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Restaurant air is far cleaner since Kansas imposed smoking ban, study says
By ALAN BAVLEY
The Kansas City Star 
The air in Kansas bars and restaurants is now as fresh — well, as clean — as all outdoors, thanks to the state’s six-month-old indoor smoking ban.
And despite complaints from some bar owners, Kansas City’s indoor smoking ban, in effect since June 2008, has had little, if any, impact on the amount of business done by the city’s eating and drinking establishments.
These are the findings of two sets of studies released Friday by the Health Care Foundation of Greater Kansas City on how smoking laws are affecting health and the economy.
Kansas is among 28 states that ban indoor smoking at restaurants, bars and other businesses. Missouri doesn’t have a statewide ban, although some locales, such as Kansas City, have their own laws.
“This is a public health policy that works. It cleans up the air,” said Mark Travers, a research scientist at the Roswell Park Cancer Institute in Buffalo, N.Y. 
Travers was hired by the health care foundation to send undercover data collectors into three dozen bars and restaurants throughout Kansas both before and after the state smoking ban took effect July 1. Two dozen of the Kansas venues had allowed smoking.
The collectors stayed for a drink or a meal, usually on a Friday or Saturday evening, and measured pollution levels with a miniaturized device hidden in a handbag or backpack.
In the locations that allowed smoking before the ban, the collectors found air levels of fine particles — particles so small they can infiltrate the lungs — that average 25 times higher than what was found outdoors. The data collectors also visited establishments in Raytown and Blue Springs, where indoor smoking is still permitted, and found similar levels.
Such levels were so high they are considered hazardous by the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency.
“You will virtually never see it that high outdoors in the U.S., unless you’re very close to a forest fire,” Travers said.
This second-hand smoke has been linked to heart attacks, cancer, asthma and premature births, he said.
“It’s certainly harmful to patrons, even with short-term exposure,” Travers said. “But the real focus ought to be on the employees. They shouldn’t be subjected to a health hazard just to keep a job.”
When the data collectors returned to the newly smoke-free bars and restaurants in Kansas, the smoke had cleared; particle levels had dropped overall by 94 percent and were similar to what was found outdoors. 
“What we found in Kansas is very typical of what we find around the United States when there are smoking bans,” said Travers, who has done similar studies in more than 50 countries.
Restaurant and bar owners in Kansas City and elsewhere have long argued that indoor smoking bans hurt business, but most studies in other cities and states have failed to find that connection.
Until now, though, there has been no clear-cut evidence of the ban’s local impact.
In a study funded by the health care foundation, an economist at the University of Illinois at Chicago campus looked at a decade of tax revenues from bars and restaurants in Kansas and Missouri to find trends before and after Kansas City’s ordinance took effect. 
“There are no negative (economic) consequences on taxable sales in restaurants and bars in Kansas City, or in Kansas or Missouri,” economist John Tauras said. “I’m sure some establishments didn’t fare as well as others, but some did very well.”
Any declines in revenue would be hard to attribute to the smoking ban because it took effect as the general economy was plummeting into recession, Tauras said. 
Louie Riederer, owner of the local Johnny’s Tavern chain, said he used to oppose smoking bans. But after he opened a tavern in Olathe just after that city’s ban took effect in 2006, he changed his mind.
“We were just unbelievably successful there. Even smokers said they enjoyed the smoke-free atmosphere,” Riederer said. “I think you need to change with the times, change with what is going on.”
But Bill Nigro, a Westport entrepreneur with a long history in the bar and restaurant business, said some bars are being hurt by the smoking bans.
“I hate smoking; smoking killed my father,” Nigro said. “But do we have to take people’s jobs away?”
Smoking bans force bar patrons to “go out in zero degrees and smoke like animals,” Nigro said. “Now we have all these drunk people outside unattended.”
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