
Background/Context:
● Human health is negatively impacted by the PM 2.5 and 

PM 10 particles in wildfire and woodsmoke. These health 
impacts include:
○ Heart Disease  -  Asthma
○ Stroke - Headaches/Chest Pain

● As shown in Figure 1 and Figure 2, human driven climate 
change is increasing both the frequency and severity of 
wildfires. This poor air quality is reflected in the AQI. 
○ We need to focus on preparing for smoke, not reacting. 

Research Question: What actionable steps do we need to 
take to build Smoke Ready Communities in WA?

Thesis: We can build Smoke Ready Communities in WA by 
acting immediately and implementing concrete solutions. I 
argue in favor of four specific solutions, which I identified 
after analyzing interview responses from smoke management 
experts. 

Results:
After analyzing the experts’ responses, four specific actions 
became clear:
1. Immediately expanding the funding for Air Quality 

Programs to support the implementation of solutions by 
staff.

2. Emphasizing collaboration between different Air Quality 
Programs (Federal, State, Tribal etc.) to harmonize 
messaging, facilitate data collection, and share research.

3. Increasing the amount of research into the use of prescribed 
burning in order to solidify a statewide position on its use.

4. Encouraging the use of targeted social media to share smoke 
management messaging with local communities.

Broader Implications:
These concrete solutions are based on the responses of field 
experts when they were asked about the opportunities and 
challenges we face. By working to prepare, not react:

● Minority, low-income communities, and high risk 
populations like children (Figure 3) would benefit 
immediately.
○ These communities are the most at risk and are hit the 

hardest during smoke events.
 

● Communities and public health officials would be better 
prepared for issues with intersectional risks:
○ For example, solutions that combat the health effects of 

wildfire smoke, often also limit the transmission of 
COVID-19.  

● Finally, we know that air quality can be improved if we 
prioritize the right solutions:
○ California, especially Los Angeles County, has 

decreased the amount of human-caused pollutants in 
their air dramatically since the 1970s.

Building Smoke Ready Communities in Washington: How to Prepare, not React 
Nektarios Hagler - Program on the Environment - University of Washington

Site Supervisor: Michael McGown - Region 10 of Environmental Protection Agency 
Faculty Advisor: Dr. Elena Austin - UW Occupational and Environmental Health Sciences

Internship Projects:
During my time with Region 10, I assisted on other projects:
○ Building a community checklist and resource 

inventory.
○ Working with the Colville and Yakama Nation’s to 

research smudge pot usage in agriculture.
○ Constructing a memo on the success of the Colville 

Nation’s Air Quality Program. 

 

Research Methods:
● Experts were interviewed about smoke management 

practices in the following areas:
○ Opportunities - Challenges - Communication Strategies

● Field experts, from the following areas of research and 
enforcement, were invited to participate in the interviews:
○ WA State Department of Health 
○ US Forest Service
○ Tribal Air Quality Programs  
○ Environmental Protection Agency (EPA).

Figure 3: Photograph of an evacuated mother and daughter after 
Tick Fire near Santa Clarita. Los Angeles Times - October, 2019 
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Figure 1: Frequency of wildfires in the Western U.S. from 1950 
through 2017 - NASA Global Climate Change Blog 

Figure 2: Screenshot of the Purple Air AQI (Air Quality Index) 
Map on September 11-12 2020. The AQI measures the level of 
atmospheric pollutants - CNBC News


