
Public Relations: Communicating About Smoke



Objectives

• Identify public relations opportunities for smoke 
management. 

• Develop public contact contingency plans and 
coordinate with the media.

• Discuss the importance of being knowledgeable 
and proactive about smoke management issues 
to establish credibility with the public and 
cooperators.
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It’s an Opportunity

The public is more likely to support a 
fire program when they understand the benefits 

for them and their community.



Understanding and Caring 

Agency Objectives
• Reduce fuels and the risk of 

catastrophic fire
• Reestablish or maintain 

biodiversity and healthy 
ecosystems

Why Should Public Care?
• Protect local communities
• Preserve recreational 

opportunities

• Maintain a vista 

• Save a certain species



• Integrate smoke messages 
with other information

• Establish realistic   
expectations

• Help reduce impacts

• Develop tolerance

• Develop credibility / trust

Communicating 
about Smoke



• Develop a communication 
strategy
– Can be quite formal
– Can be as easy as a checklist

• Develop contingency plans 
– Plan for the worst case 

scenario
– Communicate scenarios to key 

staff and public

Planning is Everything!!!
Year-round Early Fire 

Season
Announcin

g a 
Planned 
Smoke 
Event

Respondin
g to an 

Unplanned 
Smoke 
Event

During 
Long  

Duration 
Smoke 
Event

End of 
Season or 

After a 
Smoke 
Event

1.Wildland 
fire smoke 
fits into a 
larger 
regional air 
quality 
situation.

4. Park 
managers 
are 
sensitive to 
smoke 
impacts for 
visitors and 
employees.

9. During 
prescribed 
burns, fire 
managers 
utilize 
smoke 
manageme
nt 
techniques.

15. Small 
natural fires 
have the 
potential to 
become 
large fires.

Hold an 
open house 
or a public 
meeting 

Sequoia & 
Kings 
Canyon 
National 
Parks 
appreciate 
the patience 
of visitors, 
residents, 
and 
gateway 
communitie
s during the 
incident and 
its 
associated 
smoke 
event. 



Handling Complaints

• Document complaints

• Distinguish between requests for information 
and actual complaints

• Pass information to necessary people



Implementing Contingencies

• Issuing health advisories
– Staffing “hotlines”
– Explain monitoring equipment

• Relocating smoke-
sensitive people

• Changing project tactics
– Terminating, Accelerating, Delaying



Key Contacts for Your 
Project**

• Air regulatory agencies

• Internal employees

• Sensitive downwind receptors
– Individuals, businesses, facilities, parks, recreation 

areas, day care centers, nursing homes

• Media outlets

• Public safety and transportation agencies

• Health agencies



Communication Methods **

Pre- & Post-Project mailings

Open houses / public meetings

News releases 

Call smoke sensitive people

Outreach to media

Email updates

Interpretive tours or roving

Create / Update a website

Social Media

Create a trail guide for a burned area 

Information at road closures

Publications

Bulletin boards where smoke is visible

Booths at special events

Success Stories

Visitor Center exhibits 

Classroom activities 



News 
Releases



Interpretive Tours or Roving



Mailings



Bulletin 
Boards



Success Stories





Outreach to Media

• Make contact with media outlets before 
the burn

• Create opportunities for print, radio, and 
television during the project

• Be ready with other “sidebar” stories 



Air Quality Index
Values and Cautionary Statements





Web Resources

Inciweb: http://www.inciweb.org/incident/2059/
Fire News
Sequoia & Kings Canyon National Parks webpages

Home page alert: 
http://www.nps.gov/seki/index.htm

Fire in the Parks, Current Fire Information 
http://www.nps.gov/seki/naturescience/current-fires.htm
SequoiaKings Twitter acct: 
http://twitter.com/sequoiakingsnps
SWFRS, webcams, smoke data: 
http://sierrafire.cr.usgs.gov/swfrs/
MODIS:http://rapidfire.sci.gsfc.nasa.gov/subsets/index.p
hp?subset=AERONET_Fresno
Air District webpages: www.airquality.org/smokeimpact/





Outreach to Air Districts

• Relationship with the Air District is on-
going, not just before a fire

• Regular dialogue helps us understand 
their needs and them to understand ours. 



Sierra National Forest, Sequoia National Forest &

Sequoia & Kings Canyon National Parks

Caring for the Land and Serving People Experience Your America

Wildland Fire: Our Reality

Prior to fire suppression policies (circa 1860)

• 15,000-20,000 acres/year historically burned 

in the parks based upon tree 

rings(dendrochronology)studies conducted by 

fire ecologists and other researchers. 

• 10,000 acres in 2008. 

•Approximately 26,000 acres/year historically 

burned on the Sierra National Forest

• 11,000 acres in 2008.  

Tree rings with fire scars from a giant 

sequoia tree demonstrate that fire occurred 

frequently in the Sierra Nevada



Sierra National Forest, Sequoia National Forest &

Sequoia & Kings Canyon National Parks

Caring for the Land and Serving People Experience Your America

In California

Before the1800s, 1.1 million acres/year 

burned on average in forests. California skies 

were likely smoky from late summer to early 

fall (Stephens, et al).

1.5 million acres have burned in California this 

year. This is well within the historic norm. 

Lightning strikes, flicked cigarettes, escaped 

campfires, car fires, etc. happen

We need to work together to manage smoke 

when we manage fire.
The Siskiyou Fire, July 9



Sierra National Forest, Sequoia National Forest &

Sequoia & Kings Canyon National Parks

Caring for the Land and Serving People Experience Your America

Nationally Collected Statistics Show the Average Annual Fire Acreage is 

Increasing

6 of the 10 largest 

acreage fire seasons 

have happened in the 

last decade. The 

numbers show that this 

trend is not an anomaly.

Skyland Fire, Montana, 2007

Source: NIFC



Sierra National Forest, Sequoia National Forest &

Sequoia & Kings Canyon National Parks

Caring for the Land and Serving People Experience Your America

But, wait! There’s more…

Loss of Natural 

Fire Regime

Invasive 

Species

Air Quality
Wildland-Urban Interface
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Global 
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The Sheep Fire 2010

•Started by lightening  07/16
• 9,020 acres, 3125 on park, 
5,895 on forest (Sequoia). 
•Treated key fuels problem in 
Cedar Grove, on forest
•Ideal year to complete this fire
•Multiple actions taken to slow, 
stop fire spread to west. 
Reason: SMOKE!

August 23

Sheep Fire August 9



Telling the Story

•Campfire Programs
•Talking to Visitors along 
the road
•Roving the 
Campgrounds
•The Fire Place
•Working with 
Employees

•Alternative work 
schedules



Be ready to implement 
contingency plans

Develop communication 
plans that integrate smoke 
messages

Identify your audiences

Use diverse communication 
methods

Summary



Questions?


