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I. Background  
 

This project, a case study of the Tobacco-Free Coalition of Weld County, first became an idea 

when we had so many people from outside of our coalition asking, ñHow do you have such a 

dedicated and long-lasting tobacco coalition?ò We decided to put together this document in order 

to answer that question, but to also serve as a roadmap or guide for other communities who are 

wishing to do the same. Additionally, it will serve as a historical reminder of the successes and 

challenges that occur in tobacco control at primarily the local level.   

 

It is the intention of this document to be a tool for continued positive change in the tobacco 

control movement not only in Weld County, but to be as far reaching as possible with health 

educators, community activists, decision-makers and others utilizing the insights found herein. 

 

This case-study was created through a variety of sources including in-person interviews with 

coalition members, historical documents, technical assistance resources, local, state and national 

data, and recommendations and priorities from the state and Centers for Disease Control and 

Prevention (CDC) on effective tobacco control. 

 

A special thanks goes out to Marjorie Hanson for the graphic art designs including those in the 

timeline and to all the current and former coalition members who gave their time to the coalition. 

Also thank you to the group of coalition members who were willing to be interviewed about their 

experiences. Throughout this document you will see some of these members highlighted to 

demonstrate the diversity of the coalition.  

 

Background on Tobacco and the Community 

 

The Tobacco-Free Coalition of Weld County operates principally out of Greeley, Colorado, the 

county seat of Weld County. Weld County is a large semi-rural area with nearly 4000 square 

miles and currently approximately 230,000 people. 

Greeley is the county seat and the largest city. The 

Greeley area (which also consists of Evans and 

Garden City) has a population of over 100,000 

people. Agriculture is one of the largest industries 

of the area.  

 

The community demographics consist of 

approximately an 80% white population, 27% 

Hispanic/Latino (of all races including white) and 

less than 1% of each of the other racial 

backgrounds. Weld County has a slightly higher 

number of people living in poverty than in the rest 

of the state. In Greeley 21.7% of the population below the poverty line (Census 2008).  The 

number is even higher for those under 18 (26.9%) and the Latino population (32.1%). 



 

In regards to tobacco use, the county has a lower rate of cigarette smoking compared to the state, 

but possibly a higher rate of chewing tobacco use (among principally men). As seen elsewhere in 

the state and nation, those with low socio-economic status (SES) are found to be at a much 

higher risk for tobacco use (a healthy disparity) than those with higher SES status. For instance, 

as noted in the following chart, for those at median income or above in Colorado, 16.7% smoked, 

those below the median 27.1% smoked and those at poverty level, 35.7% smoked (Unequal 

Tobacco Burdens).  

 

Along these same lines, having health insurance is a major factor in socio-economic status and 

smoking prevalence. Of those who have health insurance, only 16.2% smoke compared with 

41.2% who do not have health insurance and who smoke (Unequal Tobacco Burdens). In Weld 

County 18.9% are not insured compared with the state average of about 15.9% (Weld County 

Communities at a Crossroads).  

 

The Cigarette Burden in Colorado 
How Many are Smoking 

Taken from Unequal Tobacco Burdens by Arnold H. Levinson, 2002 
Group Number that smoke Percent of group that smokes 

All adults 627,747 19.6% 

SEX 

Male 323,993 20.3%* 

Female 303,754 19.0% 

AGE GROUP 

18-24 129,734 30.2% 

25-64 460,754 19.6% 

65+ 37,259 9% 

ETHNICITY  

White (non-Hispanic) 470,465 19% 

Hispanic/Latino (all) 102,114 21.5%* 

Black or African American 19,713 17.8% 

American Indian 15,444 35.7% 

Asian American 9,731 16.3% 

All other 10,279 29.0% 

INCOME+  

Median or above 339,559 16.7% 

Below Median 155,076 27.1% 

Poverty 58,849 35.7% 

COMPLETED HIGH SCHOOL+  

Yes 553,523 18.4% 

No 70,252 42.8% 

HAS HEALTH INSURANCE+  

Yes 407,335 16.2% 

No 134,256 41.2% 

DISABLED/UNABLE TO WORK  

No 597,249 19.2% 

Yes 29,008 43.7% 

REGION+ 

Urban or suburban 483,630 19.3% 

Rural 144,177 21.0%* 

*somewhat higher or much higher than average 

+ People with unknown status are not shown 

 

 

 



Also, completion of high school and higher education level has an inverse relation with smoking. 

In Colorado, for those who have completed high school, 18.4% smoked while of those who have 

not, 42.8% smoked (Unequal Tobacco Burdens). Even more impressive is that in those with a 

graduate degree or higher, only 7.2% smoke (CDC reports). Weld County has a relatively high 

drop-out rate, especially in 

populations that are at increased 

risk. For instance, and nine out 

of 12 school districts in Weld 

County report a higher 

graduation rate for white 

students compared to Hispanic 

students.  Additionally, people 

with substance abuse or mental 

health issues including 

alcoholism and depression are substantially more likely to use tobacco than those without these 

burdens. According to a recent Weld County assessment, 21.3% of residents thought they needed 

help for emotional or mental health problems.  

 

The overall tobacco rate in Weld County is approximately 17%. Many of the decreases we have 

seen come from policy successes that the Tobacco-Free Coalition of Weld County achieved that 

will be discussed in further detail.  

 

Why Tobacco is a Problem  

 

It is important to point out the number of people who use tobacco and the demographics 

associated with tobacco usage, but it is also vital to remember why we care. Tobacco use across 

the country and world continues to be the number one leading cause of preventable death, 

disease and disability. It kills more people than car accidents, suicide, homicide, AIDS, fires, 

alcohol, and other drugs combined. It is essential to also remember that exposure to secondhand 

smoke also contributes to a large number deaths, disease and disability above and beyond the 

individual users.   

 

The effects from tobacco include stroke, hypertension (high blood pressure), heart disease 

including heart attacks, asthma, chronic bronchitis and emphysema, cancers of many parts of the 



body including but not limited to the lungs, throat, bladder, esophagus and mouth. It also 

worsens or complicates other illnesses such as pneumonia, diabetes and asthma.  

 

For every pack of cigarettes or every tin of tobacco that is bought, the equivalent cost to society 

in terms of health care is approximately double. Those who are in the most need ïand who could 

afford to use tobacco the least both figuratively and literally - are often also the most likely to use 

it.  

 

The Tobacco-Free Coalition of Weld County is truly working to help the lives of those who are 

the most vulnerable in our community.  

 

 

II.  Implementation Efforts: History and Achievement 
 

The Tobacco-Free Coalition of Weld County has been in existence for over 20 years under a 

variety of names and with varying levels of 

involvement and interest from the 

community. In 1984 a few community 

members including Bob Guthmann joined 

Leslie Bangert at the health department 

when it was located near the Greeley 

hospital to discuss the best ways to make 

an impact on tobacco. Then in 1989, the 

Weld County Department of Public Health 

and Environment received a small pilot 

grant that would later become ASSIST ï 

the American Stop Smoking Intervention 

Study- in 1991.  

 

Some of the conclusions of the ASSIST projects we still utilize today. Firstly, it emphasized 

having a local community coalition of interested partners. This was considered key in doing this 

work. Secondly, it strongly promoted appropriate funding of tobacco programs in local health 

agencies. Results from their evaluation showed those states with the best results also had strong 

coalitions and adequate funding. Marian Ruge helped to run this first ñofficialò tobacco coalition 



and called it Colorado Action for Health People. One project they worked on at this time was to 

encourage the local hospital to go smokefree indoors. It finally did institute indoor smoking 

regulations in 1991 after a lot of work, but the final straw was when a patient in the hospital was 

smoking and caught his bed on fire.  

 

A few members of the coalition have also been involved in civil service as elected officials. 

Carole Anderson first joined the coalition as a smoker herself interested in helping others never 

start and to protect non-smokers from the harms of secondhand smoke. Later, during her tenure 

on the Greeley City Council, she helped to pass the product placement ordinance that effectively 

prohibited tobacco vending machines as well as require all tobacco products to be placed behind 

the counter. She also helped 

promote Smokefree Greeley and 

later advocated for its passage. 

With the help of another key 

coalition member, Joe Sellers, she 

was able to quit tobacco, but still 

suffers from many of its ill health 

effects. Joe Sellers also helped to 

write a similar policy in Ault, 

Colorado while he was on the town 

board there.  

 

After conducting compliance checks to see if retailers would easily sell to minors themselves, the 

coalition in 1998 was happy to see the Colorado Department of Revenue take on the role of 

tobacco investigations. While study after study shows that ongoing compliance checks are 

crucial to decreasing the number of young people who have access to this deadly product, the 

DOR program is sorely underfunded and there are few if any local enforcement activities unlike 

liquor enforcement.  

 

1998 was a key year for the coalition in other ways as well. One major national development was 

the Master Settlement Agreement (MSA). In the MSA, 46 states including Colorado settled their 

Medicaid lawsuits against the tobacco industry for recovery of their tobacco-related health care 

costs. The MSA also exempted the companies from private tort liability for the harms caused 

from tobacco use. In exchange, the companies agreed to curtail or cease certain tobacco 



marketing practices as well as to pay annual payments to the states. This initially brings in 

funding for more tobacco programming to the Weld County Department of Public Health and 

Environment and its support for the local coalition.  

 

The coalition, which in these years was called the Lasso Tobacco Coalition and then Tobacco 

Free Weld County Coalition, was busy working on another policy project. This policy was to get 

the seating area of Island Grove Arena to go smokefree. This was one of the first fairly 

controversial policies that the coalition worked on. Working with the Island Grove committee, 

many people gave impassioned speeches on both sides of the issue. Coalition members such as 

Dr. Brian Cooke, Kathy Zavela, Carole Anderson, Bob Guthmann and Sheri Hannah-Ruh pushed 

very strongly for this to pass. Coalition members remember that it came down to one person, 

George Hall. Hall began his speech saying that he always brought his grandchildren to the 

Greeley Independence Stampede and felt awful when they would cough, complain of the smoke 

and sometimes fall ill from exposure to the secondhand smoke. He simply said that if this 

ordinance did not pass, he would never again attend. Because of his stature in the community and 

the hard work of the other coalition members, the ordinance passed, protecting thousands from 

secondhand smoke exposure for years to come.  

 

The early years of the new millennium were tough on the tobacco control community and 

Colorado was no exception. Many of the funds that had come in from the MSA became 

securitized and used for projects other than preventing the burdens of tobacco as they were 

intended. However, the coalition persevered.   

 

The next major goal for the coalition was a municipal public policy for the city of Greeley to 

pass a smokefree ordinance that would prohibit smoking indoors in nearly all businesses and 

public spaces. Coalition members Jodi Radke, Frank Fronek, Ann Quinn-Zobeck and Dr. Doug 

Armbrust shared their experiences working to pass this important policy. The first step after 

researching, organizing internally and educating the community about the harms of secondhand 

smoke exposure was to approach the city council to see if they would vote on it in council. While 

off the record, most of the council members at the time supported the proposed policy; they felt 

uncomfortable supporting it publicly.  

 

The coalition was left to make a decision. Should they continue to push for a council vote or 

gather the petitions necessary and bring it on the ballot?  

 



Each option had pros and cons. The reasoning for each side on how to proceed looked something 

like this: 

 

Obviously, it would be more difficult to pass a ballot 

initiative because of cost, time commitments and 

abilities to help. However, the city council did not 

seem willing to vote on the issue. Radke, Fronek and 

Quinn-Zobeck related the moment when their 

subcommittee that was in charge of this decision 

deliberated. ñWe all decided that whatever way they 

proceeded, we would support it 100%ò, Radke stated. 

In the end, three of them voted to go the council 

route, four to take it to the ballot.  

 

From that point forward the whole larger coalition put 

its energies into the effort. Not everyone was pleased 

with the decision to take it to the ballot. Many 

statewide partners in tobacco control saw it as foolish 

and some even declined to help if it didnôt go to a council vote. The coalition was unflinching 

and continued on, basically saying that if these organizations didnôt want to help, then at least 

donôt hurt the cause.  

 

After numerous newspaper articles and letters to the editors, educational events, researching and 

writing up the best and strongest language for the ordinance, placing road signs, collecting 

petitions and engaging in speaking opportunities, the vote finally came on Election Day, 

November 3, 2003. A few of the members of the coalition huddled together at Perkins restaurant 

with a handheld radio waiting anxiously for the results. A large cheer erupted. The Greeley 

Smokefree Ordinance passed. 

 

 

After the success of passing the Smokefree Greeley Ordinance, the coalition did not have much 

time to rest. The state soon thereafter began its campaign to increase the tobacco excise tax. This 

would take the form of Amendment 35 on the Colorado ballot and intended to increase the tax by 

64 cents on a pack of cigarettes and 20% on non-cigarette tobacco products. Price increases 


