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AIR QUALITY IN CHICAGO RESTAURANTS AND BARS PLACES  

WORKERS AND PATRONS AT RISK

Testing of the indoor air in Chicago restaurants and bars reveals particulate air pollution is 6 times greater in those establishments where smoking is allowed than in smoke-free bars and restaurants.  Researchers and volunteers attending the National Conference on Tobacco or Health in Chicago visited 37 bars and restaurants over a two-day period using portable air monitoring devices.  Volunteers used a device to measure fine particles in the air, which can have serious health consequences.  The study was coordinated by Mark Travers, research associate at Roswell Park Cancer Institute in Buffalo, New York.  


The findings were consistent with other studies from around the country, including Boston, Washington, D.C. and Philadelphia.   The most recent analysis compared bars and restaurants in Bloomington, Ind. to those in Indianapolis.   Bloomington enacted an ordinance prohibiting smoking in bars and restaurants in January 2005.  Indianapolis has been considering passing a similar law.   
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“This information only validates what we know about the health risks of secondhand smoke.  No amount of ventilation can protect anyone from then risks associated with exposure to secondhand smoke,” says Janet Williams, Illinois Coalition Against Tobacco.  “We are particularly concerned about the health of workers who endanger their health everyday for a paycheck.”

 Public health advocates including the Americans Lung Association, American Heart Association, American Cancer Society, Illinois Academy of Family Physicians and community organizations have been working together to educate the public, workers, elected officials and businesses about the health risks associated with secondhand smoke and the need to enact more protective laws.  Currently Illinois law prohibits all but 20 municipalities from passing laws prohibiting smoking in public places and workplaces including restaurants and bars.   Last month, Highland Park, one of the exempted communities, strengthened its ordinance.  Chicago is the largest metropolitan city to still allow smoking in designated areas.  

“Secondhand smoke is a serious health threat to everyone, but especially to people with existing heart and lung conditions, and older adults and children,” says Susan Buchanan, MD, University of Illinois-Chicago College of Medicine- Dept of Occupational Health and a family physician. “What we all must understand is that there is no ‘safe’ or acceptable level of secondhand smoke.  Chicago’s current clean indoor air ordinance does little to protect anyone, but especially harms the wait staff and bartenders who breathe dangerous levels every shift they work.”

Volunteers received instructions on how to monitor the air quality and record space measurements, number of smokers and other observations.  The establishments were 
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located in the Chicago loop and surrounding neighborhoods.  Venues included stand alone bars, bars with extensive food menus, smoke-free restaurants and those with smoking and nonsmoking sections.  The sites represented Chicago dining and hospitality options including casual and fine dining, and late night venues frequented by tourists and Chicago area residents.

“These results show that Chicago’s existing smoking restrictions don’t work in eliminating exposure to the toxic chemicals in secondhand smoke,” says Mark Travers, research association, Roswell Park Cancer Institute in Buffalo, New York.   “Comprehensive regulations like those in Boston, New York City and San Francisco are the only proven policy for eliminating secondhand smoke exposure.”

“Nonsmoking workers in a smoky work environment have a 16-19 percent increased risk of developing lung cancer, and higher rates of coronary deaths,” says Dr. Buchanan.  “Chicago lawmakers need to take these facts seriously.”

“The body of evidence about the public health risks of secondhand smoke exposure is mounting. Now local scientific data from right here in Chicago are available to show that comprehensive smoke-free policies are needed to protect Chicago employees.”
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