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Ivy Tech Community College of Southern Indiana Dean Lacie M. Couzin kicked off the 

Sellersburg Town Hall and Jeffersonville Mayor Mike Moore proclaimed it “State of Our 

Health Day.”  

Indiana University Southeast Chancellor Dr. Ray Wallace said the campus has 

welcomed its largest freshman class ever. The school focuses on delivering a great 

education in a safe and nurturing environment and often collaborates with area partners 

to involve students in affecting positive community change. That kind of interaction, 

funded in part by grants, is similar and complements the work the Alliance for a 

Healthier Indiana is doing. Issues covered include sex trafficking, opioid addiction and 

safety. 

Clark Physician Group COO Tiffany Sierota said opioid addiction issues in Indiana are 

the most problematic of all health issues. “It impacts everything we do," she said. 

"There's not one provider I work with who isn't dealing with this every day." The most 

heartbreaking element is the effect on babies. 

Julie Reed of the Indiana State Medical Association said there's virtually no health 

metric that Indiana can't improve. 

"It really is a disconnect," said Indiana University Richard M. Fairbanks School of Public 

Health Founding Dean, Dr. Paul Halverson. "There are so many advances and good 

things happening in so many other areas of the state, other than our health." Where to 

start to address Indiana's poor health? Halvorson said that’s easy. "Nearly every health 

issue in this state is related to tobacco."  

Nineteen percent of Floyd County adults use tobacco, compared with 21 percent 

statewide and 17 percent nationally. Clark County smokers are at the state average. 

These numbers may be predictors for the rates of lung cancer. Shocker: Clark and 

Floyd lung cancer rates eclipse state and national averages. Halvorson said (and the 

crowd agreed) that lawmakers should increase taxes on all forms of nicotine to 

effectively address Indiana's tobacco problems. Raising Indiana’s cigarette tax will cut 

the number of kids and pregnant women who smoke by up to 7 percent, resulting in 

$1.4 billion in long-term health care savings. It would also add more than $200 million in 

new revenue that could boost Indiana’s cessation efforts. 

Indiana Addiction Issues Coalition Director Brandon George silenced the crowd by 

sharing his personal addiction story. He then said Indiana needs to build more recovery 

communities and stop treating addicts as criminals. He pointed out that addiction 

disease is the only illness we shame. As an example, he said diabetics don't get 

shamed for using insulin. He said medication for opioid addiction shouldn't be looked at 

differently than any other disease treatment. 



Charlie Geier, the Indiana Youth Institute’s Vice President of Impact and Data Solutions, 

urged the audience to work together on the common goal of making a Healthier Indiana. 

He said health is foundational for our well-being, and health challenges affect the whole 

family. Indiana's kids have health challenges that will require the state to examine racial 

disparities and tailor solutions that work for all of them, Geier said. "We have unique 

needs, so we need unique solutions." 

"If we take away nothing else from this conversation today, take away the need to get 

out of your silos and collaborate, converge," said Our Place Drug & Alcohol Education 

Services, Inc. Executive Director MeriBeth Adams-Wolf. She said Indiana needs to stop 

coming into addiction treatment from the back end. Investment in prevention yields a 

bigger bang for our bucks, but Indiana doesn't do enough. "We have to change that," 

said Adams-Wolf.  

More than 30 percent of new Jefferson County moms smoked when they were pregnant 

– higher than the state average of 13.5 percent. National average of pregnant smokers? 

7.2 percent. 

American Cancer Society Cancer Action Network Director of Government Relations 

Bryan Hannon says it's easy to get overwhelmed when looking at the many health 

issues facing Indiana. He tied it all together by talking about the Raise it for Health 

campaign to raise the cigarette tax. Echoing Dr. Halvorson, he said, "Tobacco use is 

interwoven into so many of our issues." 

Hannon said smoking in the workplace costs Hoosier employers $6.2 billion a year in 

additional health costs, absenteeism and lost productivity. "We have to take bold action 

in 2019," he said. Raising Indiana’s cigarette tax will reduce the number of kids and 

pregnant women who smoke by up to seven percent, create $1.4 billion in long-term 

health care savings and add more than $200 million in new revenue that could be used 

to address health concerns.  

Opioid abuse is an epidemic sweeping the nation and Indiana is at ground zero. In 

2015, 1,245 Hoosiers died of drug overdoses. Ivy Tech student Tracy Skaggs said the 

common thread in Indiana's poor health rankings is addiction. Her mother introduced 

her to pot at 4 years old. She's in recovery and doing well now. But it was a long road. 

Skaggs's experience with drug use wasn't hers alone. Her husband is also in recovery. 

They're not alone: Death by drug overdose has increased in Indiana by 500 percent 

since 1999.  

Goodwill’s Nurse-Family Partnership focuses on the whole family. Its Vice President for 

Mission and Education Initiatives, Betsy Delgado, said one focus is on helping pregnant 

moms quit smoking. In 2017, the Partnership helped 69 percent of its pregnant patients 

quit tobacco before their child’s birth. Thirty percent reduced their tobacco use. 

Indiana State Medical Association Executive Vice President Julie Reed closed out the 

final Town Hall by saying, “You pass the collection plate at church. Here, we pass the 



action plate.” She asked the audience to keep the conversation going and sign up for 

the Alliance for a Healthier Indiana at www.healthierindiana.org. She said it’s important 

to encourage others to join the fight to change state policy and to focus on helping 

Hoosiers be healthier. "Tell your lawmakers. Use social media. Join us at the Alliance 

for a Healthier Indiana.”  

http://www.healthierindiana.org/

