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Communication Strategy
The key to a successful strategy is identifying and targeting the right audiences in the right ways with the
right messages. During a fire incident, there are specific smoke messages that can be integrated into the
general fire information effort.

Purpose

Partners for Outreach & Education

To provide local health departments with a communication strategy to engage the public in smoke information from wild land fires occurring in the State
of Montana.

• Local/Regional Media (TV/Radio/Newspaper)
• Facebook/Twitter
• Public Places/Organizations (brochures, flyers,

Background

•
•

Wildfire smoke affects the air quality in Montana
during the summer months making it hard to recreate outdoors during this time. This strategy provides a collective approach to informing the public
about smoke-related issues.

•

•
•
•
•

newsletter inserts)
Montana Department of Environmental Quality
(DEQ)
Environmental Protection Agency (EPA)
Montana Office of Tourism and Business
Development
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention
Visitors Bureaus and/or Local Tourism Agencies
American Lung Association
Montana Department of Public Health and
Human Services

Communication Objectives
Influence risk perception by describing the hazard,
potential damage, and personal safety concerns
Provide specific actions people can take to prepare
for the hazard
Provide reminders and reinforcement of preparedness actions
Provide specific warning messages regarding
some eminent threat such as evacuation notices,
take shelter warnings, etc.
State the progress that local health agencies are
making in coordination with other agencies to prepare for the event.
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Key Media Messages
During a wildfire event, the public is seeking timely and accurate facts about what happened, where it happened, and what is being done to address the situation at hand. They will question the scale of the crisis,
the immediacy of the threat to them, the duration of the threat, and who is going to fix it.
Representatives from your department should be prepared to provide responses to these questions in a
quick and accurate manner. Opening messages are provided and can be combined with any additional
statements from the various categories.

Wildfires: A General Public Health
Issue

Opening Messages
•

Wildfires across the state are creating
hazardous and smoky conditions. Smoke from
fires in our region may begin to drift into [insert
name] communities and rapidly degrade air
quality.

•

Wildfire season is upon us again in Montana.
As wildfires give off more and more smoke, it’s
important to protect your health and take simple
steps to reduce exposure to wildfire smoke.

•

With the immediate danger from the [insert
name] fire behind us, county public health
officials urge residents near the fire zone to
take precautions as air quality levels could still
be affected.

•

Be aware of the status of wildfires in your area.
Know weather and conditions by checking the
Today’s Air website or using visibility
guidelines.

•

Be aware of smoke and unhealthy air
conditions. Take steps to protect your home
and your health.

•

Donate cash (not supplies) only to official
non-profit organizations.

•

Deaths from fires and burns are the fifth most
common cause of unintentional injury deaths in
the United States. While wildfire deaths are
less common, in 2013, 34 people died in the
United States due to Wildland Fires. Although
wildfire deaths are infrequent, the smoke from
wildfires can cause health problems for many
different types of people.

•

Be aware that outdoor events, such as athletic
games or competitions, may be postponed or
cancelled if smoke levels are high.

•

There are proven public health strategies that
can prevent wild fires and related deaths and
injuries including:
• Education about wildfire risks and fire prevention
• Residential fire sprinklers
• Fire escape planning and practice

•

Diseases of the circulatory system include high
blood pressure, coronary artery disease, and
congestive heart failure to name a few. These
chronic conditions make those living with them
more likely to experience attacks of temporary
chest pain, heart attacks, sudden death due to
a cardiac arrhythmia, acute congestive heart
failure, or stroke. If you have any of these
conditions, make sure that you have a plan for
responding to a wildfire emergency. Before
wildfire season hits, speak with your doctor
about steps you can take to protect yourself.
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•

If heavy smoke is present, those who are more
vulnerable should take precautions and avoid
prolonged or heavy activity. People should
keep in mind that the air quality can change
quickly.

•

Older adults, children, and people with heart or
lung disease (including asthma) are more
vulnerable to the adverse health effects of air
pollution from wildfires. Take common sense
steps to protect yourself this wildfire season.

•

When air quality is at unhealthy or hazardous
levels, all members of the general public should
consider their health before participating in
outdoor activities.

•

•

Cardiovascular diseases are the leading cause
of mortality in the United States: about 30 to 40
percent of all deaths each year. The vast
majority of these deaths occur in people over
age 65. People with chronic lung or heart
disease may experience one or more of the
following symptoms: shortness of breath, chest
tightness, pain in the chest, neck, shoulder or
arm, palpitations, or unusual fatigue or
lightheadedness. Wildfire smoke can be a
trigger for a number of these symptoms. For
individuals with cardiovascular disease it is
important to know your triggers and symptoms
to help avoid an emergency situation.
Researchers have estimated that tens of
thousands of elderly people die prematurely
each year from exposure to particulate air
pollution. Older adults are more likely to have
pre-existing lung and heart diseases, and may
be more susceptible to particle-associated
effects. Particulate air pollution can
compromise the function of cells involved in
immune defenses in the lungs, potentially
increasing susceptibility to bacterial or viral
respiratory infections, which may lead to more
serious problems in older adults.

•

Short-term exposure (hours or days), typical of
wildland fire events, can aggravate lung
disease, leading to asthma attacks and acute
bronchitis. These effects can also increase the
susceptibility to respiratory infections. Healthy
children and adults may not suffer serious
effects from short-term exposures, although
temporary minor irritation may occur when
particulate matter levels are elevated. For more
information on wildfire smoke particulate matter
and associated health risks check out this fact
sheet from Southern Fire Exchange. “Health
Effects of Wildland Fire Smoke: Insight from
Public Health Science Studies”.

•

Children are considered a sensitive population
because their lungs are still developing.
Because of this sensitivity air pollution can
affect them more than healthy adults. Several
factors lead to increased exposure in children
compared with adults: they tend to spend more
time outside; they engage in more vigorous
activity; and they inhale more air (and therefore
more harmful smoke chemicals) per pound of
body weight. These are all reasons to try to
limit children’s outdoor activities during smoky
conditions.

•

People who smoke, especially those who have
smoked for many years, have compromised
lung function. However, due to their lungs
being more accustomed to irritation from
tobacco smoke, smokers are generally less
likely to report symptoms from exposure to
wildfire smoke. Still, they may be injured by
wildfire smoke just like non-smokers.

•

Commonly available one-strap paper dust
masks, which are designed to keep larger
particles out of the nose and mouth, typically
offer little protection from wildfire smoke. The
same is true for bandanas (wet or dry) and
tissues held over the mouth and nose.

•

Surgical masks are designed to filter air coming
out of the wearer’s mouth, and do not provide a
good seal to prevent inhalation of small
particles found in wildfire smoke.
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•

Incorrect use of respirators, or use of other, less
protective face coverings, may give the wearer
a false sense of security and encourage
increased physical activity and time spent
outdoors, resulting in increased exposure to
smoke. The National Institute for Occupational
Safety and Health (NIOSH)-certified N95
respirators are masks made of filtering material
that fit over the nose and mouth. The filter
material will filter out some of the small particles
that may be found in smoke, but only if there is
a good fit to the wearer’s face.

•

Before using a N95 respirator or any other
breathing filtration device, a fit test should be
conducted under the direct supervision of a
physician.

•

Smoke from wildfires is a mixture of gases and
fine particles from burning trees and other plant
materials. Smoke can hurt your eyes, irritate
your respiratory system, and worsen chronic
lung diseases including asthma, emphysema,
and bronchitis. When there is a lot of wildfire
smoke, the fine particles can also increase risk
of heart attack and other problems in people
with underlying heart disease.

•

•

Individuals with heart disease or lung diseases
such as asthma should follow health care
providers' advice about prevention and
treatment of symptoms including using the full
spectrum of medications prescribed to control
them. Those with an asthma action plan should
follow it closely and monitor breathing and
exposure to airborne matter. Anyone
experiencing symptoms should contact a health
care provider for further advice or call 911 in an
emergency.

If you are not ordered to evacuate but smoky
conditions exist, stay inside in a safe location or
go to a community building where smoke levels
are lower.

Recommendations and Precautions
•

Reduce the amount of time spent outdoors.
This can usually provide some protection,
especially in a tightly closed, air-conditioned
house in which the air-conditioner can be set to
re-circulate air instead of bringing in outdoor
air. Staying inside with the doors and windows
closed can usually reduce exposure.

•

Reduce the amount of time engaged in
vigorous physical activity outdoors. This can
be an important and effective strategy to lower
the dose of inhaled air pollutants and minimize
health risks during a smoke event.

•

Reduce other sources of indoor air pollution
such as burning tobacco, candles, and incense;
using gas, propane, or wood-burning stoves
and furnaces; cooking; and vacuuming. These
activities can greatly increase the particle levels
in a home and should be avoided during high
pollution or when wildfire smoke is present.

•

Recommendations for people with chronic
diseases during wildfire season:
• Maintain an adequate supply of medication
(more than five days).
• If you have asthma, make sure you have a
written asthma action plan and your rescue
inhaler on you at all times possible.
• If you have heart disease, check with your
health care providers about precautions to take
during smoke events. Do this before the fire
season if you live in an area where wildfires are
possible.
• If you plan to use a portable air cleaner, buy one
prior to a smoke emergency that matches the
room size specified by the manufacturer.
• Parent’s of children with respiratory conditions,
such as asthma, may want to speak with the
child’s teacher and school administrator about
using a HEPA air purifier in the child’s
classroom.
• Contact a health care provider if your condition
worsens when you are exposed to smoke.
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Steps to Reduce Smoke Exposure
During a Wildfire
•

•

•

•

Incorrect use of respirators, or use of other,
less protective face coverings, may give the
wearer a false sense of security and encourage
increased physical activity and time spent
outdoors, resulting in increased exposure to
smoke. The National Institute for Occupational
Safety and Health (NIOSH)-certified N95
respirators are masks made of filtering material
that fit over the nose and mouth. The filter
material will filter out some of the small
particles that may be found in smoke, but only if
there is a good fit to the wearer’s face.
Before using a N95 respirator or any other
breathing filtration device, a fit test should be
conducted under the direct supervision of a
physician.
Have enough food and medications on hand
to last several days in order to minimize driving.
Foods stored for use during a fire should not
require frying or broiling, which can add
particles to indoor air.
For protection during very unhealthy or
hazardous levels of smoke, it may be
appropriate for some individuals to stay in a
clean room in the home, relocate temporarily to
a cleaner air shelter, or leave the area entirely if
it is possible and safe to do so.

•

Avoid vacuuming (except with HEPA filterequipped vacuums) because most vacuum
cleaners disperse very fine dust into the air.

•

Avoid strenuous work or exercise outdoors.
With the exception of firefighters and
emergency personnel who are trained to work
in hazardous environments, people should
avoid physical exertion during smoke exposure.

•

Avoid driving whenever possible. If driving is
necessary, run the air conditioner on the
“recycle” or “re-circulate” mode to avoid
drawing smoky air into the car.

•

Shutting windows and doors can give some
protection from smoke. Air conditioners should
be set on “re-circulate” during fire or smoke
events to prevent smoky air from being drawn
in from outside. (Note: This does not apply to
HVAC systems in commercial and office
buildings).

•

Air purifiers may be effective at reducing
indoor particulate counts. Units with ozonegenerating technology should be avoided,
however, as ozone is known to cause
respiratory irritation and does not remove
airborne particulates.

•

If you have moderate to severe heart or lung
disease, consider staying with relatives or
friends who live away from the smoke. If
significant smoke is already present, evaluate
whether evacuation might cause greater
exposure than staying at home and using other
precautions.

Caring for Pets and Livestock During a
Wildfire Smoke Event
Pets and wildfires
•

The effects of smoke are similar for humans
and animals. Healthy younger animals might be
minimally affected by smoke from wildfires but
older animals or animals with respiratory or
cardiovascular disease can be severely
affected. Brachycephalic (Pugs, Pekingese,
Persians, etc.) breeds of dogs and cats may
also be more affected by smoke from wildfires.

•

If your pet is on medications for cardiovascular
or respiratory disease make sure you have their
medications on hand and to give them as
directed by your veterinarian.

•

Dogs and cats show similar signs of distress as
humans, including runny nose, dry raspy
cough, and watery eyes. Asthmatic cats might
show increased respiratory symptoms.
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• What can you do for your pets during times of

wildfires and smoke?

− When smoke is thick or hanging in the area
keep your pets inside.

•

What can you do for your horses during times of
wildfires and smoke?
−

Limit exercise when smoke is visible.
Don’t engage your horse in activities that
increase their breathing.

−

Make sure your horse has plenty of fresh
water to drink. Water helps keep the
airways moist and facilitates clearance of
inhaled particulate matter.

−

Limit the dust exposure from hay by
feeding dust free hay or soaking hay
before feeding. This reduces the horse’s
exposure to more inhaled particles.

−

If your horse is coughing or having
difficulty breathing, contact your
veterinarian immediately.

− Limit activities that will increase their breathing
and expose them to smoke and other pollutants.
− If you have an air conditioner, keep it running to
circulate air but keep the fresh air intake closed.
This will also help keep your pets cool and
prevent overheating.
− Keep your windows closed and use a humidifier
if you have one to keep the air moist.
− Let your pet outside only long enough for
bathroom needs. If you have an animal that is
very sensitive to the smoke, use training pads
inside.
− If your pet needs walks, walk them when the
smoke is not heavy and the temperatures are
cooler, usually in the morning or late at night.

How you can Help Animal Service Officers
Locate, Catch and Transport Your Pets
−

− Make sure your pet has plenty of fresh water to
drink.

Have a metal address sign on a metal
stake at the entrance of your property.

−

− If your pet is anxious or exhibits breathing
problems, contact your veterinarian
immediately.

Hide a key in an easy to describe
location to allow access to pets that live
inside your home.

−

Place metal identification tags on ALL
pets. Include animal’s name, your last
name and address.

−

Be sure all horses are trained to load
into a trailer.

−

Create an alternate water source for all
livestock in case electricity to well pumps
& automatic watering systems goes out.

−

NEVER, NEVER “cut animals loose.”
Animals located inside the house or
confined in enclosures are easier to
evacuate.

Horses and wildfires
•

The effects of smoke are similar for humans and
animals. Smoke can cause eye irritation, cough,
nasal discharge, and wheezing. Horses with
chronic obstructive pulmonary disease (heaves)
are especially sensitive to the affects from
smoke.

•

If you have a horse on medication for COPD
(heaves), make sure you have them on hand
and to give them as directed by your
veterinarian.

•

Smoke and particulate matter can alter the
immune system and reduce the ability of the
lung to remove bacteria and other material to
which horses are normally exposed. This can
lead to secondary problems such as bacterial
pneumonia.

Livestock
•

After a wildfire event, check surviving livestock
for signs of injury. Health disorders such as
burned eyes, feet, udders, sheaths and testicles,
as well as lung inflammation and edema from
smoke inhalation are common after livestock
experience wildfire. It can take a while for
symptoms to appear, so monitor your cattle for
several weeks after the fire.
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Social Media Messaging
•

Hazy air? Check DEQ’s Air Quality Index
before heading out.
http://svc.mt.gov/deq/todaysair/

•

Wildfires are unpredictable and can quickly
send smoke into Montana communities.
Montana DEQ uses the Air Quality Index (AQI),
a color-coded tool which shows air pollution
levels. Green is good, yellow is moderate,
orange is unhealthy for sensitive groups, and
red is unhealthy for all groups.
http://svc.mt.gov/deq/todaysair/

•

To protect yourself and your family from wildfire
smoke, limit outdoor activities during poor air
quality times. Check the Air Quality Index for
the current levels.
http://svc.mt.gov/deq/todaysair/

•

High smoke levels can have hazardous impact
on health. People with respiratory or heart
disease, the elderly, pregnant women, and
children should follow their breathing
management plans or contact their healthcare
providers. Learn more health and safety tips
related to wildfires at emergency.cdc.gov/
disasters/wildfires/smoke.asp

•

Hazy outside? Scratchy throat? People in
smoky areas should drink lots of water.
Keeping hydrated reduces the amount of
smoke that can travel deep into your lungs.

•

•

Wildfire smoke contains hazardous particles
known as Particulate Matter. These harmful
particles can easily pass through a mask or
clothing and end up in your airways. If air
quality is poor due to wildfires, try to remain
indoors and limit your exposure. Find out more
about Particulate Matter by checking out a
presentation at,
https://kidsenvirohealth.nlm.nih.gov/video/

•

Wildfire smoke contains significant quantities of
respiratory irritants, which can act in concert to
produce eye and respiratory irritation and
potentially exacerbate asthma. For more
information on respiratory irritants and
particulate matter visit http://www.airnow.gov/
index.cfm?action=particle_health.index

•

According to the American Lung Association,
more than 35 million people in the US suffered
from chronic lung diseases such as asthma and
chronic obstructive pulmonary disease (COPD)
in 2008. Levels of pollutants that may not
affect healthy people may cause breathing
difficulties for people with asthma, COPD, or
other chronic lung diseases. Find out more
about pollutants and how they affect your
health by visiting http://www.airnow.gov/
index.cfm?action=particle_health.index

•

During exercise, people can increase their air
intake as much as 10 to 20 times over their
resting level. Increased breathing rates bring
more pollution deep into the lungs. Reducing
physical activity is an effective strategy to lower
the dose of inhaled air pollutants and reduce
health risks during a smoke event. To know
when to avoid exercise, reference the Guide to
Outdoor Sporting Events and Wildfire Smoke
developed by Montana DPHHS.
https://dphhs.mt.gov/publichealth/airquality

•

Most air conditioners are designed by default to
re-circulate indoor air. Those systems that
have both “outdoor air” and “re-circulate”
settings need to be set on “re-circulate” during
fire/smoke events.

Twitchy airways are considered a hallmark of
asthma; this tendency may also be found in
many individuals without asthma as well. In
such individuals, smoke exposure may cause
asthma-like symptoms. Find out to protect
yourself by visiting
http://www.cdc.gov/features/wildfires/

9

•

•

If smoke levels increase to very unhealthy or
hazardous levels, it may be appropriate for
sensitive individuals to stay in a clean room in
the home, relocate temporarily to a cleaner air
shelter, or to leave the area entirely if it is
possible and safe to do so. Sensitive
individuals include; pregnant women, young
children, some elderly, and people with
respiratory conditions.
For over 70,000 American communities
wildfires are not a matter of if, but when. Do
you live in a fire prone area? Talk to your
neighbors, community and business leaders to
find out what they are doing about wildfire
preparation. Take responsibility for wildfire risk
and become prepared today. To learn more
visit http://www.fireadapted.org

•

If a wildfire has affected you and your family,
you may feel sad, mad, guilty, or numb. This is
a difficult time, but there are things you can do
to help cope with the stress and stay healthy
even during the cleanup time that follows. Visit
http://emergency.cdc.gov/disasters/wildfires/
afterfire.asp

•

Montana Department of Natural Resources and
Conservation will be providing fire season
updates on Twitter, please follow them at
@MTDNRCFire.

•

The Disaster Distress Helpline provides yearround, 24/7 phone- and text-based crisis
counseling to anyone who is experiencing
emotional distress related to natural or manmade disasters within the U.S. and territories.
For free support anytime call 1-800-985-5990
or Text TalkWithUs to 66746.

•

Visiting Montana? Check out the Today’s Air
website to determine the air quality in the are
you are planning to visit. For more information
on local and regional activities visit the
Montana Department of Commerce fire

information for travers website or call a traveler
counselor toll-free at 800-847-4868.
•

Planning a trip Montana, but concerned about
wildfire smoke and your health? If smoke is
heavy or you’re sensitive to it, you may wish to
consider adjusting your itinerary to experience
one of Montana’s indoor activities or explore a
different area until air quality improves. Explore
things to do at VisitMT.com.

•

Don’t let poor air quality days can get you
down. There a many fun indoor activities you
can enjoy this week. [Insert Activity]

•

Keep track of fires near your community with
inciweb.nwcg.gov.

•

Your family may not be together when a
#wildfire occurs. Make plans today for how to
stay in touch and be sure to test this plan.
Download your plan today:
https://www.ready.gov/plan #WildfireSafety

•

If authorities advise or order you to evacuate,
do so immediately. Be sure to remember the
Five Ps of Evacuation: People, Prescriptions,
Papers, Personal Needs, and Priceless Items.
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Fact Sheets
CDC Wildfires Fact Sheet
http://emergency.cdc.gov/disasters/wildfires/facts.asp
Protect Your Pets in an Emergency
http://emergency.cdc.gov/disasters/petprotect.asp
Health Threat from Wildfire Smoke
http://www.southernnevadahealthdistrict.org/download/health-topics/wildfires.pdf
US Geological Survey: Wildfire Hazards—A National Threat
http://pubs.usgs.gov/fs/2006/3015/2006-3015.pdf

National Park Service, Office of Public Health: Fact Sheet
https://www.nps.gov/orgs/1965/upload/wildland-fire-fact-sheet.pdf
American Public Health Association: Are You Ready for Wildfires?
http://www.getreadyforflu.org/facts/Wildfires.pdf

Safety & Preparedness Resources
READY AND SAFE MONTANA
readyandsafe.mt.gov

Montana DNRC: Ready Set Go—Wildland Fire Action Guide
http://dnrc.mt.gov/divisions/forestry/docs/fire-and-aviation/prevention/final-montana-rsg-guide.pdf
Montana Office of Tourism and Business Development
marketmt.com/Resources/FireInformation
American Red Cross
http://www.redcross.org/images/MEDIA_CustomProductCatalog/m4340149_Wildfire.pdf
Insurance Institute for Business & Home Safety
www.disastersafety.org/wildfire/
US Forest Service: Smokey Bear
https://smokeybear.com/en

Federal Emergency Management Agency
www.ready.gov/wildfires?utm_source=hp_promo&utm_medium=web&utm_campaign=fema_hp
US Fire Administration
https://www.usfa.fema.gov/prevention/
Center for Disease Control and Prevention
https://www.emergency.cdc.gov/protect.asp
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Frequently Asked Questions
Q: Should I wear a dust mask or N95 respirator?
A: The National Institute for Occupational Safety and Health (NIOSH)-certified N95 respirators are masks
made of filtering material that fit over the nose and mouth. The filter material will filter out some of the small
particles that may be found in smoke, but only if there is a good fit to the wearer’s face. It is also important to
know that N95 particulate respirators and dust masks only filter particles, not toxic gases and vapors.
Dust masks that are not NIOSH-certified may not offer protection from small particulate matter,
even if properly worn. Individuals interested in using respirators they should be fit tested by a physician.
Filtering face-piece respirators and masks can make the work of breathing more difficult and can
lead to increased breathing rates and heart rates. They can also contribute to heat stress. Because of
this, respirator use by those with heart and respiratory diseases should only be done under a
doctor’s supervision.
Q: What is the health threat from wildfire smoke?
A: Smoke from wildfires is a mixture of gases and fine particles from burning trees and other plant materials
known as Particulate Matter (PM). Smoke and the PM it contains can irritate your eyes or your respiratory
system and worsen chronic heart and lung diseases. How much and how long you are exposed to the
smoke, as well as your age and degree of susceptibility, play a role in determining whether or not you are
likely to experience smoke-related health problems. If you are experiencing serious medical problems for any
reason, seek medical treatment immediately.
Q: Where can I find information about the air quality in the area I live?
A: Check the local air quality index by going to the Montana Department of Environmental Quality’s website
at todaysair.mt.gov.

Q: What are some common symptoms of smoke exposure?
A: Breathing in smoke can cause irritation of the eyes, nose, and through. It can also cause headaches and
worsening of allergies. People with lung diseases such as asthma or COPD — as well as people with other
chronic diseases, pregnant women, and older adults — are likely to experience more serious or acute
symptoms. These symptoms can include shortness of breath, persistent coughing, wheezing, chest
tightness, and increase mucous production.
Q: How can I protect myself and my family from the harmful effects of smoke?
A: The best thing to do is to limit your exposure to the smoke. Strategies to decrease exposure to smoke
include staying indoors whenever possible, using air conditioners (air conditioned homes usually have lower
air exchange rates than homes that use open windows for ventilation), using mechanical air cleaners,
keeping windows closed while driving in a vehicle, and minimizing other sources of air pollution such as
smoking tobacco, using wood burning stoves, burning candles or incense, and vacuuming. Drinking lots of
water can help keep your airways moist, which may reduce symptoms of scratchy throat and coughing.
Q: If I have respiratory problems and can’t reach my doctor, where should I go?
A: If you are experiencing a medical emergency, call 911 or go to the hospital emergency room immediately.
Q: What should I do about closing up my house when it is so hot in there?
A: If it is too warm to stay inside with the windows closed and you do not have an air conditioner, seek
alternative shelter by visiting family members, neighbors, or public buildings that have air conditioning. You
may also spend a few hours visiting an air-conditioned location such as a mall, movie theater, or library.

12

Q: Will a wet towel or bandana provide any help?
A: A wet towel or bandana is not recommended. While they may stop large particles, fine ones that can
still get into the lungs.
Q: How can I tell if the smoke is affecting me or my family?
A: The following are useful tips for detecting early symptoms of smoke effects:
• Smoke can cause coughing, scratchy throat, irritated sinuses, shortness of breath, chest pain,
headaches, stinging eyes and runny nose.
•

People who have heart disease might experience chest pain, rapid heartbeat, shortness of breath or
fatigue.

•

Smoke may worsen for people who have pre-existing respiratory conditions such as heart or lung
disease, respiratory allergies, asthma, and chronic obstructive pulmonary disease (COPD) in the
following ways:

•

−

Inability to breathe normally

−

Coughing with or without mucus

−

Chest discomfort

−

Wheezing and shortness of breath

When smoke levels are high, even healthy people may experience some of these symptoms

Q: Our community has an outdoor game scheduled this evening. Should we cancel it?
A: All persons in areas affected by heavy wildfire smoke should consider limiting outdoor activity and
staying indoors whenever possible to minimize exposure to the smoke. In settings of prolonged, heavy
exposure to wildfire smoke, public health departments and local air quality authorities may recommend
canceling such activities. Stay tuned to your local news for the latest information.
Q: What is in wildfire smoke?
A: Wildfire smoke is complex mixture of particles and gases containing hundreds of chemicals. The smoke
contains large amounts of particulate matter as well as gases such as carbon monoxide, carbon dioxide
and nitrogen oxides.
The three air toxins that are of most concern from wildfires are:
• Acrolein - An aldehyde with a piercing, choking odor. Even at low levels, acrolein can severely irritate
the eyes and upper respiratory tract. Symptoms include stinging and tearing eyes, nausea and vomiting.
•

Formaldehyde - Low level exposure can cause irritation of the eyes, nose and throat. Higher levels
cause irritation to spread to the lower respiratory tract. Long-term exposure is associated with nasal and
nasopharyngeal cancer.

•

Benzene - Benzene causes headaches, dizziness, nausea and breathing difficulties, and is a very
potent carcinogen. Benzene causes anemia, liver and kidney damage, and cancer.
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Q: We have plans to visit Montana. Is it still safe to come?
A: Montana is a vast state with a wide variety of indoor and outdoor activities to enjoy. Before you come, check out the
Today’s Air website for air quality conditions in the area you plan to visit. The site also provides a daily smoke forecast
during the wildfire season. If smoke is heavy or you’re sensitive to it, you may wish to consider adjusting your itinerary
to experience one of Montana’s indoor activities or explore a different area until air quality improves. Explore things
to do at VisitMT.com.

Q: How can it be predicted where the smoke will go?
A: The behavior of smoke depends on the fire’s size, location, area topography, weather, and more. Smoke
fills valleys, which is where people usually live. Smoke levels are hard to predict: a wind can clear out a
valley, blow more smoke in, or fan the fires. Smoke concentrations change constantly. National Weather
Service satellite photos, weather and wind forecasts, and knowledge of the area can all help in predicting
how much smoke will come into an area, but predictions are rarely accurate for more than a few hours. The
National Weather Service’s website has a lot of information, including satellite photos that are updated
throughout the day. For the western United States, the web address is www.wrh.noaa.gov
Q: What can schools do to keep my child protected from wildfire smoke?
A: Schools have a responsibility to provide a safe and healthy learning environment for students and staff.
During poor air quality events staff can follow these simple steps to ensure clean indoor air:
− Keep windows and doors shut whenever possible
− Consider alternate indoor activities for physical education classes
− Sports teams should consider canceling practice or practicing inside
− Facility managers should perform routine maintenance on ventilation systems and change filters
as recommended.
− Provide a space with clean indoor air for students who may be sensitive to wildfire smoke. The
air in these spaces should be supplied by a re-circulating HVAC system or filtered by HEPA Air
Purifiers.
− Responsible adults should pay close attention to students with chronic lung and heart conditions,
as they are more sensitive to the health effects of wildfire smoke.
Q: What can I do to reduce the exposure to smoke in indoor workplaces?
A: Wildfire smoke can travel long distances from the actual fires and can affect the quality of indoor air.
However, there are steps that you can take to reduce the amount of wildfire smoke entering your
building:
− Inspect the HVAC system to make sure it is working properly.
− Check the HVAC system’s air filters to ensure they are clean and are not damaged, dislodged, or
leaking around the edges. If the system is capable, replace the filters with higher efficiency filters for
the duration of the wildfire event.
− Temporarily reduce the intake of outdoor air. This should only be done in consultation with a qualified
HVAC technician or ventilation engineer. The pressure within the building should remain slightly
positive compared to outdoors.
− Reduce indoor particle levels in small areas by using individual portable air cleaners equipped with
high-efficiency particulate air (HEPA) filters or electrostatic precipitators. Ozone-generating air
cleaners should not be used because they generate ozone gas, a respiratory irritant that can
exacerbate respiratory symptoms.
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Public Service Announcements
WILDFIRE SMOKE WARNING
PUBLIC SERVICE ANNOUNCEMENT
Unhealthy levels of wildfire smoke are expected in the following areas:
[XXXCountyXXXX]
[XXXCountyXXXX]
[XXXCountyXXXX]
Areas of smoke are expected at [location] today.
Wildfire smoke has harmful chemicals that can affect your health. It can cause eye and throat irritation,
coughing, and difficulty breathing. People who are at greatest risk of experiencing symptoms due to
smoke include those with chronic lung disease (such as asthma) and/or heart disease, young
children, pregnant women, and older adults. Even healthy adults can be affected by smoke. Seek
medical help if you have symptoms that worsen or become severe.
If you smell or see smoke, take these steps to protect your health:
•

Minimize or stop outdoor activities, especially exercise.

•

Stay indoors with windows and doors closed.
− Do not run any fans that bring smoky outdoor air inside
− Run your air-conditioner only if it does not bring in smoke from outdoors. Change the
standard air-conditioner filter to a medium or high efficiency filter. If you have a wallunit or window-unit air conditioner, set it to “re-circulate.”
− Do not smoke, fry food, or do other things that will create indoor air pollution.

•

If you have any chronic lung disease (including asthma) or heart disease, closely monitor your
health and contact your doctor immediately if you have symptoms that worsen, including
repeated coughing, shortness of breath or difficulty breathing, wheezing, chest tightness or
pain, palpitations, nausea, unusual fatigue or lightheadedness. Consider going to an
emergency shelter or leaving the area until smoke conditions improve.
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If you do not have air conditioning, take these additional steps to protect yourself and your family
from heat exhaustion, which can be especially dangerous for infants, children, the elderly, and
people with chronic disease.
•

Lower body temperatures by using cold compresses, misting, and taking cool showers, baths
or sponge baths.

•

Drink plenty of fluids. Don’t wait until you’re thirsty to drink. However, if your doctor has told
you to limit the amount you drink or you are taking water pills, ask your doctor how much you
should drink during the heat.

•

Avoid drinks with alcohol or large amounts of sugar, as these can promote dehydration.

•

Consider moving to location that has air conditioning.

•

Do not exercise or do physical activity.

•

Wear light-weight and light-colored clothing.

•

Watch for signs of heat exhaustion, including fatigue, nausea, headache, and vomiting, and
contact your doctor immediately if these occur.

Stayed tuned for additional air quality emergency announcements
Contact your doctor to discuss what you should do if smoke becomes worse in your area, especially if
you have lung disease (including asthma), heart disease, are elderly, pregnant, or have children in your
home.
For further information, please contact your local county health department or visit the Montana
Department of Health and Human Services at dphhs.mt.gov/airquality.
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CDC Public Service Announcements
Wildfires and At-Risk Populations
This is an important message from the U. S. Department of Health and Human Services. Wildfire smoke’s
greatest health threat is to those with heart and lung conditions, older adults and children. Listen for
advice from local authorities and limit your exposure to any smoke, including low levels. Keep your indoor
air as clean as possible. If you have asthma or other lung conditions, follow your respiratory management
plan. See a doctor if you have a hard time breathing or if your normal symptoms worsen.

General Information about Wildfires
This is an important message from the U. S. Department of Health and Human Services. Wildfire smoke
can cause health problems for anyone, especially those with heart and lung conditions, older adults and
children. Listen for advice from local authorities. Avoid burning candles, using gas stoves or vacuuming.
Do not use dust masks as they will retain harmful particles. If you have asthma or other lung conditions,
follow your respiratory management plan. See a doctor if you have a hard time breathing.

Coping With Depression and Thoughts of Suicide after a Disaster
This is an important message from the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services. After a natural
disaster, it is normal to feel sad, mad, or guilty—you may have lost a great deal. If you feel like completely
giving up or are having thoughts of suicide, get help. Stay in touch with family and friends, find a support
network, and talk with a counselor. Getting involved with others can help. For more information, call 1-800
-273-TALK (1-800-273-8255).

Find the CDC wildfire PSAs at, www.cdc.gov/disasters/psa/
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Sample Press Releases
Sample Press Release #1
CONTACT: [Name]
[County] County Health Department
Phone [(XXX) XXX-XXXX]
Email [email address]
High Temperatures and Smoky Air Could Cause Health Problems
[City, State] – County public health officials urge people across the state to take precautions as
temperatures and air quality reach potentially unhealthy levels.
The National Weather Service is predicting weather that could bring prolonged wildfire smoke exposure
to communities in the [region affected] area. Smoke levels can rise and fall depending on weather factors
including wind direction.
“The combination of high temperatures and wildfire smoke in the [affected] area may increase the risk of
illness especially for older adults, young children, and people with asthma, respiratory, or heart
conditions,” said [Health Officer, position].

Public health officials urge all Montanans to take the following precautions to avoid health problems
during hot, smoky conditions.
•

Reduce the amount of time spent outdoors. This can usually provide some protection,
especially in a tightly closed, air-conditioned house in which the air conditioner can be set to
re-circulate air instead of bringing in outdoor air.

•

Reduce the amount of time engaged in vigorous outdoor physical activity. This can be an
important and effective strategy to decrease exposure to inhaled air pollutants and minimize
health risks during a smoke event.

•

Reduce other sources of indoor air pollution such as burning cigarettes and candles; using
gas, propane, and wood burning stoves and furnaces; cooking; and vacuuming.

•

Individuals with heart disease or lung diseases such as asthma should follow their health care
providers’ advice about prevention and treatment of symptoms.

For more information about your community’s air quality, visit todaysair.mt.gov.
(or)
For air quality advisories from the Montana Department of Environmental Quality, visit todaysair.mt.gov.

18

Sample Press Release #2
CONTACT: [Name]
[County] County Health Department
Phone [(XXX) XXX-XXXX]
Email [email address]
Indoor Air Quality after the [Insert Name] Wildfire
[City, State] – With the immediate danger from the [insert name] wildfire behind us, county public health
officials urge residents near the fire zone to take precautions as air quality levels could still be affected.
Residents can take the following steps to protect their health from potential indoor air quality issues
during clean-up and re-occupancy.
•

Stay inside. Limit outdoor time of children and pets. Do not let them play around burned
structures.

•

Keep windows and doors shut.

•

Wet all ash and debris thoroughly before packing inside a 6mm plastic sheet liner.

•

Clean and replace filters on air conditioning units and furnaces.

•

Stay hydrated. Be aware of high heat if your home is not air conditioned.

•

An N95 particulate mask can be worn to protect you from smoke and ash dust, but individuals
with lung or heart problems should be fit tested by a physician.

For information about your community’s air quality: todaysair.mt.gov.
For air quality advisories from the Montana Department of Environmental Quality: todaysair.mt.gov.
For tips on worker safety during fire clean-up: http://emergency.cdc.gov/disasters/wildfires/
cleanupworkers.asp
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Sample Press Release #3
CONTACT: [Name]
[County] County Health Department
Phone [(XXX) XXX-XXXX]
Email [email address]
Wildfire Smoke Inhalation Prevention Information
The (INSERT FIRE NAME) is burning (ENTER LOCATION), has grown to (ENTER SIZE) and is (XX)
percent contained. Hot, dry, and unstable weather will likely result in heightened fire activity and
increased smoke production. The estimated containment date is (ENTER DATE). (NAME) County health
officials are providing the following information to help local residents proactively avoid illness from
wildfire smoke inhalation. People with respiratory or heart disease, the elderly and children, are advised
to stay indoors. Poor air quality conditions are a health threat and should be avoided by all residents in
smoky communities. Remember, local smoke levels can rise and fall rapidly depending on weather
factors, including wind direction.
Take the following precautions to avoid breathing problems or other symptoms from smoke:
•

Be aware of smoke concentrations in your area.

•

Avoid outdoor exertion during such conditions. Avoid strenuous outdoor activity including
sports practice, work and recreation.

•

Drink lots of water - staying hydrated can keep your airways moist which will help reduce
symptoms of respiratory irritation such as scratchy throat, running nose and coughing.

•

Try to avoid driving in smoky areas. If you do need to drive in these areas, keep your windows
rolled up and vents closed. If you need air conditioning, make sure you set your system on “recirculate” to avoid bringing smoke into your car.

•

Avoid smoke by staying indoors, closing all windows and doors and use a filter in your heating/
cooling system that removes very fine particulate matter.

•

People with concerns about health issues, including those suffering from asthma or other
respiratory problems, should follow their breathing management plans; keep medications on
hand, and contact healthcare providers if necessary.

Helpful links:
EPA Wildfire Smoke Factsheet: Protecting Children from Wildfire Smoke and Ash
epa.gov/airnow/smoke_fires/protecting-children-from-wildfire-smoke-and-ash.pdf
MT DEQ Wildfire website: deq.mt.gov/Air/SF/fireupdates
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Posters & Flyers
PM Levels and Your Health
Category

PM2.5 1hr

Visibility

Average Concentration

Range

(µg/m3)

(miles)

Good

0.0-33.5

>13.4+

Moderate

33.6-51.0

13.3-8.8

Unhealthy for

51.1-88.5

8.7-5.1

Unhealthy

88.6-201.0

5.0-2.2

Very

201.1-338.5

2.1-1.3

Hazardous

>338.5

<1.3

Links to additional poster and flyers
• Recommendations for Outdoor Sporting Events During Based on Visibility and Air Quality
• CDC Wildfire Content- www.cdc.gov/disasters/wildfires/index.html
• After the Fire: Your Emotional and Physical Well-Being
• Fire Safety Fact Sheet
• Wildfires: Information for Pregnant Women and Parents of Young Infants
• Protect Your Lungs from Wildfire Smoke: Respirators (Environmental Protection Agency)

https://www3.epa.gov/airnow/smoke_fires/respiratory-protection-508.pdf
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HEPA Air Purifiers
What Schools Need to Know
Why should schools care about indoor and outdoor air quality?
Children are particularly vulnerable to air pollution. Their lungs are still developing and prolonged exposure to
polluted air may lead to respiratory problems later in life.
Studies have shown that poor indoor air quality has a negative impact on learning performance. Tasks

involving calculation, memory and focus are especially hindered by poor indoor air quality.
Creating a clean indoor air environment and preparing for poor outdoor air quality can:
 Reduce student and staff absenteeism
 Reduce unplanned trips to the nurse’s office or emergency department for individuals with

respiratory conditions
 Help educate students and staff about how they can protect themselves at school and outside of the school

setting

Why might a classroom need a HEPA air puri�r?
 Students with respiratory conditions may experience breathing problems if they are exposed to

airborne allergens or irritants.
 Older buildings can emit particles from lead-based paints, crumbling masonry, areas that have not been

cleaned in years, and hidden mold. Poor ventilation is often present, and sometimes water leaks and pet
infestation are issues.
 Pesticides, toxic fumes from harsh chemicals, volatile organic compounds (VOCs), fragrances, and cleaning
solutions can be dangerous on their own, but the combination of chemicals can quickly send a child into an
asthma attack.
 Wildfire smoke during the first couple months of the school year may create unhealthy indoor air quality

conditions depending on the quality of the school ventilation system.

Classrooms

Which areas in the school should have HEPA Air Puri�rs?
Classrooms with individuals who have asthma or other chronic health issues.
K-8 classrooms should be targeted after identifying classrooms containing students with asthma or chronic
health conditions. Start with the youngest classrooms first as these students are the most vulnerable.

Libraries
Libraries may serve as a clean air zone for students who need relief when air quality is poor.
It’s important to remember that some HEPA air purifiers produce ozone. Ozone is a contaminant meant to reduce
odor, but in addition to it’s negative health impacts it can also be detrimental to artifacts, paintings and books.

Gymnasium
It is critical to have clean air in the spaces where students physically exert themselves.
When participating in health enhancement or other physically active classes, respiratory rates
will increase causing students to take in more air than they would at rest.
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What to Consider When Buying a HEPA Air Filter
What is a HEPA Air Filtration Unit?
True High Efficiency Particulate Air (HEPA) filtration units are designed to capture at least
99.97 percent of fine airborne particles larger than at least 0.3 micrometer (0.00001 inch)
as specified by the United States Department of Energy. The fine particles are the most
common and dangerous components of wildfire smoke.
HEPA filtration units are generally equipped with replaceable pre-filters that also remove larger
particulate matter, such as pollen and dust. Filtration units range in size from small portable
units up to central heating and cooling systems for entire buildings. Effectiveness depends
largely upon how much filtered air they deliver over a given period into a specified space.

Why Use a HEPA Filter?
Indoor air pollution comes from a combination of particulate matter including dust, mold, pet dander and
particles from smoke and cooking stoves. Particulate matter may also include pollutants from vehicle
exhaust, smoke, and chemical fumes and can be far worse than the pollution outside. Using a quality
HEPA filter can help trap these pollutants and create a cleaner indoor environment.

How to Use a HEPA Air Purifier
To use an air purifier follow these steps:


Allow it to run 24 hours a day



Keep it in one location



Close all doors and windows in that area



Leave 18-24″ of space around the back and sides of the unit



Check and replace filters regularly
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HEPA Air Purifier Guide
Coverage Area: Where to Place Your Filter
 Buy a unit to fit the room where it will be used most frequently.
 HEPA filters use a CFM rate (cubic feet of air processed per minute) or a CADR (Clean Air Delivery Rate) to

calculate the size of the room the filter can handle to reach 4 air changes per hour (ACH).
 Choose a filter with a CADR of at least 2/3 the room’s area.
Example: 10’ x 15’ room (150 square feet) would require a filter with a tobacco smoke CADR of at least 100 to exchange air with tobacco smoke in it 4 time in an hour.
 The ACH rating tells you how many times the device can exchange the air within a room with clean, fresh air every
hour.
If the purifier has a ACH rating of 6 for a 20' x 20' room, then it is capable of exchanging all of the air in that room 6 times
every hour. If you have allergies or asthma, you want an ACH rating of at least 4, and preferably 6 or 8.
 You can move your air purifier from room to room during the day, but you should try to create a clean bedroom

environment at night, as this is where individuals spend many consecutive hours sleeping.
 The maximum coverage area requires running the unit at the highest possible speed.

Questions to Consider with Filter Maintenance & Replacements
 Can the filter be cleaned with occasional washing or vacuuming or does the HEPA filter need be replaced?
 What is the annual cost of replacement filters and how often do they need replacing?

Some units use a pre-filter to capture large airborne particles before they reach the HEPA filter.
Typically, carbon pre-filters need to be replaced every 3 months and the HEPA filter yearly.
Some carbon filters and HEPA filters may be washable. Please see model instructions on how
to clean filters.
 How do I know if the filter needs to be replaced?

Some units have change filter indicator lights, while other must be checked manually. For best use, follow the
instructions provided for the particular model.

Energy Usage
 How much energy does a filtration unit use?

Like all appliances, different filters use different amounts of energy. Unlike most appliances though, air filtration
units run, or should run, continuously. Typical air filters can use anywhere from 30 watts on low to 250 watts on
high per hour.
 To save money on energy costs, choose units with the U.S. Department of Energy’s Energy Start rating.

Noise Level
 How noisy are air filters?

It can be a balancing act when it comes to noise, but in general, there are appropriate fan settings with comfortable noise levels on all air purifiers.
 Remember, for an air filter to be functioning at full capacity it must be running on its highest setting.
If possible, ask for a demonstration before you buy a air filter and test all the fan settings.

Air Pollution
 Avoid “ozone air purifiers” and “ionic air purifiers” as these are not effective at removing fine particulates.
 Ozone is an irritant that can irritate your eyes, lungs, and skin. It is especially dangerous for people

with
respiratory conditions.
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HEPA Air Purifier Guide
- Frequently Asked Questions Where in the home should I place my HEPA air purifier?
Place HEPA air purifiers in the bedroom, as this is where individuals spend many consecutive hours sleeping.
If you have more than one purifier, place additional purifiers in rooms where the most sensitive individuals
spend the majority of their time.
Make sure the square footage listed for the capacity of the air purifier is about the same or slightly greater
than the square footage of the room where you intend to use it.

How often does an air purifier need to run?
For the best air cleaning results, it’s advised to operate your air purifier continuously throughout the day.

Is it better to leave the windows open or closed when using an air purifier?
An air purifier needs a tightly sealed room in order to operate at maximum efficiency. Therefore, you need to
keep the windows closed. If a window is left open, then the air inside the room can never be totally clean
because the flow of exterior pollutants coming indoors never stops.

What is the cost of a HEPA air purifier?
HEPA air purifiers range from $50-$1,000 depending on the quality and size of the unit. Initial cost isn't the
only expense related to operating an air purifier. Also consider how much replacement filters will cost
annually. Most use little electricity and some are Energy Star rated.

What air purifier removes smoke?
An air purifier with a True HEPA filter removes visible smoke, while an air purifier with an activated carbon
filter gets rid of smoke odors. It’s best to get a device that includes both of these filters if you want to clear up
smoke from tobacco, cooking, or fires.

What brand air purifier is the best?
There are several air purifier brands that are considered the best in the industry.
These include: Rabbit Air, Winix, Hamilton Beach, O-ION, Airmega, GermGuardian, Honywell, Best Choice
Products, Airfree, and Envion.

How do I know if I need an air purifier?
The U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) studies of human exposure to air pollutants indicate that
indoor levels of pollutants may be 2-5 times — and occasionally more than 100 times — higher than outdoor
levels, regardless of whether the homes were located in rural or highly industrial areas. An air purifier filters
out air pollution and replaces it with clean air for you to breath, which helps improve your overall health.
If you have chronic lung or heart conditions you may experience greater benefit from having a HEPA air
filtration unit in your home, school or workplace.

How much maintenance and upkeep is needed for my air purifier?
If you're using an air purifier with a filter, replace the filters based on the manufacturer's recommendations.
Depending on how many filters your unit uses, you might need to change them at different times.
For example, your air purifier's HEPA filter might last one year, while the activated carbon filter lasts 6
months, and the pre-filter (if equipped) lasts 3 months. The typical filter life of all included filters is usually
listed in the product specifications.
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Useful Tools & Resources
Air Now
http://www.airnow.gov/
Center for Disease Control and Prevention
• Emergency Preparedness and Response: Wildfire Smoke
http://emergency.cdc.gov/disasters/wildfires/smoke.asp
Environmental Protection Agency
Effects of Particulate Matter on Health- https://www.epa.gov/pm-pollution/health-andenvironmentaleffects-particulate-matter-pm
Montana Department of Environmental Quality:
MT DEQ home page— deq.mt.gov
Today’s Air— todaysair.mt.gov
Wildfire Smoke updates— deq.mt.gov/FireUpdates
Montana Department of Commerce
Montana Office of Tourism and Business Development: Fire Information for Travelershttp://marketmt.com/Resources/FireInformation
National Institutes of Health:
Fires and Wildfires website— https://disasterinfo.nlm.nih.gov/wildfires
National Interagency Fire Center
http://www.nifc.gov
National Association of School Psychologists
Helping Children after a Wildfire: Tips for Parents and Teachers
https://www.nasponline.org/resources-and-publications/resources/school-climate-safety-and-crisis/
natural-disaster-resources/helping-children-after-a-wildfire-tips-for-parents-and-teachers
National Resource Defense Council
New Report Shows Wildfire Smoke Poses Health Risk to Millions of Americans Many Miles from the
Blazes- www.nrdc.org/media/2013/131024.asp
Pediatric Environmental Health Specialty Units, Association of Occupational and Environmental
Clinics: Health Risks of Wildfires for Children
https://www.pehsu.net/_Library/facts/wildfire_acute_2011_parents_comm.pdf
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