
Terre Haute Town Hall Recap 
 

Terre Haute Mayor Duke Bennett opened the Alliance for a Healthier Indiana Road Show on the 

local Ivy Tech campus by highlighting the outrageous economic costs of health care. He told 

attendees that health care costs are the city's second-highest expenditure, following salaries. 

He said the state’s poor health rankings are a drag on the economy and a drag on individual 
families, and he urged Hoosiers to do more.  
 
Dr. Darren Brucken said it is possible to make a positive change in Indiana’s health with more 
funding. He pointed out that in 2013, only 28 percent of Vigo County's youngest citizens were 
fully vaccinated. The county made a plan, received state funding, and now the statistic is 65 
percent and growing. He urged the audience to "Stand up, speak up, stay together, and be 
heard."  
 
"Don't let your enthusiasm stay here" when you leave, he urged the group. 
 
Paul Halverson, founding dean of IUPUI's Richard M. Fairbanks School of Public Health, is a 
researcher. He loves numbers. But "we don't need more research," he said about how to 
address Indiana's poor health rankings. "We need action." 
 
Halverson said Hoosier smokers go six times more often to the doctor, are admitted twice as 
often to the hospital and have longer stays than nonsmokers. He says that equates to $27 
billion in lost productivity. About 11,100 Hoosiers die every year in Indiana due to smoking-
related costs. He outlined that cigarettes cost $6 a pack, but the cost to the state is nearly $16. 
"You're never going to win," with that math, he told the audience.  
 
He also pointed out that tobacco marketers spend $294 million a year to influence Hoosiers to 
light up, while Indiana only spends about $8 million to help Hoosiers quit. Halvorson says the 
only way to win against Big Tobacco is for Indiana to raise the cigarette tax. Research shows it 
will reduce smoking.   
 
Union Health System President and CEO Steven M. Holman said we all know what to do to 
improve state and Wabash Valley health rankings. "Can we be big and bold to fix it?" he asked. 
 
Holman outlined the record numbers of opioid addicted newborns Union Health System is 
seeing and then told a personal story that brought the crowd to tears. Holman’s son lives in 
Cincinnati and agreed to foster an opioid-addicted newborn. He said the first five months were 
horrendous. The baby screamed, couldn’t respond, and couldn’t sleep as she suffered through 
opioid withdrawal. Then it all changed as she healed five months later. That child is now 
Holman’s newest grandchild, since her adoption has been finalized.  
 
"They made a difference. One family. One child. We can do that," he said, urging the group to 
help raise awareness and support to address this and other major health issues facing Indiana. 
Indiana State University President Deborah Curtis says she wants the university to kick the 
smoking habit because she'd rather spend the $2.3 million on health care costs it causes on 
actual education. "If we can help someone improve their lives, we should do it. That's our job." 
 
The focus turned to children’s health. The Indiana Youth Institute’s Charlie Geier says the 
Centers for Disease Control recommends kids should get an hour of activity every day. Only 



18.9 percent of Hoosier kids ages 12-17 get that and only a third of children ages 6-11 meet the 
recommendation. The result is that one-third of them are obese, even though most Hoosier 
parents think their kids are healthy. 
 
Geier pointed out that one in five Hoosier kids is food insecure and up to 40 percent are in 
precarious economic situations. He urged attendees to "go beyond the handshake" to bring 
about positive change. 
 
The conversation turned to the impact addiction has on our young people. 
 
"There is nothing more ravaging than to see a loved one's life and soul snuffed out by alcohol 
and addiction,” said Hamilton Center's CEO Melvin L. Burks, whose own childhood exposed him 
to the same issues facing too many Hoosier children. "Our babies and teens are being attacked 
in every aspect of their lives because of easy access to drugs and alcohol. Don't be in denial. 
We've got work to do."  
 
United Way of the Wabash Valley Executive Director Richard Payonk said it’s vital to engage 
business leaders if we want a healthier Indiana.   
 
A panel discussion moderated by Shelley Klingerman of Launch Terre Haute focused on 
tobacco and other addictions. Carrie Evans, program coordinator, Baby & Me Tobacco Free of 
the Wabash Valley, Valley Professionals Community Health Center, said tobacco is the number 
one health issue facing the area. She pointed out that it's incredibly difficult to quit smoking and 
what expectant mothers who smoke don't need is judgement. 
 
Dr. Randy Stevens, Union Hospital, Addiction and Mental Health, said there are many 
alternatives to opioids that doctors can offer patients, including massage and physical therapy.  
 
Regional Hospital CEO Nathan Vooys closed out the event by saying we are genetically wired 
to not change. We all need something, a spark, to get us going. We need a push to be healthier.  
He said raising the tax on tobacco would make it more difficult for children and adults to get 
tobacco and would raise money for needed health programs. 
 
 


