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Missoula County

~117,000 Residents| 2,618 mi2 | 2 Air Quality Specialists



2017 Was a Record-Breaking Wildfire Smoke Year in Missoula County
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35 mornings of hazardous air quality

Photo credit: Kurt Wilson, Missoulian
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What’s a MERV?

Current 
commercial 
standard

Minimum Efficiency Reporting Value



Traditional

▪ Monitor air quality

▪ Issue health advisories

▪ Emphasize reducing activity levels and 
staying inside

New Direction

▪ Monitor air quality

▪ Issue health advisories

▪ Emphasize reducing activity levels and 
staying inside with filtered air

▪ Create clean air spaces

▪ Direct interventions

▪ Policy/Institutional controls

Wildfire Public Health Strategies



What is a 
smoke-ready 
community?

A community in which public buildings 
have filtration for wildfire smoke

A community whose residents 
understand the health risks associated 
with wildfire smoke exposure and have 
access to tools to protect themselves

A community with the resources on 
hand to help vulnerable and 
underserved residents



Some Smoke-Ready 
Goals
• Heating, ventilation and air conditioning 

(HVAC) systems recirculating air through 
MERV 13+ filters during smoke events

• Appropriately sized portable air cleaners with 
true high-efficiency particulate air (HEPA) 
filtration in buildings without HVAC systems

• Good door and window control to limit smoke 
infiltration

• Public understanding about the importance of 
creating clean indoor air during smoke events



Mitigation Measures in 
Missoula



Public spaces

A community in which public buildings have 
filtration for wildfire smoke



Schools

• MERV 13+ filters in all new and remodeled 
public schools in Missoula County

• MERV 13+ requirements in new MT School 
Rules draft (in legal review)

• HEPA portable air cleaner (PAC) dissemination 
during 2017 wildfires, cache on-hand in 2018 

• Community Needs Assessment completed in 
2018 by Climate Smart Missoula (CSM)



Libraries

• Missoula’s current library (c. 1974) HVAC 
can’t filter out PM2.5

• New library (opening in 2020) will have 
MERV 13 filters installed during wildfire 
season



Privately owned 
public spaces

MERV 13 commitment in new 
buildings:

• Residence Inn Missoula

• Staybridge Suites

• Community Hospital Cancer 
Patient Family Center

Some facilities are ahead of the 
game

• DirectTV/AT&T – filtration for 
fine particulate and VOCs for 
their Missoula employees



Individuals

A community whose residents understand the 
health risks associated with wildfire smoke exposure 
and have access to tools to protect themselves



Smoke-ready 
outreach

• Columns in the Missoulian before 
2018 smoke season 

• News releases about preparing for 
wildfire smoke generated multiple 
stories in local media

• Excellent relationship with local 
media = more people to carry the 
message



http://www.montanawildfiresmoke.org

http://www.montanawildfiresmoke.org/


Public health messaging 
during a smoke event

• Current air quality conditions

• Where the smoke is coming 
from

• Fire activity

• Smoke behavior

• How conditions will (or 
won’t) change during the 
day

• Where to find cleaner air

• How to stay protected from 
the smoke



Vulnerable and 
underserved residents

A community with the resources on hand to help 
vulnerable and underserved residents



A public/private partnership born out of a shared desire to 
protect the public from wildfire smoke led to a smoke-ready 
pilot project in 2017.  The project provided HEPA PACs to 
home-bound seniors with respiratory challenges and 
families with new babies.  The project ballooned in 
response heavy wildfire smoke to include clinic patients and 
small elementary schools.

Intern Terri with volunteers from Lion's Den Ministries -
getting ready to deliver filters.

A happy air cleaner recipient!



Helping 
Individuals

Climate Smart Missoula 
donated 25 portable air 
cleaners to Seeley Lake health 
clinic patients and 5 portable 
air cleaners to the clinic itself 
in 2017.

“I believe that machine saved my life, 
I really do.”

-Don Dunagan, Seeley Lake resident
Photo and quote: “Summer of Smoke Exposes Need For Clean Indoor Air 
In Montana,” Nora Saks, Montana Public Radio, 1/3/18



Preschools and 
Daycares

• PACs disseminated by 
Missoula City-County Health 
Department (MCCHD) and 
CSM to local daycares and 
preschools in 2018 – more 
than 500 young children had 
filtered air

• MCCHD and CSM plan to 
continue the program in 
2019



Special Needs 
Students

• Climate Smart Missoula has 
donated PACs to schools 
with students who have 
special health needs – the 
PACs will be in all their 
classrooms.



Next steps, concluding thoughts



Next Steps:

• Smoke-ready messaging will be 
included in wildfire preparedness 
outreach materials to residents in 
the wildland-urban interface (WUI)



Next Steps:

• Community Needs Assessment that 
looks at indoor fitness facilities and 
activity spaces



Next Steps:

• Host a workshop or series of 
workshops for local businesses to 
promote cleaner indoor air spaces 
during wildfire smoke events. 

• Goal: protect employee health and 
provide opportunities for 
customers to get out of the smoke 
and into local businesses.

• Modeled after SmokeWise Ashland 
workshop



Next Steps:

• Upcoming study to assess 
effectiveness of our wildfire smoke 
communication, outreach and 
intervention programs

• Study plan and partners 
identified

• Working out funding

Sample of media coverage that helped spread wildfire 
smoke messaging in 2017



Next Steps:

FEMA Post Fire Hazard Mitigation 
Grant

• Wildfire smoke 
adaptation/mitigation plan for the 
county to be incorporated into 
disaster management planning. 

• Additional monitors for MCCHD

• PACs for CSM’s cache



Next Steps:

• Cleaner air for Montana

• HJ 42 failed on the House floor, 
49-50.  

• Missoula County will pursue 
the tenets of the bill

• Try again in 2021



Next Steps:

Wildfire smoke public health study in 
partnership with EPA

• Launching summer 2019

• Research in Missoula County and 
Research Triangle Park (NC)

• Evaluate the effectiveness of different 
filtration and HVAC setups during 
wildfire smoke events

• Test useful lifespan of consumer-grade 
HEPA filters under wildfire smoke 
conditions



As community 
size grows (or 
as resources 
shrink):

The need for 
institutional/policy/engineering 
controls also grows

The need for individuals’ self-
sufficiency grows



Lingering 
questions

Social and health equity

Balance indoor air pollutant concerns with 
outdoor air pollutant concerns

Heat vs. Smoke

Can we do a better job removing VOCs?



Questions?

Sarah Coefield
Air Quality Specialist
Missoula City-County Health Department
scoefield@missoulacounty.us
(406) 258-3642



Get ready for next 
time

• Push for better air filtration in public places

• Compile health research 

• Improve messaging

• Build filter cache

August 17, 2017
Photo credit: Shannon Edney


