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Cessation results are encouraging for Fall River Smokers












A week ago, the Massachusetts Department of Public Health (DPH) released a report that was full of good news for smokers in Fall River. The study issued by the DPH found that support for MassHealth patients enrolled in the state's medical insurance plan for the poor who want to quit is having immediate results. An astounding 26% of MassHealth patients were able to quit when patients began receiving counseling and medications to help them quit smoking. They also made fewer trips to emergency rooms because of asthma, and there was a trend toward fewer life-threatening heart attacks.

The Commonwealth's stop-smoking initiative, which covers virtually all the costs of cessation counseling and drugs, was ordered by the Legislature as part of a landmark health care overhaul in 2006 with the dual purpose of saving both lives and money. The study that was released last week looked at the results of making support for quitting available. Massachusetts is the only state to have provided such coverage.
These findings are promising for smokers in Fall River, which has some of the highest rates of smoking in the state. While overall rates are at 16% in Massachusetts, which ranks as the 6th lowest rate in the country, a March 2009 article in the American Journal of Public Health reported that people living in some parts of Fall River (02721, 02723 and 02724 zip codes) have rates above 34%. Only parts of New Bedford (02744 and 02746 zip codes) have higher rates (34 and 36%) in the state. These rates significantly exceed the smoking rate of West Virginia, the state with the highest rate of smoking in the country at 26.5%.
With a significant percentage of Fall River residents now covered directly by MassHealth, the availability of assistance with quitting is now widely available. "What needs to happen is to increase awareness of these resources," noted Judith Coykendall of Partners for Clean Air and Seven Hills Behavioral Health, a provider of smoking cessation resources in Fall River and New Bedford. "Too many smokers covered by MassHealth are unaware of the benefits that are available to them to help them quit," she added.
The Commonwealth has funded some promotion campaigns to alert smokers to the availability of cessation resources, including a major campaign in Fall River that ran in March of this year touting the availability of free patches to all smokers, regardless of income or insurance coverage. Since coverage of the tobacco cessation began in July 2006, a total of 3,171 smokers from Fall River have used the benefit, an estimated 44.6% of MassHealth smokers living in the City, which were coupled with a requirement that smokers also connect with the state's free telephone counseling services (1-800-TRY-TO-QUIT).
Southcoast Hospitals has also been a key player in persuading smokers to quit. The Department of Public Health praised the Hospital's rehabilitation, nursing, respiratory and the Southcoast Health Van staff for achieving the highest rate of referrals to the state's cessation quit-line. The Massachusetts Tobacco Cessation and Prevention Program (MTCP) is honoring Southcoast Health System with the 2009 Make Smoking History Award. The health system will receive its award for its efforts to help patients quit smoking through its implementation of the QuitWorks patient referral program.  “Southcoast Health System made a considerable difference in smoking prevalence rates in the area, which are among the highest in the state,” says Commissioner Auerbach. “Their efforts have had a positive impact on the public health of our residents.”
Comprised of St. Luke’s, Tobey, and Charlton Memorial Hospitals, Southcoast Health System was an early adapter of the QuitWorks program, which was created by the DPH for use by health organizations across the state. QuitWorks provides free, confidential information and tobacco treatment counseling by telephone for any Massachusetts resident, regardless of health insurance coverage. As one of the highest QuitWorks users of among more than 30 healthcare organizations across the state, Southcoast Health System found on follow-up calls that nearly three-quarters of the participants had made a quit attempt and more than one-fifth were able to quit for at least 30 days.  

Southcoast Hospitals have also been engaged in an aggressive campaign to eliminate smoking from their campuses which will go 100 percent smoke free in October 2010. "We expect to have completely smoke-free campuses within the next year," reported Vice-president of Marketing and Public affairs Jim Rattray. “We continue to work closely with our employees and community members to achieve this goal in a supportive and successful manner.” 

Saint Anne's Hospital also restricts smoking to designated areas on its campus, according to chief of security Sheila Wallace and cardiac rehabilitation nurse Dixie Tavares, R.N. who facilitates a smoking cessation program for the public three times a year based on a curriculum developed by the American Lung Association.
What all of this means is that the smoking rate in Fall River can come down when people take advantage of these resources. Thirty-year smoker Charles Denmead, a supervisor for the department of public works in Fall River, recently quit following a heart attack. "The Saint Anne's program was a life-saver-literally," commented Denmead who credited support that he got from the program for helping him stop smoking. Counseling is also available through the Family Health Care Center at Stanley Street Treatment and Resources and to patients of the HealthFirst Family Care Center on County Street.
Smokers in Fall River can access a full list of smoking cessation resources available to Fall River residents on the Healthy City website at www.gfrpartners.com/stompout.
