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Moving towards tobacco-free
Skagit Valley College proposes policy to snuff out campus tobacco use
By ERINN UNGER
Staff Writer

MOUNT VERNON — Lighters flared on a gusty, damp day as smokers huddled under one of the few designated
smoking gazebos on Skagit Valley College’s main campus.
Smokers increasingly have had a tough time trying to light up between classes as they’ve been pushed into just a
few areas on campus. And in the future, smokers may be pushed to another spot — their own vehicles — thanks to
a proposed tobaccofree campus policy that the college’s Safety Committee could vote on at a meeting March 2.
If the Safety Committee recommends the policy, incoming college President Thomas Keegan would have to
approve it.
The policy was proposed in April last year and aims to make both the college’s Mount Vernon and Whidbey Island
campuses tobacco-free, as well as the college’s vehicles and its learning centers in Friday Harbor and Clinton. Users
would still be able to smoke or chew tobacco in their cars.
The proposed policy would go beyond Washington state’s law on smoking in public places, which does not allow
smoking — lit cigarettes or other “lighted smoking equipment” — in public places and workplaces. It also prohibits
smoking within 25 feet from windows, ventilation, entrances and other possible passageways which would allow
smoke into a building. Skagit Valley College’s outgoing President Gary Tollefson said the school gradually and
purposefully has been moving toward a tobacco-free campus.
An increasing number of colleges across the state, including South Puget Sound Community College, Lower
Columbia College, Clark College, Seattle Pacific University, Walla Walla University and Northwest University, have
adopted tobacco bans on their campuses, according to the American Smokers’ Rights Foundation.
Skagit Valley College’s current policy designates two areas on the outskirts of campus for smokers.
“I do not want to drive people away from a college which can be, in so many ways, such a positive force for so
many people,” Tollefson said. While the college cannot restrict people’s right to use tobacco in their own vehicles, it
has an obligation to protect others from secondhand smoke, he said.
Then there’s the cost of litter, fire hazards and absenteeism related to health problems from tobacco use that have
prompted the college to consider going tobacco-free.
As a former smoker, Tollefson said he understands “the powerful addiction” of tobacco.
“I struggled with it,” he said.
The hearing process for the proposed policy ended in early February at a Safety Committee meeting, where
among other items, members considered a report from South Puget Sound Community College, which went
tobacco-free in 2011.
Reaction to the proposal has been mixed, said Delaney Murphy, student reporter for the college newspaper, The
Cardinal. There are those in favor, and those who don’t care either way, she said.
Others think it’s unnecessary because the smoking gazebos are already so far away from anyone who might be
affected.
“It’s just going to frustrate students,” she said.
As a smoker, Murphy said there’s not enough time to go to her car in the parking lot and smoke during her
10-minute break between classes. The gazebos are more convenient.
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“It’s not a healthy choice,” she said. “But it’s a personal choice.”
Some smokers say they would welcome the ban.
“I hope they do, so I can quit,” said Kelli Washington, who is working toward becoming a medical assistant, as she
smoked in the gazebo on the north end of campus.
She has been a smoker for 20 years and used to go through 10 cigarettes a day. Now she’s down to two.
“School is helping me quit even more, because it keeps me busy,” she said.
If the proposed policy is adopted, it would be up to the campus community to enforce, Tollefson said.
“Self-monitoring is the very best way, with the gentle and kindly delivered reminders of others in the community,”
he said, adding, “We’re not anxious to be having one more thing to police.”
Read more here: www.theolympian.com/2011/09/01/1781285/ olympia-spscc-to-be-smoke-free.
html#storylink=cpy

Frank Varga / Skagit Valley Herald
Kate Hari, of Mount Vernon and a student at Skagit Valley College, enjoys a cigarette Thursday in one of the
smoking gazebos on the Mount Vernon college campus. Hari won’t be allowed to light up on campus for much
longer if a proposal to create a tobaccofree campus passes.
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