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Smoking ban now just needs
Doyle's pen

By TODD RICHMOND
Associated Press
May 13, 2009

Lighting up in bars and restaurants would be illegal anywhere in
Wisconsin under a bill state lawmakers approved Wednesday.

The Senate voted 25-8 and the Assembly 61-38 to approve a statewide
ban on smoking in almost all indoor workplaces across the state. The
Democratic-authored measure now goes to Gov. Jim Doyle, who can sign
it into law or veto it.

The governor, a Democrat, issued a statement saying he supports the
ban but did not explicitly commit to signing the bill.

Opponents decried the measure as an attack on personal freedoms that
could keep smoking customers away and drive businesses under.
Supporters countered the move will save lives and tax dollars that would
otherwise go to pay for health care costs tied to secondhand smoke.

"This is a hazardous material in the workplace," said Rep. Mark Gottlieb,
R-Port Washington, one of more than a dozen Assembly Republicans
who voted with Democrats to pass the bill.

Twenty-five other states already are smoke-free. Wisconsin’s ban has
been years in the making, however.

The powerful Wisconsin Tavern League has stymied past attempts to
impose the prohibition. The league fears the ban will drive taverns out of
business because smoking patrons will choose to drink at home.

But nearly 40 local governments have passed anti-smoking ordinances
in the last five years. The league says that’s led to a patchwork of
regulation that has pit smoking bars against nonsmoking bars.

State politics shifted in last November’s elections when Democrats seized
control of the Legislature. Assuming a statewide ban was now inevitable,
the tavern lobby struck an uneasy truce with anti-smoking groups and
hammered out compromise legislation. Under the plan both houses
approved Wednesday, the ban would apply in almost all workplaces. It
would take effect in July 2010.

Smokers who violate the prohibition would face fines of up to $250. Bar
owners could set up outdoor smoking areas within a reasonable distance
of the establishment. Owners who don’t try to stop smokers would get a
warning and then face a $100 fine for subsequent violations.

Local governments couldn’t pass any regulations stricter than the state
ban. The prohibition wouldn’t apply to tribal casinos, existing cigar bars
and existing tobacco shops.
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Sen. Fred Risser, D-Madison, chief author of the bill, said the prohibition
creates fair competition throughout the state and would save both lives
and taxpayer dollars on health care expenses. A state Department of
Health Services fiscal estimate attached to the bill said the measure
would save about $754,000 in Medicaid expenses annually.
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