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Data to Message

Air quality impact
(presumed)

County/District requests
assistance

State/District deploys
and provides data

Public Health actions:
warnings, cancellations



Wildfire Smoke Health Impact

Source: Centers for Disease Control, Morbidity and Mortality Weekly Report, July 11, 2008, 57(27);741‐747.



Trinity County air quality (24hr avg)
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Wildfire Smoke Guide (Rev. 2008)
AQI Values PM 2.5

(ug/m3; 24hr avg)
Health Effects

Good (0 to 50) 0‐15 None expected

Moderate
(51 to 100) 16‐35

Possible aggravation of heart, lung disease

Unhealthy for Sensitive
Groups (101 to 150) 36‐65

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

Unhealthy
(151 to 200)  66‐150

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

Very Unhealthy 151‐250
Significant aggravation of heart, lung 
disease; premature mortality; significant 
respiratory effects

Hazardous >250
Serious aggravation of heart, lung disease; 
premature mortality; serious respiratory 
effects



Trinity County air quality (24hr avg)
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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



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



In the initial phase of a crisis, 
there is no second chance to get it right.  

• Your organization’s reputation depends on what you do/ do not 
say.  

• Your role is to learn the facts about what happened, to know your 
organization’s response, and to verify the magnitude of the event 
and the details of the response/recovery.

• The same risk perception principles apply.

• But speaking in an organized forum can be very challenging. So, 
let’s go through some important things to consider in community 
meetings:



1. Know your message.

1. This as an opportunity to make corrections if   
errors are made or printed

2. If in doubt, lean toward sharing more 
information, not less

3. Know your agency’s role, what they’re doing 
to respond, recovery, etc., hotlines and 
websites for more info

4. Script out and practice what you’re going to 
say beforehand



2. Remember you’re not just reading the 
message.  You ARE the message.

1. Speak only for your organization 
• Includes not taking blame, responsibility, or 

credit for something another responding 
agency did.

2. Your mere presence at a community 
forum is a message 
• Don’t be surprised if folks in the audience 

already have an opinion of you



3. Get your key messages out first

1.If you have the podium, this is the time you are in 
charge of your message. Take this opportunity to. 
Don’t take questions until you relay your message. 
(Even say things like, “Let me address your question 
in a moment.” Then listen to the community’s 
concerns.

1. Do not make assumptions about what people what to hear 
or want done about the risks. Listen and try to echo back the 
participants’ salient concerns.

2. Practice Self-Management. Control your apprehension. 
Anxiety undercuts confidence, concentration, and 
momentum.

3. Acknowledge this “venting situation” maybe just what the 
community needs - - a way to bond together in adversity, to 
share fears and anger.  It’s hard to do, but they believe this 
is all about them.



4.  Give them something to do 

• cleaning up HHW after a fire, checking in 
on neighbors, rebuild playground 
equipment, making their emergency kit for 
the next time… 

• Focusing energy on a task is a very real 
way to make people feel like they have 
control over a once-uncontrollable 
situation. 

• It helps individuals move on and 
communities heal from disasters.



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 

California Environmental Protection Agency
Air Resources Board



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



Ash Flows
Floods

HazMat/
Debris

Evac/
Shelters

Drinking
H2O

Air
Quality

Health
Risks

Public Health Issues with Wildfires
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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

 Don’t wait for the public to come to you


