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fire season.

The health effects of breathing in wildfire smoke from
those trees and the brush can be quite serious.

“With combustion gases, you already have finer particles.
Our body does a better job removing dust in outside breathing,
but smoke particles are smaller so they get deeper in the lungs.
They can get in the eyes and the respiratory system. They can
worsen heart and lung disease,” Hough says.

“Anything that puts out a lot of smoke for how much burn-
ing is going on — that’s not efficient combustion,” Hough says.

As fires rage through underbrush, dead trees, dead limbs
and living trees, a good portion of this physical matter

he American Lung Association’s (ALA) 2018
State of the Air report lists Eugene as one of
the top 25 U.S. cities contaminated with short-
term particle pollution. The data, though, isn’t
necessarily representative of just Eugene, and
that, according to our local air agency, skews
things a little.

Air pollution can worsen health effects for
vulnerable groups such as people with diseases like asthma
and emphysema The ALA goes on to say that short-term
particle pollution can last anywhere from several hours to
several days.

Particle pollution also increases the risk of exposure to
chemicals emitted by industrial manufacturers, according to
Eugene-based Beyond Toxics.

The historical timber town Oakridge, roughly 40 miles
east of Eugene, has only recently met federal standards for
particulate matter pollution. Oakridge’s failure to comply
with regulations is what has landed Eugene on the 25 Worst
Cities with Short-Term Particle Pollution list, according to
the Lane Regional Air Protection Agency (LRAPA).

LRAPA says the ALA ranking isn’t indicative of
Eugene’s actual air quality since the ALA factored
Oakridge in Eugene’s ranking.

Particulate pollution is defined in terms of size. Smaller,
finer particles like those from combustion, are called PM
2.5 while larger particles like pollen are known as PM 10.

Jo Niehaus, a spokeswoman for LRAPA, says Oakridge
has only recently met the federal standard for PM 2.5.

Niehaus says the ALA’s report contains data from
2014, 2015 and 2016, but not from 2017. LRAPA’s 2017
annual report shows that Amazon Park in Eugene has a
consistently lower 24-hour average of PM 2.5 particles
than Oakridge does.

Niehaus says that Oakridge’s use of wood stoves, which
emit combustion particles, is a legacy of the community’s
timber heritage that has caused difficulties when it comes
to complying with regulations.

“If you ask the city of Oakridge, they would say it’s a
cultural problem because it’s a lumber community and people
have grown up burning wood,” she says. “There’s no natural
gas pipeline that goes through the town, so people would have
to fill up propane or use electric heating as alternatives.”

Niehaus adds that Oakridge may have larger economic
problems to focus on, and that using alternative sources of
energy may not be the town’s top priority.

LRAPA has worked with Oakridge’s City Council,
mayor and city administrator in an effort to reduce the city’s
emission of contaminants, Niehaus says. With funding from
the state and federal government, LRAPA established a
woodstove exchange program in 1993 and has done several
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forms the contents of wildfire smoke. Fun fact: Wildfires
introduce enormous clouds of invisible gases into the air,
such as nitrogen oxide, carbon dioxide, carbon monoxide
and a special group of chemicals called PAHs (polycyclic
aromatic hydrocarbons).

This is bad news for the ozone layer. It’s also bad news
for those with existing respiratory issues such as asthma or
COPD (chronic obstructive pulmonary disease). Such gases
were blowing over Eugene and Springfield throughout August
and September last year, along with the fine particulate matter
that one typically associates with wildfire smoke.

LRAPA has four air monitoring stations throughout

Eugene and Springfield that detect fine particulate matter
and the special gases produced by fires.

Dr. John Mastronarde, a pulmonologist at The Oregon
Clinic in Portland, said that with the fire season coming up,
people who are sensitive to the smoke should be aware of their
surroundings and take proper precautions to limit exposure.

“If you have to go outside and you have a disease like asth-
ma or emphysema, you want to get a proper N-95 mask which
you can buy at a hardware store,” he said. “We tell people to
stay inside as much as possible, and if they’re really strug-
gling then they may need to get out of town for awhile.” m

With reporting by Michael Tobin.
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rounds of wood stove swaps over the last 25 years. From
1993 to 2011, LRAPA exchanged 279 wood stoves from
Oakridge residents.

While LRAPA’s report covers PM 2.5 contamination,
Lisa Arkin, the executive director of the environmental
group Beyond Toxics, says LRAPA’s report is missing
data about air toxins from manufacturers like International
Paper. Arkin says pollutants like formaldehyde can carry
a significant risk in areas that have forms of particulate
contamination.

“Air toxins like formaldehyde cling to particles like
wood smoke, and the fact that our county has a high level

of particle pollution means that we are being exposed to
these chemicals,” she says. “If you have a lot of particle
pollution, it increases your risk of being exposed to harmful
toxic chemicals as well.”

In its 2016 Title V operating permit review, International
Paper acknowledges that its Springfield plant is a major
source of hazardous air pollutants. According to the report,
International Paper estimated that it releases 413 tons of
hazardous air pollutants a year, including 16.3 tons of
formaldehyde, but that the estimates are “based on the
worst-case production potential of the individual devices.” m

LRAPA provides daily air quality updates which you can view at LRAPA.org.
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