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A law the provincial government plans to introduce banning smoking in cars with child passengers met with praise from York Region politicians this week.

But some critics say restricting smoking in cars infringes on people’s freedom in a private space, similar to legislating smoking within a home. 

The province already legislates in cars through seat belt laws and drivers’ licenses, said Oak Ridges-Markham MPP and medical doctor, Helena Jaczek.

Although she had previously urged caution and more research before going ahead with such legislation, Dr. Jaczek decided to support the move after learning the concentration of smoke in a closed car is even higher than previously thought.

“That’s pretty compelling,” Dr. Jaczek said. “I’m pleased, after thinking about it and looking at the (Ontario Medical Association) statistics, that the premier made the decision he did to support the private member’s bill.”

Premier Dalton McGuinty announced March 5 he would introduce legislation banning smoking in cars carrying children when the legislature meets again March 17.

The announcement represents a change of heart for Mr. McGuinty, who had previously expressed reservations about such a law. 

The legislation was first introduced by Sault Ste Marie MPP David Orazietti as a private members bill. 

The bill, which suggests a fine of up to $200, would alter the existing Smoke Free Ontario Act to protect children in cars. 

York Regional council last October passed a resolution asking the Minister of Health Promotion to ban smoking in cars carrying children. 

Regional Councillor Joyce Frustaglio, who is also vice-chair of the region’s Health and Emergency Medical Services Committee, has long been vocal in supporting the ban. 

“I’m ecstatic that the premier recognizes this is a serious health issue,” she said. “This has always been an issue close to my heart. It’s the responsibility of government and elected officials to ensure (children) are protected from the dangers of second-hand smoke.”

As well, enacting the legislation would help educate parents that lighting up with their children in the car can have serious health consequences.

Children exposed to second-hand smoke are at higher risk of middle ear disease, lower respiratory tract infections, said Ontario Medical Association president Janice Willett.

The chances of developing respiratory illnesses such as asthma, bronchitis and pneumonia increase for children exposed to tobacco smoke, Dr. Willett said. Even more alarming, exposure raises the risk of sudden infant death syndrome.

“We’re very happy that the government has taken ownership of this,” Dr. Willett said. “Obviously we want to see this legislation passed. Our premier has shown that he’s interested in protecting those who are most vulnerable.”

Allowing adults to smoke in a vehicle while children are passengers is irresponsible and “borders on child abuse,” said Newmarket-Aurora Conservative MPP Frank Klees.

“It’s one thing if adults want to take those risks with their own health, but this is about children who will have to live with the effects of inhaling smoke,” Mr. Klees said. 

“It’s something I wish government wouldn’t have to get involved in with more legislation. One would hope that parents would be responsible and not smoke in a car with small kids. In my opinion, it’s just common sense.”

