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Ongoing Wildfire Challenges

• Emissions from wildfires are enormous, can well exceed total 

mobile and industrial source emissions in the Valley
–Wildfire emissions easily overwhelm all control measures

–Leads to excessively high PM and ozone concentrations

• Decades-long fire suppression policies led to excessive build-up 

of fuel in state wildlands
–Widespread drought-driven tree mortality, higher temperature trends, 

and lack of rainfall in recent years have led to extended and more 

intense wildfire seasons in Western U.S.

–Conditions have led to record-breaking wildfire seasons in recent years
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Unprecedented Wildfire Season in 2020

• California and Western U.S. have experienced unprecedented wildfire 

season in 2020
– Dry conditions and record-breaking temperatures have intensified fire activity

– Currently in midst of wildfire season, expected to continue into the Fall

• August 2020 Lightning Siege
– Dry lightning storm on August 15 included over 14,000 lightning strikes causing 

hundreds of fires across the state

• 2020 wildfires have caused extremely poor air quality and have directly 

affected health of Valley residents

• During these severe conditions, District strives to provide timely 

information to Valley residents to minimize exposure
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California Wildfire Acres Burned over Past 15 Years
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Source: CalFire
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Top 20 Largest California Wildfires
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• 6 of top 20 largest 

wildfires in California 

history have occurred 

during 2020 wildfire 

season

• August Complex Fire set 

new record for largest 

fire in state history 

(over 1 million acres)



Creek Fire in Fresno/Madera Counties
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Creek Fire Pyrocumulonimbus Cloud (September 5th)
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Satellite Image of California (September 9th)
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Satellite Image of Western U.S. (September 14th)
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Smoke Impacts in Fresno
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Significant Valley Air Quality Impacts

• Wildfires can generate a number of pollutants, including PM, NOx, and VOC
– Excessively high PM concentrations across the Valley during this period

– Increased NOx and VOC emissions can contribute to elevated ozone concentrations 

on the Valley floor

• In 2020 to date, peak Valley PM and ozone concentrations have occurred 

during this wildfire season
– 1-hour ozone (142 ppb) on August 22, 8-hour ozone (114 ppb) on August 21

– 24-hour PM2.5 (229 µg/m3) and 24-hour PM10 (510 µg/m3) on September 8

• District works closely with CARB/EPA to demonstrate that wildfire and 

windblown dust events affecting air quality data were “Exceptional Events”
– Process will ensure that affected data will not count towards demonstrating 

attainment of federal standards
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Wildfire Impacted Hourly PM2.5 Concentrations
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Wildfire Impacted Daily PM2.5 Concentrations

14

0

20

40

60

80

100

120

140

160

180

200

8
/1

9
/2

0

8
/2

1
/2

0

8
/2

3
/2

0

8
/2

5
/2

0

8
/2

7
/2

0

8
/2

9
/2

0

8
/3

1
/2

0

9
/2

/2
0

9
/4

/2
0

9
/6

/2
0

9
/8

/2
0

9
/1

0
/2

0

9
/1

2
/2

0

9
/1

4
/2

0

9
/1

6
/2

0

9
/1

8
/2

0

9
/2

0
/2

0

9
/2

2
/2

0

9
/2

4
/2

0

9
/2

6
/2

0

9
/2

8
/2

0

9
/3

0
/2

0

1
0

/2
/2

0

1
0

/4
/2

0

1
0

/6
/2

0

1
0

/8
/2

0

1
0

/1
0

/2
0

P
M

 2
.5

 (
µ

g
/m

³)

Bakersfield-California Madera-City Stockton Merced-Coffee Hanford Clovis

2006 24-hr PM 2.5 
NAAQS - 35 µg/m³

1997 24-hr PM 2.5 
NAAQS - 65 µg/m³

Very Unhealthy AQI



Peak 1-hr Ozone Values during 2020 Wildfire Season
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Peak 8-hr Ozone Values during 2020 Wildfire Season
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Providing Timely and Accurate Air Quality 
Information to Residents and Responders

• District operates and maintains extensive air monitoring network that 

provides real-time air quality information to residents, public agencies, 

schools, businesses, and others relying on information to make daily 

decisions

• Provide daily air quality forecasts and assessments 

• Recently deployed temporary air monitoring in foothill/mountain 

communities to assist residents and response teams

• Daily interaction with land managers/responders to provide air quality 

support in responding to wildfires

17



18



19



Public Outreach Key During Wildfire Episodes
• District strives to provide timely and health-protective information to 

residents to minimize exposure via:
– Multiple Air Quality Advisories/Health Caution Statements since Aug. 17th

– Traditional media including interviews and press briefings with outlets in all 

three media markets (in both English and Spanish)

– Wildfire web page updated daily with current wildfire and hourly air quality data, 

health protective tips and a link to temporary mountain and foothill air monitors 

– Significant social media via all platforms (FB, Twitter, Instagram and Nextdoor) 

– Multiple direct emails to all Healthy Air Living Schools, Valley Public Health 

Officers, all AB 617 Community Steering Committee Members, various list-servs

– Promotion of Valley Air mobile app and www.myraan.com

– Responding to hundreds of public calls and emails

– Recommendations for how residents can protect themselves including staying 

at home when feasible, properly using masks, changing out air filters, and more
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Multiple Bilingual Media Advisories
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Traditional Media Coverage
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Wildfire Webpage
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Significant Social Media Outreach
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Additional Resources Assist Residents Stay Informed 
Regarding Air Quality
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District Support of Prescribed Burning and 
Other Fuel Reduction Efforts

• District has long been supportive of 

prescribed burning and other fuel reduction 

efforts such as mechanical thinning

• Prescribed burning has been used as a land 

management tool to mimic natural fires and 

bring better health to the forest ecosystem 

under planned and controlled conditions 

that lessen air quality impacts

• District has worked with land managers to 

enhance fuel reduction strategies aimed at 

minimizing wildfire impacts 
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Enhanced Strategies in 
Support of Prescribed Burning

• Efforts that have led to more opportunities for land managers 

to complete fuel reduction projects
–Flexible in decision-making for proposed prescribed burn projects

–Allowed projects to occur even under marginal dispersion 

conditions, being careful to ensure projects were remote in location 

and nearby communities were not impacted  

–Authorized all requested prescribed burning without requiring 

segmentation of burn projects into multiple smaller burns resulting 

in quicker project completion, while also reducing personnel costs
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THANK YOU!

Questions/Comments?
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