed as an amicable split by rodeo officials and the business. But it seemed almost an unthinkable proposal only two years ago, when Wyoming public health officials encouraged the move in a letter to those in charge of the world's largest outdoor rodeo.

After all, U.S. Smokeless Tobacco -- maker of Copenhagen, Skoal and other brands of "chew" -- sponsored Frontier Days and other rodeos for decades, and was an official partner of the Professional Rodeo Cowboys Association for nearly a quarter of a century. Smokeless tobacco and rodeo once seemed forever linked.

But nothing is forever, and the anti-tobacco movement has gained considerable ground. National campaigns like "Buck Tobacco Sponsorship" stepped up their efforts. In Wyoming, the state's Department of Health joined with seven health-related organizations to lobby Frontier Days to drop smokeless tobacco as a sponsor.

While that effort initially drew a polite but firm "no," the anti-chew forces had better luck in Greeley, Colo. In December 2008, city officials banned the distribution of tobacco samples. U.S. Smokeless Tobacco Co. responded by withdrawing its $200,000 sponsorship of the Greeley Stampede rodeo.

Last year, the company -- the biggest corporate sponsor of the College National Finals Rodeo in Casper -- announced it would stop its advertising campaign at the event. The CNFR was forced to find other sponsors, which it did successfully.

U.S. Smokeless Tobacco, which merged with the Altria Group early last year, then announced it would not be renewing its agreement with the PRCA in 2010.

That decision wouldn't have kept the corporation from continuing to sponsor Frontier Days. But last week, CFD officials announced they were pulling the plug on smokeless tobacco and joining forces with the Wyoming Department of Health to promote the state's "Quit Tobacco Program."

The state agreed to spend $45,000 to sponsor Frontier Days, which will buy it an anti-tobacco banner on a bucking chute and other exposure at the annual event, which drew a total of 192,000 people last year.

Health Department Director Dr. Brent Sherard said he thinks the rodeo is the right venue "to get the message out about the harmful effects of smokeless tobacco." And indeed there are many: The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention said smokeless tobacco has been found to contain 28 cancer-causing agents. Other health risks include tooth decay, gum disease and heart problems.

Frontier Days General Chairman Rod Hottle said, "It was purely on our part a business decision to seek other sponsorship." Meanwhile, U.S. Smokeless tried to put its best spin on the move, releasing a statement that said it's appropriate for Wyoming to try to reduce the level of tobacco use among kids.

No matter whose idea it was, the fact remains that it was the right decision and one that should promote better health, especially among youth. Smokeless tobacco is very addictive. Studies show that one pinch of it delivers the same amount of nicotine as three or four cigarettes.

Nationally, an estimated 3 percent of adults use smokeless tobacco. But use among youth is far greater -- the CDC said nearly 14 percent of high school boys use chew.

We're glad to see that both the CNFR and Frontier Days no longer have their long-standing ties to smokeless tobacco, and that the state of Wyoming is actively engaged in the campaign to persuade youth not to pick up the habit. It won't hurt either rodeo, but it has the potential to help a lot of people.
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