Monday, May 18, 2020

Governor Kate Brown

House Speaker Tina Kotek

Senate President Peter Courtney

Members of the Oregon Senate

Members of the Oregon House of Representatives

RE: Public Health, Wildfire Smoke, and Community Resilience

Dear Governor Brown, Senators, and Representatives,

We are writing to you today as medical professionals concerned about the effect that an active
wildfire season will have on the health of Oregonians, particularly those suffering from
COVID-19 and other lung impairments.

In the face of our current public health crisis, we believe the State of Oregon should proactively
prepare for the 2020 wildfire season by advancing common sense, low-cost measures that are
proven to mitigate the adverse public health impacts of smoke. We encourage you to include
funding for smoke education and preparedness, as well as home hardening and defensible
space resources for rural communities in any COVID-19 legislation you consider in a special
legislative session.

There is mounting scientific evidence that exposure to fine particulate matter, such as that found
in wood smoke and other air pollution, can significantly increase the risk of mortality among
those afflicted with COVID-19." Such exposure can come from both human-made and natural
sources. The negative health effects of fine particulate matter have been well documented, and
are a significant reason for clean air rules designed to reduce such pollution from diesel engine
exhaust, smokestacks, construction sites, factories, and wood burning stoves.

However, fine particulate matter pollution can also come from naturally-occurring sources, such
as smoke from forest and grassland fires. The air Oregonians breathe can be negatively
affected by smoke originating hundreds of miles away in other states, or even in Canada,
making this problem particularly difficult to address. Scientists predict that climate change will
only continue to increase smoke levels each summer, which is why we must proactively invest
in air filtration and smoke shelters. To reduce smoke and risk of human-caused wildfire, we
recommend limiting any non-essential burning during the COVID-19 crisis, including campfires,
slash and debris burning, and field burning.

Last year, Governor Brown’s Wildfire Response Council (WRC) examined smoke and related
issues. We believe some of the WRC’s recommendations are a good starting point for action
needed to address the negative health effects of smoke and fine particulate matter. We strongly

" Exposure to air pollution and COVID-19 mortality in the United States. Wu et al. 2020.
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encourage you to consider how these measures could be included in any COVID-19 response
legislation.

Specifically, we recommend the following:

1.

Expand public education to reduce health impacts from smoke.

Oregonians know from first-hand experience that wildfire smoke can irritate the lungs
and make it difficult to breathe, but less well known are the serious health effects of fine
particulate pollution from smoke and the availability of smoke filtration and air purifier
systems.

Provide financial assistance for advanced air filtration systems.

Financial assistance for low income homeowners and renters to purchase and install
such devices is urgently needed. This is especially important because low-income
Oregonians already experience a disproportionately high level of exposure to fine
particulate matter from diesel pollution and industrial sources. Funds should also be
made available to install air filtration systems in senior care facilities and medical service
providers.

Establish smoke shelters in communities across the state.

Smoke can be pervasive during fire season, and low income and houseless Oregonians
often have few options to avoid or mitigate its negative health effects. Providing
resources to install smoke filtration systems in existing public buildings, such as libraries,
schools, and community centers, would provide Oregonians with spaces to avoid
exposure to fine particulate matter during the worst smoke periods.

Provide financial assistance and technical resources to help at-risk communities
harden their homes and maintain defensible space.

Extensive research has found that installing fire-resistant roofing, rain gutter guards, and
ember-proof vents, combined with maintaining “defensible space” within 60-100 ft of
homes, are the most effective ways to protect homes from wildfire. By working from the
home-out (rather than from the backcountry-in), homeowners can dramatically increase
the likelihood that their homes survive fire. With most Oregonians staying home as the
result of Oregon’s Stay at Home Order, the time has never been better to educate and
engage Oregonians in preparing their property to reduce the risks from fire.

The pandemic has created a situation where smoke and fine particulate matter could greatly
increase the risk of serious illness and death in our state. Relatively small investments now
could help reduce those impacts and better prepare Oregonians to weather future fire and
smoke seasons. Protecting public health from smoke exposure will also help reduce strain on
Oregon hospitals caring for the most extreme cases of COVID-19. The recent state funding
provided to the Ashland SmokeWise program through an Oregon Department of Environmental



Quality (DEQ) grant demonstrates one mechanism by which such investments could be

distributed.

As with the COVID-19 pandemic itself, it is essential that we proactively prepare for the public
health and safety risks posed by the impending wildfire season. We urge you to take such
action by including fire and smoke preparedness in any COVID-19 legislation you consider in a

special legislative session.

Sincerely,
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