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Transforming Air Quality Data into a 
Message about Health 

Air quality impact 
(presumed) 

County/District requests 
assistance 

State/District deploys 
and provides data 

Public Health actions: 
health messages,  

warnings, cancellations 



Particulate Matter (PM) 





 
 
Breathing smoke is not good for anyone, even healthy people. Wildfire 
smoke is especially harmful to:  
 
• Infants and young children (especially children age 7 or younger). Young 
children breathe in more air per pound of body weight and are more 
susceptible to smoke.  
 
• Older adults, over 65 years of age. An elderly person’s lungs are generally 
not as efficient as when he or she was younger.  
 
• Pregnant women. Wildfire smoke may contain pollutants that may be 
harmful to developing babies. It is best for pregnant women to avoid being 
outdoors for long periods of time when wildfire smoke is in the air.  
 
• People with pre-existing lung and cardiovascular conditions. This includes 
people with respiratory infections, asthma, chronic obstructive pulmonary 
disease (COPD), coronary artery disease, congestive heart failure and those 
who previously had a heart attack or stroke.   

Sensitive Populations 



Wildfire Smoke Guide (Rev. 2012) 
AQI Values PM 2.5 

(µg/m3; 3-hr avg) 
Health Effects 

Good (0 to 50) 0-38 None expected 

Moderate 
(51 to 100) 39-88 

Possible aggravation of heart, lung disease 

Unhealthy for Sensitive 
Groups (101 to 150) 89-138 

Increased likelihood of respiratory or 
cardiac symptoms, especially in sensitive 
persons 

Unhealthy 
(151 to 200)  139-351 

Increased aggravation of CVD; premature 
mortality; general population respiratory 
effects 

Very Unhealthy 352-526 
Significant aggravation of heart, lung 
disease; premature mortality; significant 
respiratory effects 

Hazardous >526 
Serious aggravation of heart, lung disease; 
premature mortality; serious respiratory 
effects 



Sample Air Quality Monitoring Data 
and the Air Quality Index (AQI)(3 hr avg) 







Air Quality Guide for 
Particle Pollution 

Harmful particle pollution is one 
of our nation’s most common 
air pollutants. Use the chart 
below to help reduce your 
exposure and protect your 
health. 



http://www.arb.ca.gov/carpa/toolkit/data-to-
mes/particulate-avg-new-aqi.pdf 



Actions based 
on AQ data 

Health officers, 
air districts 

 issue warnings/ 
cancellations 

Clean air 
shelters; 
portable 
HVACs 

Distribute 
respirators 

and guidance 
 

Local & tribal 
emergency 

declarations 



Public Health Actions 



CalEPA Emergency Response Webpage:  

 Fire Response and Recovery: http://calepa.ca.gov/Disaster/Fire/default.htm 
 



Air Quality Alerts 



State Emergency Proclamation 

“WHEREAS the wildfires in Humboldt County and throughout 
California have generated unprecedented smoke conditions, 
creating unhealthy air and posing a continuing danger to people; 
and 
 
WHEREAS the Hoopa, Karuk, and Yurok Tribal Nations have 
declared local emergencies for their reservations in and near 
Humboldt County as a result of the fires and the unhealthy air 
caused by the fires and smoke; and 
… 
NOW, THEREFORE, I, Arnold Schwarzenegger, Governor of the 
State of California, in accordance with the authority vested in me 
by the state Constitution and statutes, including the California 
Emergency Services Act, and in particular, section 8625 of the 
California Government Code, 
HEREBY PROCLAIM A STATE OF EMERGENCY to exist within the 
County of Humboldt. 



Working with the Media 



Community will judge 
credibility, empathy, 

competence, honesty 

First 30 seconds of 
message is crucial 

Highest credibility:  
health professionals 

first responders 
teachers 



Message Mapping 

• A tool to clarify and simplify message 
• 3 key messages (10 words, 30 sec) 
• 3 supporting statements 

Credit: Vincent T. Covello, PhD, Director of the Center for Risk Communication  



Anatomy of a Message Map 

Key Message 1 Key Message 2 Key Message 3 

Supporting Fact 1-1 Supporting Fact 2-1 Supporting Fact 3-1 



Tell the truth. Be 
transparent. 

State conclusion first, 
then supporting data 

Share dilemmas and 
empathize 

Embody your 
agency’s identity 

Key Message 



Public Health Issues with Wildfires 

Ash Flows 
Floods 

HazMat/ 
Debris 

Evac/ 
Shelters 

Drinking 
H2O 

Air 
Quality 

Health 
Risks 



Final Points 

 Wildfire Smoke Guide 

 Sharing data - www.airnow.gov 

 Get to know partners before an emergency 

 Strive for consistency in public health actions 
and messages across jurisdictions 

 Know what resources are available 



How to Request Help: ARB 
http://www.arb.ca.gov/carpa/carpa.htm 



How to Request Help: CalEPA 
http://calepa.ca.gov/Disaster/Contacts/ 



How to Request Help: OEHHA 

 

http://www.oehha.ca.gov/public_info/emergency/contacts.html 
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