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LITTLE ROCK – State public health officials estimate that the number of adult smokers in Arkansas has decreased by 84,000 over the past six years.
According to a survey reported by the state Health Department 477,000 Arkansas adults now smoke. That is about 22.4 percent of our adult population. Six years ago the percentage of adults who smoked was 26.3 percent.

For years the percentage of adult smokers had remained steady, at around 25 percent or slightly higher. Public health officials attributed the decline in smoking since 2002 to anti-smoking programs, and to a ban on smoking in the workplace and in restaurants. They say that tobacco taxes cut down on smoking, especially by young people, because they make cigarettes more expensive. The state cigarette tax is now 59 cents a pack. In 2003 it was raised by 25 cents a pack.

The decline in smoking has been even more dramatic among teenagers. Seven years ago 34.7 percent of Arkansas high school students said they smoked, but now the number is 20.7 percent. That is close to the national average for teenagers.
Arkansas residents saved about $22 million in lower medical costs for smoking-related illnesses such as heart disease, stroke, emphysema, bronchitis and cancer. The Health Department, for example, studied hospital records and counted the number of patients 35 and older who had been discharged for heart disease. Since 2002 the ratio of discharges per 100,000 people has dropped from 1,350 to 1,300.
Discharges for strokes, for the same population, has gone down from 725 to 620 per 100,000 since 2002.
The public health improvements and reduction in smoking have occurred since Arkansas settled a lawsuit with major tobacco companies and dedicated a portion of the revenue to anti-smoking campaigns. All of the revenue is dedicated to some type of health care effort. The Health Department spends about $13 million a year from its share  of the settlement on anti-smoking campaigns.

Some health officials and legislators have suggested another increase in tobacco taxes to pay for a statewide trauma system. In the 2007 legislative session, the creation of a trauma system was unsuccessful because of a failure to agree on a funding source.

Higher Education Report
A task force on higher education released its recommendations to the General Assembly, asking for an additional $95 million in state funding to improve graduation and retention rates.

Arkansas is 50th in the percentage of adults with a college degree. Only 16 percent of Arkansas ninth graders will earn a college degree, the task force said.

The task force reports that the main reason students drop out of college is a lack of finances. Its report notes that over the past two decades, tuition costs have increased at a faster rate than inflation and faster than the increase in costs for prescription drugs and health insurance. College costs have risen much faster than family incomes.
Arkansas students will borrow about $500 million this year to pay for college or university tuition. That compares to their borrowing $150 million in 1999.

State aid accounts for 51 percent of the revenue of state colleges and universities. Tuition and fees account for 42 percent, and the rest comes from donations and other sources.
