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Introduction
Secondhand smoke in multiunit housing is a public health 
issue. There is no level of secondhand smoke exposure 
that is safe.1 The inhalation of secondhand smoke gives 
rise to chronic diseases such as coronary heart disease, 
stroke, and lung cancer in adults and increased asthma 
attacks and respiratory infections in children.1 

Approximately one-fourth of all Americans live in multiunit 
housing.2 Secondhand smoke exposure is more common 
among renters than non-renters. More than one in three 
nonsmokers living in rental housing are exposed to secondhand 
smoke;  children ages three to 11 years old, the disabled, 
and the elderly are especially vulnerable to the effects of 
secondhand smoke.3 While 80% of multiunit residents, including 
smokers, have adopted smoke-free rules in their homes, about 
34% of multiunit residents reported having been exposed 
to secondhand smoke that entered in their living spaces.4 
Secondhand smoke can travel within multiunit housing through 
doorways, ventilation systems, plumbing, and cracks in walls.5

Smoke-Free Housing Policies
With increasing awareness of the risk of exposure to secondhand 
smoke, residents are creating a demand for smoke-free housing.6 

For residents, clean air greatly improves health outcomes. For 
landlords and owners, a nonsmoking policy saves money by 
reducing maintenance, tenant turnover, and fire hazard costs.6

Smoke-free housing policies are legal, as they do not discriminate 
against residents who smoke, and may apply to multi- and 
single-family units.7 Smoke-free multiunit housing policies 
may be mandated or voluntary and can apply to public or 
private housing settings.7 Across the country, owners, housing 
authorities, and health departments are creating smoke-free 
housing policies to protect residents and meet the demand.7

2017 HUD Smoke-Free Housing Rule
Because benefits of smoke-free housing and living are extensive, 
the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development 
(HUD) mandated a rule that requires all federally funded public 
housing agencies to develop smoke-free indoor policies by 
2018. The rule, which went into effect nationwide on Feb. 
3, 2017, prohibits the use of cigarettes, cigars, pipes, and 
hookah in all indoor areas and within 25 feet of buildings.8

The smoke-free housing rule will positively affect the 1.2 
million households that reside in federally owned public 
housing.8 Furthermore, the Centers for Disease Control and 
Prevention estimates that eliminating smoking in public 
housing could save nearly $497 million in healthcare costs.9

Approximately one-fourth of all Americans live in multiunit 
housing. The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention 
estimates that eliminating smoking in public housing 
could save nearly $497 million in healthcare costs.



The Role of LHDs in Smoke-Free 
Housing Policy Development
Local health departments can aid in the transition 
to smoke-free housing in the following ways:

• Sharing data about smoking rates in the community;

• Providing education on secondhand smoke risks to 
multiunit property owners/managers and residents;

• Providing or connecting residents to 
tobacco cessation services; and

• Delivering technical assistance to owners and 
managers on the policy change process.

NACCHO Highlight: Boston 
Public Health Commission 
In 2010, the Boston Public Health Commission embarked on 
an initiative to establish smoke-free multiunit housing through 
a voluntary process. At the same time, the Boston Housing 
Authority announced it would implement a portfolio-wide 
smoke free policy. Working together, the health commission and 
housing authority used a multipronged strategy to implement 
smoke-free policies in private and public housing. Learn more 
about this initiative at http://www.bostonsmokefreehomes.org. 

Additional Resources
NACCHO collaborates with national, federal, state, and 
local organizations to provide local health departments 
with the resources they need to reduce tobacco use and 
exposure to secondhand smoke in their communities. The 
following resources may assist local health departments:

• HUD toolkits (http://bit.ly/2stn4eq) 

• Centers for Disease Control and Prevention 
(http://bit.ly/2tYUF06)

 » Press Release: Tobacco Use, Involuntary 
Secondhand Smoke Exposure High in Multiunit 
Housing Residents (http://bit.ly/2sjr3Md)

 » Healthy Homes Manual: Smoke-Free Policies in 
Multiunit Housing (http://bit.ly/2sRMHYl)

 » Vital Signs – Secondhand Smoke: An 
Unequal Danger (http://bit.ly/2sRCniY)

• Surgeon General – Let’s Make the Next Generation 
Tobacco-Free (http://bit.ly/2rwBut1)

• Public Health Law Center – Creating Smoke-Free 
Affordable Housing (http://bit.ly/2sQ4KyR) 
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Tips from the Boston Public Health Commission 

• Campaign to support the policy beyond the first day 
of implementation.

• Identify resident champions.

• Address nonpublic health priorities (maintenance 
costs, resident complaints, transfer requests, disputes, 
reasonable accommodation requests).



The mission of the National Association of County and City Health 
Officials (NACCHO) is to be a leader, partner, catalyst, and voice with 
local health departments. 
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