
Wildfire Smoke and Your Health 
 
 

 

Categories PM2.5 
(1-hr av.) (ug/m3) 

Visibility 
(miles) 

Good 0-40 10 miles and up 

Moderate 41-80 6 to 9 miles 

Unhealthy for Sensitive Groups 81-175 3 to 5 miles 

Unhealthy 176-300 1 ½ to 2 ½ miles 

Very Unhealthy 301-500 1 to 1 ¼ mile 

Hazardous Over 500 ¾ mile or less 

The procedure for making personal observation to determine the forest fire smoke index 
value for local areas without official monitors is:  
 

1. Face away from the sun. 
2. Determine the limit of yoiur bisible range by looking for targets at known 

distance(miles). Visible range is the point at which even high contrast objects 
totally disappear.  

3. Use the values above to determine the local forest fire smoke category. 



http://www.deq.idaho.gov/air/prog_issues/burning/wildland.cfm
http://www.deq.idaho.gov/air/aqindex.cfm
http://www.deq.idaho.gov/air/prog_issues/burning/wildland.cfm


How long is the smoke going to last?
That depends on a number of factors, including the
number of fires in the area, fire behavior, weather
and topography.  Smoke also can travel long
distances, so fires in other areas can affect smoke
levels in your area.

I’m concerned about what the smoke is doing
to my animals. What can I do?
The same particles that cause problems for people
may cause some problems for animals. Don’t force
your animals to run or work in smoky conditions.
Contact your veterinarian or county extension office
for more information.

How does smoke harm my health?
One of the biggest dangers of smoke comes from
particulate matter -- solid particles and liquid
droplets found in air. In smoke, these particles often
are very tiny, smaller than 2.5 micrometers in
diameter. How small is that? Think of this: the
diameter of the average human hair is about 30
times bigger.

These particles can build up in your respiratory
system, causing a number of health problems,
including burning eyes, runny noses and illnesses
such as bronchitis. The particles also can
aggravate heart and lung diseases, such as
congestive heart failure, chronic obstructive
pulmonary disease, emphysema and asthma.

Where is the smoke coming from?
It depends on where you are. To find out about
smoke in your area, check with your local smoke
management unit or health department. In Montana
and Idaho, call 406-329-4905. On the Internet, go to
www.fs.fed.us/r1/fire/nrcc/Smoke_web_pages/intro.htm.

What about firefighters?
Firefighters do experience short-term effects of
smoke, such as stinging, watery eyes, coughing
and runny noses. Firefighters must be in good
physical condition, which helps to offset adverse
effects of smoke. In addition to being affected by
particles, firefighters can be affected by carbon
monoxide from smoke. A recent Forest Service
study showed a very small percentage of
firefighters working on wildfires were exposed to
levels higher than occupational safety limits for
carbon monoxide and irritants. If you are working on
a fire and you’re concerned about your health, see
the medical unit or contact your safety officer. If
you’re not working on a fire, call your doctor.

Why can’t the firefighters do something about
the smoke?
Firefighters first priorities in fighting a fire are, by
necessity, protecting lives, protecting homes and
containing the wildfire. Sometimes the conditions
that are good for keeping the air clear of smoke can
be bad for containing fires. A windy day, for
example, helps smoke disperse. But it can help a
fire spread.

Firefighters do try to manage smoke when
possible. As they develop their strategies for
fighting a fire, firefighters consider fire behavior and
weather forecasts, topography and proximity to
communities – all factors than can affect smoke.

Why doesn’t it seem to be as smoky when
firefighters are working on prescribed fires?
Land managers are able to plan for prescribed
fires. They get to choose the areas they want to
burn, the size of those areas and the weather and
wind conditions that must exist before they begin
burning. This allows them to control the fire more
easily and limit its size. Those choices don’t exist
with wildfires. In addition, wildfires that start in areas
that haven’t been managed with prescribed fire
often have more fuel, because vegetation in the
forest understory has built up, and dead vegetation
has not been removed.

How do you measure the quality of the air?
Local air agencies (or sometimes federal land
managers) use monitors to measure the amount of
particulates in the air. That amount, measured in
micrograms per cubic meter, is compared to a
national index designed to protect public health.

Will the smoke be this bad every summer?
That depends on where you live and the weather
each year. If you live in an area where fire has
always been part of the ecosystem, you can expect
fire and smoke. The amounts will depend on
weather and the amount of fuel (trees, brush, etc.)
available to be burned. You can protect yourself and
your property by following good fire prevention
measures. But we never will eliminate fire and
smoke from these natural systems.

This document was prepared by the Air Program,
U.S. Forest Service – Northern Region, with assistance from the Office
of Air Quality Planning & Standards in the US Environmental

Protection Agency. For more information, call 406-329-
3493. August 2000.

http://www.fs.fed.us/r1/fire/nrcc/Smoke_web_pages/intro.htm
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