'Wildfire smoke and your health

One of the natural sources of air pollution in California and Oregon is
from wildfire. Wildfires are unpredictable and may result in severe
short-term smoke impacts. The smoke generated by wildfire can pose
a major health risk. This smoke is primarily made up of small particles,
gases and water vapor, with trace amounts of hazardous air poliutants.
The most harmful are the small particles, or particulate matter smaller
than 2.5 micrometers in diameter (100 micrometers is the diameter of a
human hair). These particles can be inhaled deeply into the lungs,
damaging lung tissue and causing respiratory and cardiovascular
problems. Symptoms from short-term smoke exposure can range from
scratchy throat, cough, irritated sinuses, headaches, runny nose and
stinging eyes, to more serious reactions from persons with asthma,
emphysema, congestive heart disease and other existing medical
conditions. The elderly and children are considered high-risk groups.

Monitoring wildfire smoke levels are often difficult because wildfires
occur in remote areas, and the smoke impacts are short-lived. Given
the highly visible nature of wildfire smoke, it is possible to make visual
estimates of smoke levels. Generally, the worse the visibility, the worse

the smoke, the worse the health impact. The table on the next page
shows this relationship and how to estimate potential health effects.

The procedure for making this observation is:

1. Face away from the sun

2. Determine the limit of your visual range by looking for targets at known distances

(miles).
3. Visual range is that point at which even high contrast objects totally disappear.
4. Use the values above to determine the local forest fire smoke category.

Source: Guideline For Reporting of Daily Air Quality — Air Quality Index (AQI), EPA-454/R-
99-010, July 1999, U.S. Environmental Protection Agency, Office of Air Quality Planning
and Standards.

1-Source from: Oregon Department of Environmental Quality, Last Updated: 08/28/2001
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