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To protect residents from drifting secondhand smoke while they enjoy outdoor sports and other 
activities, city and county governments can create smokefree parks and recreation areas. This fact 

sheet outlines the benefits of laws and policies to create smokefree parks. 

Smokefree parks promote healthy living. 

 We go to parks to play with our kids, to participate in sports, or to relax and enjoy the 

outdoors. Creating smokefree parks is a way for communities to make outdoor spaces 

even more conducive to healthy living. 

 By passing a law to create smokefree parks, a city or county can take an important step to 

encourage healthy behaviors and make parks places where people can expect to be free 

from secondhand smoke. 

 Smokefree environments help adults model healthy behavior for kids, and can encourage 
people who smoke to smoke less or even quit.1  

Many communities already have smokefree parks. 

 More than 500 communities nationwide already have laws establishing smokefree parks.2 

 More than 100 communities in California have already adopted laws creating smokefree 
parks.3 

It’s legal to create smokefree parks . 

 Local governments have the legal right to adopt laws to protect residents’ health and 

safety.4 This authority (known as the “police power”) enables communities to adopt 
smokefree laws to reduce exposure to harmful secondhand tobacco smoke. 

 Smoking restrictions do not discriminate against people who smoke.5 There are no 

constitutional guarantees allowing a person to smoke wherever she or he wishes. 

Exposure to secondhand smoke is unhealthy — even outdoors. 

 Tobacco smoke contains more than 7,000 chemicals and compounds, including hundreds 

that are toxic and at least 69 that cause cancer.6 

 The U.S. Surgeon General has concluded there is no risk-free level of exposure to 

secondhand smoke.7 Secondhand smoke causes nearly 3,000 deaths from lung cancer and 

46,000 deaths from heart disease every year in the United States.8 
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 Studies have found that levels of secondhand smoke in outdoor areas can be equal to 

amounts found inside where smoking is allowed.9 

 Exposure to concentrated amounts of secondhand smoke outdoors can cause respiratory 

irritation and may trigger asthma attacks.10 

 To completely avoid exposure to secondhand smoke in an outdoor area, a person may 

have to move as far as 25 feet from the person who is smoking — equivalent to the width 

of a two-lane road.11 

Smokefree parks mean less litter. 

 Cigarette butts are the most commonly littered item in the United States.12 Americans 

discard more than 175 million pounds of cigarette butts every year.13 

 Laws establishing smokefree parks help reduce cigarette butt litter and its effects on the 

environment by creating cigarette “butt-free zones” where this type of trash won’t blight 
outdoor recreational areas and inadvertently pollute waterways. 

 The cigarette filter — the white fluffy stuff that looks like cotton — is actually plastic 

(cellulose acetate),which can take up to 15 years to decompose.14 

 Cigarette butts get deposited into our streams, creeks, lakes, and rivers (through storm 

drains), where they then leach toxins into these waterways, impairing the water quality for 

aquatic life.15 

Smokefree parks laws are easy to enforce. 

 Laws restricting smoking in parks are, for the most part, self-enforcing, which means that 

people “police” themselves and cooperate with the law. 

 When people know they aren’t supposed to smoke in a particular place, they generally 

comply. Knowledgeable community members also can help educate those who don’t 
know about the law. 

 Posting No Smoking signs at park entrances, in playground and picnic areas, and next to 

sports fields are important ways to provide clear and constant reminders about the 
smokefree law. 

 Media events, press releases, newsletter articles, website highlights, and brochures are all 

great ways to inform and remind the public about the health-promoting policy. 

 While laws creating smokefree parks rely primarily on public cooperation, it is also 

important that a law include enforcement language, such as fines and other penalties, to 

show that a violation carries real consequences. 
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