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ensure dignity and in-
dependence for Alaska’s
seniors and to assist them,
through programs and
services funded by the
Commission, to lead
useful and meaningful
lives.
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Is Your Future Going Up in Smoke?
Smoking is the number one preventable cause of death in Alaska. Most tobacco prevention
efforts focus on discouraging people to start smoking. Because virtually no one starts smoking
after age 20, antismoking campaigns focus almost exclusively on young people. However, a
significant portion of America’s smokers are seniors, who started in the 1930s to 1970s. This age
group had the highest smoking rate of any U.S. generation. In the mid-1960s, 54% of adult
American men smoked. Another 21% were former smokers. Over 34% of adult American women
smoked, and another 8% were former smokers. These high smoking rates are causing today’s
high number of smoking-related deaths.

All the major causes of death associated with aging are linked to smoking or environmental
tobacco smoke (ETS)—cancer, heart disease, and stroke. Each of these diseases generally
results in months and years of disabling pain and suffering. Recent research indicates that smoking
use is related to a number of other health problems and diseases that are common to aging,
including hearing loss, dementia and Alzheimer’s Disease (see related article on page 3 of this
issue for details).

Dr. David M. Burns of the School of Medicine at the University of California, San Diego says
smoking takes a higher toll on the elderly, causing cumulative damage that increases the risk of
death and of smoking-related disease. Dr. Burns calls smoking a disease contracted in
adolescence that causes death and disability predominantly at older ages. His research suggests
that the health of elderly smokers who quit will bounce back, but not as well or as quickly as
younger smokers who quit. The risk of lung cancer or heart disease declines in those who quit
smoking after age 60, but that risk declines at a slower rate than for younger smokers.

In this issue of Alaskan Seniors: Living Longer, Growing Stronger, we’ll outline health risks
associated with smoking, and offer information on how Alaskans who do smoke can quit.
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According to the Alaska Tobacco Control Alliance, about 500 Alaskans die every year from smoking-related illnesses.
The following information, some of which was prepared by The Center for Social Gerontology in Ann Arbor, Michigan,
outlines the serious threat smoking poses to our health as we age:

• Of over 416,000 smoking-related deaths annually in the U.S., over 94% are persons aged 50 and over. Over 70% are
persons aged 65 and over.

• One in three smokers die prematurely in the U.S., shortening their average life expectancy by 12 to 15 years. In
Alaska, smokers lose an estimated 17.2 from normal life expectancy. Even at the most conservative estimate, this means
that one in three smokers eliminate their retirement years.

• About 13% of Americans aged 65 and over are smokers. 15.7% of Alaskans aged 65 and over smoke.

• Among racial and ethnic groups, smoking is highest among American Indians and Alaskan Natives (34.1 percent).
Smoking rates among American Indians and Alaska Natives are highest in Alaska (45.1 percent).

• Alaska’s lung cancer death rate is 36.9%. The overall United States rate is 37%.

• Of cases of oral and throat cancer in the U.S., 95% occur in persons aged 40 and over; the average age at diagnosis is
60 years. Smoking, particularly when combined with heavy alcohol consumption, is the primary risk factor for
approximately 75% of oral cancers in the U.S.

• Smoking is the number one cause of fires that kill seniors.

SMOKE STATS

In a recent survey, more than 80% of Alaskans who smoke said they want to quit. Research has shown that stopping
smoking results in improved health at any age, including 65 and over. Some health benefits are almost immediate, and the
longer people refrain from smoking, the more their health improves.

So how does one quit smoking? Those who choose to do so are faced with a dizzying array of methods, from common
sense to comical. As with most health issues, the first, best step is to talk to your doctor.

The member agencies of the Alaska Tobacco Control Alliance distribute a free smoking cessation kit: It All Starts With
You: A Trailguide to Being Smokefree. This kit, funded by State of Alaska tobacco settlement dollars, includes a list of
agencies and organizations offering smoking cessation programs throughout Alaska, from churches and other community
service organizations to professional therapists. The free kit can be ordered on the American Lung Association of Alaska
Web site (www.aklung.org). The site also provides updates to the provider list. You may call for a free packet
at 1-800-LUNGUSA,or 276-LUNG in Anchorage.

Other useful sites:

Alaska Tobacco Control Alliance (ATCA): www.chems.alaska.gov/tpc_atca.htm

The American Lung Association: www.lungusa.org

National Center for Tobacco-Free Older Persons: www.tcsg.org/tobacco.htm

Smoking Cessation Resources in Alaska
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Studies Link Smoking to More Health Problems

Doctors have known for a long time that smoking leads to America’s most common killers: cancer, heart disease, and
stroke. They also warn us that it causes a variety of other illnesses, and complicates others, like diabetes. New
studies indicate unexpected links between smoking and other health problems many of us experience as we age,
including hearing loss, mental decline, rheumatoid arthritis, and even Alzheimer’s Disease.

Hearing Loss Linked to Smoking
A study published in the June 3, 1998 Journal of the American Medical Association indicates that cigarette
smokers are almost twice as likely to have hearing loss as nonsmokers. Specifically, smoking appears to affect one’s
ability to detect high-frequency sound. Researchers aren’t sure just how smoking affects hearing. Some think it may
have a direct toxic effect, or it may cause damage by reducing blood flow to the body’s hearing mechanism. Hearing
loss has also been noticed among those who live with a smoker, including young children.

Smoking and Alzheimer’s Linked
Another study from 1998 claims smokers are more than twice as likely as non-smokers to develop Alzheimer’s
disease and related disorders. Researchers tend to believe that genetic predisposition is the key to the onset of
Alzheimer’s, but new research finds that smoking is also a risk factor.

The study, conducted by a number of universities in Holland, tested nearly 7,000 people aged 55 and over. Results
showed smoking was a strong risk factor for both men and women. One doctor warned that smokers are risking the
very thing that makes them human: the ability to think.

The study linking Smoking and Alzheimer’s was published in the international medical journal, The Lancet.

Heavy Smoking Tied to Rheumatoid Arthritis
The Annals of Rheumatic Disease recently published a study that indicates heavy smoking is strongly associated
with the development of rheumatoid arthritis, even among smokers who do not have a family history of the disease.
The study indicated that most rheumatoid arthritis suffers who did not have a family history of the condition were
heavy smokers.

Smoking May Hasten Mental Decline
Smoking after age 65 may hasten mental decline, according to a study of over 9,200 subjects.

The study linked the mental decline of older smokers with “silent strokes,” very small strokes that go unnoticed by
their victims. Smoking is already a known risk factor for stroke, which is a loss of blood flow that damages the brain.

The research found that older smokers had a significantly greater decline in short-term memory, time and place
orientation, attention and calculation than older non-smokers.

The research was conducted at Erasmus University Medical School in Rotterdam, Netherlands  and presented in
1998 at the American Academy of Neurology annual meeting.

These recent studies indicate that the full impact of smoking on our health and the health of those around us is not yet
fully known. Quiting smoking is no guarantee of avoiding any of these health problems, of course, but quitting may
improve your chances of not developing these problems as you age.
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You can read Alaskan Seniors: Living Longer, Growing Stronger on line at www.AlaskaAging.org. To receive
email notification when a new issue is on line, contact:
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Mark Zeiger, Editor 907-465-4638  or email: Mark_Zeiger@admin.state.ak.us

Readers:  We Need Your Input on Newsletter Readability!
Alaskan Seniors: Living Longer, Growing Stronger is a tool for senior advocacy. As such, it’s important that it is
accessible to its reading audience. The Alaska Commission on Aging has asked staff to take steps to increase
accessibility of our printed information. A simple but effective way to do this is to enlarge print size and use a font
that’s easier to read.

As an example this sentence is a “14-point” size print.

This sentence is 14-point size print, and the font is Helvetica, a more block-style
lettering.

Enlarging the type of this newsletter would certainly make it easier to read. The trade-off, of course, will be less
information per issue. Enlarging the type and changing the font could cut content in half.

Larger type is probably not an issue for those who read the newsletter on line at the ACoA Web site, as computer
screens can be adjusted to the viewer’s comfort level. For those who receive the printed newsletter, the type you’re
reading now may not be adequate. If so, we’d like to hear from you.

Please send your comments using one of the following methods:

Write to Mark Zeiger, Publications Specialist II, Alaska Commission on Aging, P.O. Box 110209, Juneau, AK
99811 or email Mark_Zeiger@admin.state.ak.us. You can also email by going online to the ACoA Web page
(www.AlaskaAging.org) and clicking on the phrase “ACoA Webmaster” at the bottom of the page.

We will allow a month or two for comment, then act based on reader response.

Community Meetings Follow Rebroadcast of Death and Dying Series

ALASKA ONE Public Television for Alaska is rebroadcasting Bill Moyer’s series, On Our Own Terms: Death and
Dying in America this month. In conjunction, the communities of Juneau and Fairbanks are holding public meetings to
further discussions on end of life issues that began when the series first aired in September 2000.

In Juneau, “Let’s Keep Talking: A Juneau Conversation” will be held Sunday, August 26 from 1:30 – 4:00 PM at the
KTOO Conference Center, 360 Egan Drive. The session will begin by viewing the final program of the death and dying
series, followed by Unexpected Gifts—Hospice, a Community Journey. After a break for refreshments, participants will
discuss concerns and issues related to death and dying in Juneau. For more information on the Juneau program, call Lani
Leary at 907-790-2570 or 790-2580.

In Fairbanks, the final episode of the Moyers series can be viewed starting at 1:30 PM, Sunday, August 26 in the McGowan
Room at Fairbanks Memorial Hospital, 1650 Cowles Street. A discussion will be held at 4:00 PM, sponsored by the End
of Life Community Task Force. Sandwiches will be served. For more information on the Fairbanks program, call Rich
Noeldner at 907-458-5409.


