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 This case study 
examines the city of 
Davis’s implementation 
of a smoke-free 
outdoor ordinance. 

Davis worked through local 
challenges to design effective 
methods to enforce a smoke-free 
outdoor ordinance that covers 
outdoor dining areas, entryways, 
and recreation areas. The 
ordinance makes a majority of 
downtown Davis smoke-free.

 The Issue with 
Secondhand Smoke

Over the years, tobacco use in 
the United States has steadily 
declined. Today, 10.1 percent 
of Californians continue to use 
tobacco products.1 As long as 
tobacco use remains prevalent, 
so will secondhand smoke Davis, California, farmers market. 
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exposure. California’s Proposition 65 identifies 70 known carcinogens in cigarettes, and 10 in 
e-cigarettes, to which non-smokers are regularly exposed through secondhand smoke, putting 
them at increased risk for heart disease, stroke, lung cancer, and other health problems.2

To combat widespread exposure to secondhand smoke, the state of California and local 
jurisdictions have enacted many smoke-free laws. While these efforts have promoted healthy 
air for millions across the state, nearly half of Californians still remain unprotected from 
exposure to secondhand smoke.3 As of 2018, only 238 of 482 local jurisdictions in California 
had enacted smoke-free outdoor policies. That same year, 56.1 percent of adults in California 
reported exposure to tobacco smoke while 32.5 percent of adults reported exposure to 
e-cigarette aerosol.4

Making a Strong Smoke-free Policy

Recognizing the dangers of secondhand smoke, many local California cities and counties 
have pushed for comprehensive smoke-free policies focusing on outdoor spaces. An 
analysis of existing local policies identifies several areas in which smoking is restricted to 
limit exposure to secondhand smoke. These include: 

 { Indoor and outdoor dining areas

 { Entryways (doors, windows, building openings) 

 { Public events

 { Recreation areas

 { Service areas

 { Commercial sidewalks

 { Indoor and outdoor worksites

Detailed information on comprehensive smoke-free outdoor policies can be found in the 
State of Tobacco Control 2020: California Local Grades Report.

Implementing comprehensive smoke-free policies can ensure that community members are 
protected from secondhand smoke exposure, and lead to decreased use of tobacco products. 
Studies in New York, Minnesota, and Michigan have demonstrated that smoke-free policies are 
linked to a decline in smoking rates.5
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 Background

Across California, urban and rural communities have taken steps to protect their residents 
from secondhand smoke by passing smoke-free policies. Some communities like Davis have 
gone further and implemented and enforced smoke-free policies that significantly restrict 
smoking in outdoor areas, such as parks and sidewalks. Davis, located in northern California, 
has 69,289 residents and is the most populous city in Yolo County.6 Located in an agricultural 
community surrounded by fields, Davis is also home to a large public university — the 
University of California, Davis. 

 Policy Campaign Background

A college town, Davis has a downtown area heavily trafficked by students, faculty, and staff 
and other residents. Although Davis passed a smoke-free outdoor ordinance as far back as 
1993, community members, including non-smoking residents, children, and visitors, were 
still exposed to secondhand smoke because the ordinance did not restrict smoking in other 
outdoor areas throughout the city. Davis made several efforts to restrict outdoor smoking 

At left, the Davis Needle. At right, fall colors at University of California, Davis.
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in the downtown area, such as placing concrete cigarette butt containers 30 feet from 
eating establishments, but outdoor smoking remained an issue. The city listened to resident 
complaints about smoking in downtown Davis, and the Davis Police Department determined 
that to combat smoking in Davis’s E Street Plaza, the city needed to adopt a stricter smoke-free 
ordinance that covered a broader outdoor area, including the entire public plaza. 

On September 14, 2015, more than twenty years after passing its first smoke-free outdoor 
ordinance, Davis expanded smoking restrictions to the downtown E Street Plaza area, as well 
as parks and recreational areas.7 Davis prioritized residents’ health and implemented a smoke-
free ordinance that prohibits smoking in outdoor public areas to protect community members 
from exposure to tobacco smoke. The updated Davis smoke-free ordinance includes the 
following provisions:8

 { Smoking means inhaling, exhaling, burning, or carrying any lighted cigarette, cigar, pipe, 
hookah, weed, plant, or other combustible substance in any manner or in any form. 
Smoking also includes the use of an e-cigarette that creates a vapor, in any manner or in 
any form, or the use of any oral smoking device.

 { Smoking is prohibited in:

 ] All enclosed areas available to and customarily used by the general public

 ] Public parks and greenbelts 

 ] Restaurants and bars, including outdoor dining

 ] Public events 

 { Smoking is prohibited in this specific area:

 ] The area in downtown Davis known as “E Street Plaza,” which is bordered to the west 
by E Street, to the south by a city of Davis parking lot, and to the north and west by 
commercial buildings.

 { Smoking is prohibited within 20 feet of any area in which smoking is prohibited. 

 { The ordinance requires that “No-smoking” signs be posted at or near all entrances. 

 { Violation of the ordinance is an infraction, punishable by fines ranging from $50 to $500. 

 { The ordinance is enforced by the Davis Police Department. 

In many respects, Davis’s updated ordinance could serve as a model for cities looking to 
restrict smoking in outdoor spaces.9
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 Enforcement

Implementing and enforcing the city’s smoke-free outdoor requirements has been successful. 
Through widespread community education, residents were made aware of the restrictions in 
place. Davis posted No-smoking signs in E-street Plaza to notify the community that smoking 
in the public plaza is prohibited. The Yolo County Health and Human Services Department 
provided local businesses with inexpensive No-smoking window stickers, which made 
enforcing smoke-free policies easier. 

 Davis Police Department

The Davis Police Department receives few reported violations each year of non-compliance 
with the policy. If police officers observe violations, they are required to point to No-smoking 
signs and inform violators of the policy. If a problem persists, officers may issue a citation. 
Local businesses, such as restaurants and bars, have complied with the restrictions and have 
staff who enforce the regulations. Problems may arise during public events, such as Davis’s 
Annual Tree Lighting, but police are instrumental in keeping smokers out of the plaza and 
away from families and children. If any citizen, employee, or business patron wants to register 
a complaint about enforcement or non-compliance, they are encouraged to contact the city 
manager or designee of the policy.10

UC Davis

In 2014, the University of California adopted a smoke- and tobacco-free policy covering 
all 10 UC campuses. This policy prohibits faculty, staff, students, and all visitors from 
smoking on university property, including parking lots. In March 2019, UC Davis launched 
a smoke-free tool called the Breathe Free Tracker that students and other members of the 
community can use to report smokers and cigarette litter seen on campus. The Breathe 
Free Tracker has been used nearly 500 times since it launched, UC Davis is committed to 
providing a smoke and tobacco free environment for individuals on campus. Go Aggies!

 Promote Equitable Enforcement

One of the challenges in enforcing any smoke-free policy is the impact it can have on 
individuals who smoke and are also experiencing homelessness. Many cities across California, 
including Davis, struggle with a large homeless population. Some law enforcement agencies 
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may use smoke-free policies as a way to remove smokers from public spaces, including 
individuals who are experiencing homelessness. Strong partnerships between cessation 
services and behavioral health and social service organizations can help provide individuals 
with needed resources. The enforcement of smoke-free policies should not exacerbate 
disparities among our most vulnerable populations. 

 Manage Complaints

Communities considering adopting smoke-free outdoor policies will want to ensure that 
clear systems are available to handle complaints and deal with individuals who violate those 
policies. Law enforcement officials have limited resources or time to address all smoking 
concerns. One option is to set up a phone number and online tracking form that community 
members can use to report policy violations to their local code compliance agencies. In Davis, 
the county public health department serves as the community liaison that informally manages 
complaints. Tobacco control proponents usually notify designated authorities when they 
observe a violation of the Davis smoke-free ordinance — for example, smoking in restricted 
areas or the lack of No-smoking signs on premises. If no sign is visible, the health and human 
services department works with the business owner or city manager to ensure that a sign is 
posted. If a sign is visible and the department received complaints of smoking in nonsmoking 
areas, the business receives a reminder letter of the smoke-free policy and additional 
no-smoking signs to emphasize the important role businesses play in notifying people of the 
policy. 

 Community Enforcement

Catching someone in the act of smoking can be challenging for Davis police officers. Often, by 
the time the code compliance agency processes a complaint and sends an officer to a location, 
the smoker is gone or no longer smoking. Businesses and residents can play a crucial role in 
reminding people who smoke of the non-smoking policy. Signs empower community members 
to speak up if they see smoking violations, while also keeping non-smoking expectations 
clear. Business owners and residents are ideally the first line of enforcement and should be 
well informed about their smoke-free requirements. Many bars and restaurants enhance 
compliance when they advise staff, especially security personnel, to remind patrons that 
smoking is not allowed 20 feet from entrances and other areas. 
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 Implementation Strategies

Effectively implementing smoke-free policies can be challenging. Local communities are 
encouraged to take the following steps to better inform and protect their residents: 

 { Use the policy campaign as an opportunity to educate residents about a future policy and 
how implementation will work. 

 { Create a page on the city/county website featuring tobacco-related information and 
resources. Include current restrictions, a map of non-smoking areas, links to cessation 
services, steps on how to file a complaint, downloadable signs/sign request forms, and 
contact information. 

 { Send informational postcards or letters to local businesses about the new policy. Work 
directly with the city manager officer, law enforcement, and public health department to 
notify businesses. 

 { Distribute educational materials throughout the community. 

 { Hold information sessions, like townhall meetings, about new and existing tobacco control 
policies.

 { Provide free, printable non-smoking signage for businesses. Window decals are affordable, 
easy to order in bulk, and require minimal installation. 

 { Encourage businesses to promote smoke-free environments.

 Conclusion

Local California jurisdictions, such as the city of Davis, have made great progress in limiting 
exposure to secondhand smoke. Smoke-free outdoor policies are essential in protecting 
residents from the harmful effects of secondhand smoke. By prohibiting smoking in heavily 
trafficked areas, such as sidewalks, dining places, and downtown areas, communities can 
better promote a healthy air environment for smokers and non-smokers alike. As communities 
continue to push for comprehensive tobacco-free policies, they will also need to outline clear 
systems for reporting complaints and enforcing violations. By gaining the support of local 
businesses and residents, enforcement agencies can ensure greater compliance with smoke-
free policies—limiting tobacco use and exposure to the harmful effects of secondhand smoke 
in their communities. 
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