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The Alliance for a Healthier Indiana Town Hall attendees in Columbus were welcomed to the Ivy 
Tech Community College Campus by Interim Dean of Health Services Christina Ross.     
Columbus Mayor Jim Lienhoop started the day off on a personal note by talking about his son 
who moved from home to a city where he was encouraged to walk. The additional exercise 
resulted in him losing 20 pounds the first month in his new home, and he said Columbus is 
following that lead to help citizens be more active.  
 
Indiana Drug Czar Jim McClelland shared that the nation’s leading cause of death for adults 
younger than 50 is drug overdose. Many of the Hoosiers dying from drug overdoses are using 
multiple types of illegal drugs, and he pledged that more treatment will be made available. "It's 
vital that people in recovery have a support system," McClelland said.        
 
He shared that opioid abuse costs Indiana $1.5 billion in increased health care costs, lost 
productivity, criminal justice costs, and premature death. McClelland said the greatest long-term 
impact to prevent substance abuse is helping kids have options and curiosity about "natural 
highs" such as after-school programs, the arts, sports, and healthy activities. Indiana officials 
are working to help counties offer these types of programs, he said. 
 
“Who owns the health of a community?" asked Columbus Regional Health President and CEO 
Jim Bickel. "It's going to take everybody -- government, health, business and education sectors, 
and citizens -- to address the health of the region. We have the resources we need to improve 
Indiana's health. We need to get them aligned."  
 
Anthem Blue Cross Blue Shield Indiana Medicaid Plan President Kimberly Roop said we all pay 
for Indiana’s poor health rates. She said it’s a $7 billion annual tab, and it’s the best way to start 
addressing Indiana's health concerns is through tobacco cessation efforts. She said Indiana 
currently invests $1.23 per person to help smokers quit. The Centers for Disease Control says 
we need nine times that amount.  
 
"If we're going to get better, we have to work better together, and we have to know each other," 
said Indiana Youth Institute Vice President of Impact and Data Solutions Charlie Geier. "When 
we have health issues, it affects the whole family. It's absolutely essential that our kids are 
healthy." He added that nine in 10 Hoosier parents think their kids are healthy, but one in three 
of those kids is obese.  
 
Bartholomew County's Council for Youth Development Director Heather Carson said the 
Council is taking a deep dive to see what local youth are struggling with, what works to help, 
and what doesn't. They take data-driven learnings to act in the community. Seventy-five 
different partners are helping with the effort, but more are welcome, Carson said. 
 
Columbus Chamber of Commerce President Cindy Frey said Indiana's poor health rankings 
aren't just a healthy community issue, they are an economic issue. “We need our workers to be 
skilled, but we also need them to be healthy," said Frey.  

 
Director of Indiana University MBA Columbus Dr. Ryan Brewer said more Americans died from 

opioid abuse in 2016 than were lost to the Vietnam War. He said 12,300 Hoosiers were lost to 



opioids between 2003 and 2017. It’s costing our state $43 billion in lost productivity, Brewer 

said. Ways to address the challenge include: having no stigma in treatment or prevention, 

encouraging involvement in physical activity at all ability levels, the use of non-addictive pain 

medications, incentivizing the return of unused opioids, focus messaging in Pre-K through 

college, and developing new alternatives to pain management.  

Like other Hoosier employers, Cummins’ health care and production costs are going "up, up, 
up" due to poor health rankings. Nicole Williams said telling workers on a factory floor to "eat 
your vegetables" will get you the side-eye. But, she said lifestyle coaches are helping. 
 
Community Health Network’s Dr. Cynthia Meneghini has a main goal to save lives by helping 
people stop smoking. She says that will make people healthier and help businesses save 
money. It's a personal issue for her. Her dad was a smoker and had cancer. He had $256,000 
in medical costs in one year for inoperable, terminal lung cancer, and she urged Hoosiers to 
contact their state lawmakers and ask them to raise the tobacco tax to save lives. 
 
American Cancer Society Cancer Action Network Director of Indiana Government Relations 
Bryan Hannon offered a snapshot of tobacco use and its costs in Bartholomew County. He said 
23 percent of the county’s residents smoke, and he pointed out raising the cigarette tax could 
improve Hoosiers' health, save lives and fund other Indiana health care priorities. A $2 increase 
per pack could produce more than $350 million in new revenue for the state and save more than 
$2 billion in health care costs. He urged attendees to sign supporter cards and contact their 
lawmakers and Governor Holcomb.  
 
Indiana Addiction Issues Coalition Director Brandon George said there are a lot of barriers to 
those who want to end their addictions to opioids. They must drive hours to get methadone and 
other medications, sometimes daily, and attend six or seven meetings a week. It's hard. He said 
prevention, treatment, and recovery over time are key. He said Indiana’s treatment systems are 
not set up to treat addiction as a chronic disease, and that needs to change.  
 
Columbus Regional Health Director of Community Health Partnerships Beth Morris closed out 
the event by saying we are going in the wrong direction on obesity. The 2018 Community Health 
Assessment showed that in 1996, 16.8 percent of the county’s residents were obese. That’s up 
to 38.1 percent in 2018. Opioid deaths went from three in 2012 to 26 in 2017. She urged people 
to take action by calling or emailing legislators and taking time to volunteer in the community.  
 
 
 


