
Board of Directors Regular
Meeting

Meeting Date: 8/16/2018
Agenda Item No.: 2018-August-21.

SACOG Board of Directors
Subject: Response to Questions on Impact of Wildfires on Air Quality and 
Emissions (Est. time: 0 minutes)  

Receive and File
Prepared by: Bruce Griesenbeck Approved by: James Corless 
A achments: No

1. Issue:
Questions regarding the impact of recent wildfires on air quality and emissions in the
SACOG region were raised at Transportation and Government Affairs & Public Relations
Committees--this item provides partial responses and plans for future responses to
questions.

2. Recommendation:
None, this item is for information only.

3. Background/Analysis:
Wildfires in California are becoming more frequent and severe.  The wildfire season lasts 2
½ months longer now than it did in the 1970s.  Fourteen of the 20 most severe wildfires in
California history have occurred since the year 2000.  As this is being written, the Carr fire
in Shasta County continues to rage, and the Mendocino Complex fire is trending to
become the biggest in state history.  In the SACOG region, the most noticeable impact of
these fires is in the air, and is a health risk:

“Smoke in the air from wildfires can aggravate pre-existing conditions for those with
respiratory issues,” says Sacramento County Public Health Officer Dr. Olivia Kasirye.
“Older adults, people with chronic diseases and young children are most at risk and
should avoid outside activities if they see or smell smoke.”

Given the amount of discussion with the board on percentage reductions in pollutants,
including greenhouse gases (GHGs), what impact do these historic wildfires have on our
ability to clean up the air and achieve GHG reduction targets?

There is no simple answer to this question.  Staff assembled available information related
to how wildfires fit into air quality and climate change for this item.  In September, the
Land Use & Natural Resources (LUNR) Committee will receive a presentation on “Forest
Issue Evaluation for the SACOG Watershed” which will highlight the linkages between



forest management and air quality in greater detail.

4. Discussion/Analysis:
Wildfires and Air Quality
The direct health impacts of air pollutants is regulated by the Clean Air Act (CAA), which
sets health-based standards for the levels of pollutants in the air.  The CAA focuses on
“criteria pollutants” (ozone precursors like reactive organic gases and oxides of nitrogen;
and particulates).  The CAA does not regulate GHGs.  SACOG’s role in implementing the
CAA focuses on transportation investments and land use patterns:  SACOG must
demonstrate that moving into the future, vehicle  emissions resulting from the combined
transportation investments and growth patterns must stay below limits (called budgets) of
emissions over time.  If SACOG meets its CAA requirements, and other organizations
responsible for other sectors meet theirs, over time the air quality standards will be met. 
SACOG’s emission budgets are limited to on-road vehicle emissions, and do not address
emissions from wildfires in any way.

Actual status of attainment of CAA standards, as well as progress toward meeting those
standards over time, is measured through monitoring of ground-level air quality by the
California Air Resources Board and air quality management districts (AQMDs) in the
SACOG region.  The AQMDs can request exclusion of days from the monitoring data used
for determining attainment status, if there is evidence that those days are impacted by
events considered to be “not reasonably controllable or preventable”.

SMAQMD posts advisories as needed during periods when the region is affected by
wildfire smoke, as well as information on how to avoid and mitigate the most critical risks
to health. 
http://www.airquality.org/Air-Quality-Health/Climate-Change/Public-Outreach/Wildfire-
Smoke-Information

Wildfires and Greenhouse Gases
Wildfires release a large amount of GHGs into the atmosphere.  In contrast to some of the
criteria pollutants, GHGs are more durable and accumulate in the atmosphere over time. 
A question on how much GHGs wildfires emit was raised in the course of board discussion
on the SB 375 GHG reduction target re-setting process in Spring 2017.  In response to
that question, the following was provided: 

“One estimate of GHG release from fires collectively in the US is 290 million metric
tonnes per year (compared to about 1,800 million metric tonnes emitted collectively
by the transportation sector, and 6,870 million metric tonnes in total). If forest fires
increase in frequency or severity, this share would increase, and clearly is a concern if
reduction of total GHG is a goal. Source: University of California, reported in the
journal Carbon Balance and Management.”

SACOG’s role in SB 375 implementation is limited to GHGs emitted by passenger vehicles,
and not wildfires.  Staff requested information from the California Air Resources Board on
how wildfires are treated in the state’s programs to reduced GHGs and climate change
goals.  Any information received will be incorporated into the forestry presentation to
LUNR in September, and ARB staff will be invited to the presentation.

http://www.airquality.org/Air-Quality-Health/Climate-Change/Public-Outreach/Wildfire-Smoke-Information


5. Fiscal Impact/Grant Information:
There is no fiscal impact.

6. This staff report aligns with the following SACOG Work Plan Goals:
9. Better Connect and Communicate with Members and Regional Electeds


	Meeting Agenda
	Approve Minutes of the June 21, 2018, Board Meeting (Est. time:  0 minutes)
	Approve the Transportation Development Act Claims for the Cities of Galt, Live Oak, West Sacramento, Sacramento Regional Transit District, and Yuba-Sutter Transit Authority (Est. time:  0 minutes)
	Approve Final One-Year Extension of the Joint Fuel & Lubricants Contract with Hunt & Sons, Inc. (Est. time:  0 minutes)
	Designate SACOG Office Space Negotiators (Est. time: 0 minutes)
	Award Contract for the 2018 Triennial Performance Audit (Est. time:  0 minutes)
	Approve Fiscal Year 2018-2019 State of Good Repair Project List (Est. time:  0 minutes)
	Approve Vendor for Commuter Club and 511 Website Development, Maintenance and Hosting (Est. time:  0 minutes)
	Approve Update to Sacramento Emergency Clean Air and Transportation Guidelines to Promote Low Carbon Transportation (Est. time:  5 minutes)
	Adopt SACOG Nominating Committee Framework (Est. time:  5 minutes)
	2020 Metropolitan Transportation Plan/Sustainable Communities Strategy Update: Equity and Economic Inclusion (Est. time: 60 minutes)
	Chair's Report (Est. time:  2 minutes)
	Board Members' Reports (Est. time:  10 minutes)
	Chief Executive Officer's Report (Est. time:  5 minutes)
	Blueprint Implementation Activities (Est. time:  0 minutes)
	State Advocacy Update (Est. time:  0 minutes)
	Federal Advocacy Update (Est. time:  0 minutes)
	Report on Contracts (Est. time:  0 minutes)
	2019-2022 Metropolitan Transportation Improvement Program, Amendment #2 to the 2016 Metropolitan Transportation Plan/Sustainable Communities Strategy, and Air Quality Conformity Analysis (Est. time: 0 minutes)
	Report on Inter-regional Travel in the Sacramento Region (Est. time:  0 minutes)
	Sustainable Groundwater Management Strategy Project (Est. time:  0 minutes)
	Response to Questions on Impact of Wildfires on Air Quality and Emissions (Est. time:  0 minutes)
	Applications Received for SACOG Funding Round (Est. time:  0 minutes)



