
Alliance for a Healthier Indiana Town Hall 
Bloomington 
 
The State of Our Health Bloomington Town Hall was held on the Ivy Tech Community College 
Bloomington campus. Regional leaders gathered to discuss how to improve state and local 
health rankings.  
 
Bloomington Mayor John Hamilton said we are in a slow-motion health crisis in Indiana that is 
just as potent and horrific as a hurricane and that Indiana’s health policy discussion has to 
include the premise that "access to affordable health care is a basic, human right.” He added 
that no one should have to choose between paying their rent and going to the doctor. 
 
Bloomington was the first Indiana city to pass a smoking ban. Mayor Hamilton said it only 
happened because leaders worked together, and he credited the Alliance for a Healthier Indiana 
for collaborating with so many others to improve Indiana's health. 
 
Indiana University Health South Central Region President Brian Shockney said IU Health 
provides treatment for one out of every five Hoosiers. He pledged to put that reach, research, 
and commitment to work for the Alliance for a Healthier Indiana’s efforts to improve the state's 
health rankings. 
 
Monroe County has been working to overcome the opioid challenge. County Commissioner 
Amanda Barge says progress is being made, but there is still more work to do. She said that 
collaboration is the key to winning the battle. "When we come together, we save lives."  
 
At a forum stacked full of statistics and research points, Dr. Cynthia Meneghini of Community 
Health Network got personal with a story of what smoking does to families. She lost her father to 
lung cancer. She said we can pay for treatment or we can pay for prevention. Meneghini said 
prevention is cheaper and kinder, and she urged attendees to tell their legislators to raise the 
cigarette tax to fund prevention efforts.  
 
IU Health Bloomington Director of Community Health Carol Weiss-Kennedy said Indiana is part 
of Tobacco Nation, which means Hoosiers can get cheap cigarettes, pay low cigarette taxes, 
and are bothered by few policies regarding tobacco use when compared to other states. The 
result is lots of smokers, a greater incidence of cancer, higher mortality, and more COPD. 
Hoosier life expectancy is also lower – 76.6 years vs. the national average of 79.3 years. She 
said the way to escape Tobacco Nation is to raise the cigarette tax.  
 
Indiana Youth Institute’s Charlie Geier says six out of 10 Hoosier kids don’t eat enough fruit and 
nine out of 10 don’t eat enough vegetables. Of the veggies that are eaten, most are fries or 
chips. A third of our children are obese. But, it’s not just kids: Indiana ranks 40th worst in adult 
obesity in the United States.  
 
Geier said that Indiana also ranks 48th for child maltreatment. Every two minutes, the Indiana 
Child Abuse Hotline gets a new report. The common denominator in these cases appears to be 
addiction, and he urged Hoosiers to join efforts to address the root causes of child abuse.  
 
Riley Physicians Bloomington Medical Director of Pediatrics, Dr. James Laughlin said maternal 
smoking, poverty, chronic disease/obesity, addictions/substance abuse, other behavioral health 
disabilities, and inadequate prenatal care are causing Indiana’s high infant mortality rate.  



Safe sleeping education, more smoking cessation programs, and increasing the cigarette tax 
are all critical to improving Indiana's high infant mortality rates.  
 
Laughlin said seven of every 1,000 Hoosier infants die before their first birthday. The top three 
causes are short gestation and low birth weight, congenital anomalies, and Sudden Infant Death 
Syndrome (SIDS). He said African-American infants are 2.5 times more likely to die than white 
infants.  
 
El Centro Comunal Latino Health Projects Coordinator Jane Walter said leading causes of 
death for Latinos in Indiana include diabetes, cancer, and heart disease. Obesity plays a part in 
all of them, and she said we need to increase community health resources to help immigrants.  
 
Indiana University Center for Rural Engagement Executive Director Bill Brown said the 
organization’s mission is to improve Hoosier lives and serve as a national model for connecting 
university resources to serve the future needs of rural Indiana. Brown said the center is looking 
at numerous key issues affecting rural Indiana. 
 
The Bloomington Town Hall's first panel discussion focused on mental health and addiction 
services. The panel was moderated by Indiana Addiction Issues Coalition Director Brandon 
George and included Limestone Health Program Director Tamara Kirby and Centerstone 
Indiana CEO Suzanne Koesel. All agreed that long-term recovery should be made easier for 
Hoosiers.  
 
Transportation is often an issue as treatment centers are not plentiful, with some patients forced 
to drive as far as from Lafayette to Merrillville to receive Methadone treatment  
 
The second panel discussion focused on the economic effects of the state's poor health 
rankings. Bloomington Heath Foundation President and CEO Jon Barada moderated and said 
that employers who offer wellness programs will see decreased health care costs, increased 
awareness, and reduced absenteeism.  
 
"We need to work together to make the healthiest choice the easiest choice," said Weddle Bros. 
Construction President and CEO Lee Carmichael.  
 
The panel discussed an Indiana Chamber of Commerce finding that employers operating in 
multiple states experience their highest health care costs in Indiana. Those costs factor into 
decisions about expansion, adding new plants, and other business decisions. They agreed it’s a 
strike against Indiana that we can’t afford.  
 
 


