
Chapter 3. Affected Environment and Environmental Consequences  Air Quality 

Nez Perce-Clearwater National Forests 3.2.4-1 DEIS for the Revised Forest Plan 

3.2.4  Air Quality 
Air quality is one of the many resources the Forest Service is required to monitor and protect on 
public lands. Air quality is dependent on the type and amount of pollutants emitted into the 
atmosphere, the location and topography of an airshed, and the prevailing meteorological and 
weather conditions. Both external and internal sources of air pollution affect the Nez Perce-
Clearwater. Sources of air pollution within the Nez Perce-Clearwater include particulates and 
chemicals generated from timber and mining operations, prescribed fire, wildfire, road dust, and 
transportation and other combustion engines sources. Air pollution sources outside of the Nez 
Perce-Clearwater that affect the forest include agricultural sources such as crop burning, municipal 
emissions, and other sources including long distance source emissions transmitted via continental air 
flow patterns. 

There is a need to alter management activities in compliance with the 2012 Planning Rule, which will 
have effects on air as a resource. The focus of this discussion will be on how the various Nez Perce-
Clearwater Forest Plan alternatives could affect air quality through management activities, 
specifically focusing on the use of prescribed fire. Leasing of land for mining operations also occurs 
on the Nez Perce-Clearwater and air quality impacts from mining are addressed in the Energy and 
Minerals section. All management activities described can exacerbate public health issues as well as 
obscure visibility. Of all potential sources of air pollution from management activities that occur on 
the Nez Perce-Clearwater, smoke is the most substantial contributor to air quality and visibility. 
However, there is a need to use fire to maintain and restore the fire-adapted ecosystems on the Nez 
Perce-Clearwater to reduce hazardous fuels in the wildland-urban interface. In addition, there is a 
desire to continue to use timber and mineral extraction as part of cultural, economic, and recreation 
activities. 

Relevant Laws, Regulations, and Policy 

Federal Laws 
Clean Air Act of 1955, as amended in 1967, 1970, 1977, and 1990 (42 U.S.C. 85 § 7401 et seq.): This 
federal act is a legal mandate designed to protect the public from air pollution. Although this policy 
created the foundation for air quality regulation, states and counties are often responsible for 
implementation of the air quality standards. The Clean Air Act assigns the task of setting the national 
ambient air quality standards (NAAQS) to the Environmental Protection Agency. The Environmental 
Protection Agency evaluates and updates these standards every five years. The 1977 Clean Air Act 
amendments, strengthened by the 1990 amendments, gave federal land managers an “affirmative 
responsibility” to protect the air quality related values of Class I areas from adverse air pollution 
impacts. Mandatory Class I areas were designed under the Clean Air Act and are usually pristine 
areas of the country which receive the highest degree of regulatory protection from air pollution 
impacts. Air quality related values are the features or properties of a Class I area which can be 
changed by air pollution. 

Clean Air Act Conformity: This provision of the Clean Air Act requires federal agencies to ensure 
that the actions they undertake in nonattainment and maintenance areas are consistent with 
federally enforceable air quality management plans for those areas. 

Prevention of Significant Deterioration: This provision of the Clean Air Act requires federal land 
managers “to preserve, protect, and enhance the air quality in national parks, national wilderness 
areas, national monuments, . . . and other areas of special national or regional natural, recreational, 
scenic, or historic value.” This section addresses resource protection through establishment of 
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ceilings on additional amounts of air pollution over baseline levels in “clean” air areas, protection of 
the air quality-related values of certain special areas, and additional protection for the visibility 
values of certain special areas. 

Wilderness Act: This federal act requires the Forest Service to minimize the effects of human use or 
influence on natural ecological processes and preserve natural conditions within wilderness. 
Consequently, this includes minimizing the effects of human caused air pollution to the wilderness 
and its air quality related values. 

Regional Haze Rule (40 CFR Part 51): This rule, issued by the Environmental Protection Agency, 
mandates that states address control of man-made air pollution that impacts visibility in designated 
Class I airsheds. Class I airsheds are congressionally appointed wilderness areas greater than 5,000 
acres in existence before 1977. The goal of the Regional Haze Rule is to return visibility conditions in 
Class I areas to natural background conditions by the year 2064. 

National Ambient Air Quality Standards (40 CFR part 50): This standard establishes health-based 
levels of certain air pollutants considered healthy for all persons in all areas. Levels have been 
established nationally, and states can choose to adopt and enforce the national standards or create 
and abide by their own stricter standards. 

The Interim Air Quality Policy on Wildland and Prescribed Fires (U.S. EPA 1998): On May 15, 1998, 
the Environmental Protection Agency issued the Interim Air Quality Policy of Wildland and 
Prescribed Fires to address impacts to public health and welfare (EPA, 1998). The goal of the policy 
is to allow fire to function in an ecological role in order to help maintain healthy ecosystems. In 
doing so, it must also balance the need to protect public health and welfare from the impacts of 
fire-related air pollution emissions. The policy is interim because it does not yet address agricultural 
burning or regional haze (EPA, 1998). The Interim Air Quality Policy of Wildland and Prescribed Fires 
suggests air quality and visibility impact evaluations of fire activities on federal lands should 
consider several different items during planning (EPA, 1998). In a project-level environmental 
analysis document it is appropriate to consider and address, to an extent practical, a description of 
applicable regulations, plans, or policies, identification of sensitive areas (receptors) and the 
potential for smoke intrusions in those sensitive areas. Other important disclosure items include 
applicable smoke management techniques, participation in a basic smoke management program, 
and the potential for emission reductions. Ambient air quality and visibility monitoring for Class I 
areas are typically done collaboratively with the states. Impacts to regional and sub-regional air are 
addressed operationally through coordinated smoke management programs. The Environmental 
Protection Agency urges states to develop, implement, and certify smoke management programs 
that meet the recommended requirements of the Interim Air Quality Policy of Wildland and 
Prescribed Fires. The Forest Service is a member burner of the Montana and Idaho Airshed Group 
(www.smokemu.org). Member burners submit burn requests to the Smoke Monitoring Unit, which 
coordinates and approves prescribed burning activities in a manner designed to meet ambient air 
quality standards. 

National Environmental Protection Act Guidance on Consideration of the Effects of Climate 
Change and Greenhouse Gas Emissions (revised draft of 2014): This guidance explains that 
agencies should consider both the potential effects of a proposed action on climate change, as 
indicated by its estimated greenhouse gas emissions, and the implications of climate change for the 
environmental effects of a proposed action. The revised draft guidance supersedes the draft 
greenhouse gas and climate change guidance released by the Council on Environmental Quality in 
February 2010 and, unlike the 2010 draft guidance, the revised draft guidance applies to all 
proposed federal agency actions, including land and resource management actions. 
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State and Local Laws 
Idaho State Implementation Plan: Each state is required under the Clean Air Act to have an 
Environmental Protection Agency approved state implementation plan (section 110(a)(2)) to 
identify a strategy to maintain or attain national ambient air quality standards (section 110(h)(1)). 
The Idaho State Implementation Plan is the collection of Environmental Protection Agency approved 
programs, policies, and rules that the State of Idaho uses to attain and maintain the primary and 
secondary national ambient air quality standards. 

Idaho Smoke Management Plan: Idaho does not have an Environmental Protection Agency 
approved smoke management plan so they follow federal and interagency basic smoke 
management guidelines. Idaho is in the process of developing a state smoke management plan 
through its negotiated rulemaking process. The plan is on track to be completed and executed in 
2021, which is relevant for this forest plan temporal scale. 

Methodology 

Spatial Scale 
The analysis area or region of influence for air quality depends on the specific pollutant(s) and 
emissions source(s) involved, as well as weather patterns, terrain, and prevailing winds. Primary 
pollutants are emitted directly; secondary pollutants are formed through chemical reactions in the 
atmosphere from precursor pollutants. The region of influence for a primary pollutant depends on 
the rate of emissions from a source, the elevation of the source, the type of pollutant, and the 
meteorological conditions that limit its dispersion and dilution during transport away from the 
emissions source. The region of influence for primary pollutants is an area potentially subject to 
measureable air quality impacts under unfavorable dispersion conditions and is generally a 
relatively small area, ranging from one mile to less than a few miles from the source. The region of 
influence for a secondary pollutant, such as ozone, is much larger because secondary pollutants can 
impact air quality for hundreds of miles. 

The analysis area for the evaluation of effects to air quality from forest plan alternatives is the 
airshed in which the Nez Perce-Clearwater lies. An airshed is a geographical area in which 
atmospheric characteristics, such as wind patterns, are similar. Airshed boundary descriptions are 
detailed in the Montana and Idaho Airshed Group Operations Guide (Montana Department of 
Environmental Quality, 2010). The Nez Perce-Clearwater lies within Airsheds 12B and 13, which are 
shown in Figure 1. There are no impact zones directly within Airsheds 12B and 13. Impact zones are 
areas identified in the Montana and Idaho Airshed Group Operations Guide as smoke sensitive or 
that have an existing air quality problem. Impact zones near the Nez-Perce Clearwater include 
Pinehurst in Airshed 11, McCall in Airshed 15, Salmon in Airshed 17, and Missoula in Airshed 3a (not 
pictured, in western Montana). 
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Figure 1. Airsheds and impact zones (shaded areas) of Idaho. 

Data Source: (Montana Department of Environmental Quality, 2010) 

Temporal Scale 
The planning timeframe for this forest plan revision is 15 years, but the impacts of fire will be 
analyzed in this report for the short-term (present to 10 years) and the long-term (10 to 30 years). 
Because of the interplay of effects between prescribed burning and wildfire, it is important to 
analyze smoke impacts to ambient air and visibility in both the short- and long-term. Prescribed fire 
activities generally occur under favorable atmospheric conditions for smoke dispersion to limit 
human health impacts. Wildfires managed to meet resource objectives offer long-term benefits by 
reducing future wildfire emissions. Research indicates that prescribed burning results in an 18 to 25 
percent reduction in carbon dioxide from smoke emissions, with examples as high as 60 percent 
(Wiedinmyer & Hurteau, 2010). 
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Past, Present, and Future Activities used in the Analysis 
No additional actions beyond those proposed under each alternative will be included in the effects 
analysis. Of all potential sources of air pollution from management activities that occur on the Nez 
Perce-Clearwater, smoke is the most substantial contributor to air quality and visibility. 

Methods and Assumptions 
This analysis examines the potential air quality impacts from implementation of the proposed forest 
plan and alternatives. The proposed action is programmatic covering the broad pattern of potential 
projects and wildfires that can influence air quality. Project-level emissions analysis will take place 
prior to conducting any smoke-producing management activities. 

The assessment of air quality impacts is qualitative in nature. Quantitative values for smoke and 
other emissions are difficult to predict because they rely on site-specific information, including 
vegetation and meteorology. The primary approach compares the tradeoffs between potential 
smoke emissions from the restoration treatments that reduce the potential wildfire emissions and 
the wildfire emissions that would occur without the restoration. This section focuses on regulated 
air pollutants. 

Assumptions 
There are many uncertainties about when or where wildfires occur and what potential other 
sources of smoke may be and how great the emissions. Several assumptions were made for this 
analysis to address these uncertainties. 

1. Wildfire - It is unknown exactly when, where, or how much wildfire will occur, but the trend 
of increasing large wildfires and associated high smoke emissions is expected to continue 
(Hurteau, Westerling, Wiedinmyer, & Bryant, 2014). In addition, research indicates that 
wildfire emissions are widely underestimated (Liu et al., 2017). 

2. Smoke emissions – The amount of emissions released from combustion of vegetation 
depends on both the type of vegetation, density of vegetation, and the completeness of 
combustion. 

3. Smoke management – Smoke management would be practiced actively with all prescribed 
fires and wildfires managed to meet resource objectives. This would include smoke prediction 
modeling, smoke monitoring, and close coordination with the local air districts. 

Measurement Indicators 
The key indicators are ambient air quality and visibility, as follows: 

• An alternative would be considered to have potentially significant impacts if its 
implementation would result in a national ambient air quality standards non-compliance 
violation as determined by the Idaho Department of Environmental Quality. 

• An alternative would be considered to have potentially significant impacts to visibility if its 
implementation would result in changes to or degradation of visual quality, views, and the 
aesthetic landscape. 

The units of measure for both indicators is acres of wildfire and acres of prescribed fire per 
alternative. These indicator measurements were chosen because fire is the greatest producer of 
smoke that can have effects on ambient air quality and visibility. 
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Affected Environment 

Existing Condition  
Air quality on the Nez Perce-Clearwater is generally good with limited upwind industrial sources and 
periodic robust wind dispersion. The Nez Perce-Clearwater is subject to long-distance transport 
emissions from sources to the west in Oregon and Washington. Existing sources of emissions 
include dust from trails during dry conditions and smoke emissions from wildfires and prescribed 
burns. Local emission levels are low due to the sparse population and vast areas for dispersion. 

Air quality is highly influenced by climate. All of the affected environment lies west of the 
Continental Divide where the climate can be described as a modified north Pacific Coast type in 
which winters are milder, precipitation is more evenly distributed throughout the year, summers are 
in general cooler, and winds are lighter. Prevailing wind patterns are shown for the Nez Perce 
Clearwater in Figure 2; hourly observed wind data from the Lowell Three Rivers, Idaho, station 
indicate predominant light northern winds, while hourly observed wind data from the Missoula 
International Airport, Montana, station indicate predominant moderate westerly winds. 

Figure 2. Map of wind roses in the Nez Perce-Clearwater National Forest. 

Data Source: Midwestern Regional Climate Center Cli-MATE tool 

Wind rose information indicates magnitude (mph) and direction (degrees) of wind sources over a 
twenty year period from January 2000 to January 2019 of hourly monitoring. Wind rose information 
was obtained for the Lowell Three Rivers, Idaho, and Missoula International Airport, Montana, 
stations from the Midwestern Regional Climate Center Cli-MATE tool 
(https://mrcc.illinois.edu/CLIMATE/index.jsp) 

  

https://mrcc.illinois.edu/CLIMATE/index.jsp
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Ambient Air Quality 
The Environmental Protection Agency defines six known air pollutants as criteria pollutants for 
which national ambient air quality standards (NAAQS) are set. Table 1 displays the national ambient 
air quality standards for the six criteria pollutants defined by the Environmental Protection Agency. 
States are allowed to define their own ambient air quality standards as long as they are at least as 
strict as the national standards. Idaho’s ambient air quality standards are as stringent as the 
national ambient air quality standards. Because Idaho standards equal national standards, only 
national standards are shown in Table 1. The most common violation of a national ambient air 
quality standard from smoke is that of the PM2.5 standard, which refers to atmospheric particulate 
matter with a diameter less than 2.5 micrometers. Wildfires are considered naturally occurring 
events; wildfire smoke impacts may not be prevented. State departments of environmental quality 
are required to have natural emergency action plans that identify procedures to follow when 
natural events violate air quality standards, such as notifying the public of the health impacts of 
smoke and how to decrease and minimize exposure. Prescribed fires that are ignited by land 
managers are human-caused and are, therefore, subject to regulation. 

Table 1. The Environmental Protection Agency’s national ambient air quality standards  

 

Note. µg/m3 = micrograms per cubic meter, μm = micrometer, NA = not applicable, PM10 = atmospheric 
particulate matter with a diameter less than 10 micrometers, PM2.5 = atmospheric particulate matter with a 
diameter less than 2.5 micrometers, ppb = parts per billion, ppm = parts per million, m = meter. 
a For additional information about the Federal (EPA) standards, go to  

https://www.epa.gov/criteria-air-pollutants/naaqs-table. 

Data Source: Environmental Protection Agency, National ambient air quality standards, epa.gov/criteria-air-
pollutants/naaqs-table, accessed September, 2019 

Pollutant Averaging Period 
Federal (EPA) 

standards (2016)a EPA Standard Type 
Carbon 

Monoxide 
1 hour 35 ppm primary 
8 hours 9 ppm primary 

Lead 3 months 1.5 µg/m3 NA 
rolling 3 months 0.15 µg/m3 primary & secondary 

Nitrogen 
Dioxide 

1 hour 100 ppb primary 
1 year 53 ppb primary & secondary 

Ozone 1 hour NA primary & secondary 
8 hours 0.070 ppm 

(2015 standard) 
primary & secondary 

Particulate 
Matter ≤ 10 
μm (PM10) 

24 hours 150 µg/m primary & secondary 
1 year NA primary & secondary 

Particulate 
Matter ≤ 
2.5 μm 
(PM2.5) 

24 hours 35 µg/m primary & secondary 
1 year 12.0 µg/m primary 
1 year 15.0 µg/m secondary 

Sulfur 
Dioxide 

1 hour 75 ppb primary 
3 hours 0.5 ppm secondary 

24 hours 0.14 ppm primary 
1 year 0.030 ppm primary 

Visibility 1 year NA NA 

https://www.epa.gov/criteria-air-pollutants/naaqs-table
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The Clean Air Act requires each state to identify areas that have ambient air quality in violation of 
the national ambient air quality standards. The status of areas with respect to national ambient air 
quality standards is categorized as follows: 
 Nonattainment – any area that does not meet an ambient air quality standard or that is 

contributing to ambient air quality in a nearby area that does not meet the standard 
 Attainment – meets or is cleaner than the national standard 
 Unclassifiable – cannot be classified based on available information 

The unclassified designation includes attainment areas that comply with federal standards, as well 
as areas that lack monitoring data. Unclassified areas are treated as attainment areas for most 
regulatory purposes. Areas that have been reclassified from nonattainment to attainment are 
considered maintenance areas. States are required to develop, adopt, and implement a state 
implementation plan to achieve, maintain, and enforce the national ambient air quality standards in 
nonattainment areas. The plans are submitted to, and must be approved by, the Environmental 
Protection Agency. Deadlines for achieving the national ambient air quality standards vary according 
to the air pollutant at issue and the severity of existing air quality problems. The State of Idaho is 
required to notify the public whenever the national ambient air quality standards are exceeded. 
The Nez Perce-Clearwater boundary resides within three counties – Clearwater, Idaho, and 
Shoshone. To understand the current air quality in the Nez Perce-Clearwater, one approach is to 
examine current emissions estimates. The Environmental Protection Agency’s National Emissions 
Inventory (NEI) is a comprehensive and detailed annual estimate of air emissions of air pollutants 
from many sources, including point, nonpoint, and “event” sources. Table 2 shows estimates of air 
pollution per county from all potential sources. For more information of the Environmental 
Protection Agency’s National Emissions Inventory, please visit  
https://www.epa.gov/air-emissions-inventories/national-emissions-inventory-nei. 
Table 2. Tons per year of criteria air pollutants by county. 

County Idaho Clearwater Shoshone 
Population (2010 census) 16,267 8,695 12,765 
Carbon Monoxide 343,314 42,128 32,669 
Lead 0 0 0 
Nitrogen Oxides 5,818 942 1,270 
PM10 40,857 5,529 6,033 
PM2.5 28,293 2,905 2,228 
Sulfur Dioxide 2,220 213 144 
Volatile Organic Compounds* 180,861 49,150 41,481 
Ammonia* 6,805 827 360 
Total 623,550 103,288 85,287 

* Volatile Organic Compounds and Ammonia are not listed Criteria Air Pollutants (CAPs) subject to national 
ambient air quality standards but are regarded as precursors to Ozone and PM2.5, respectively, and may be 
regulated similarly to the listed Criteria Air Pollutants. 

Data Source: Environmental Protection Agency, National emissions inventory 2014, https://www.epa.gov/air-
emissions-inventories/national-emissions-inventory-nei, accessed September, 2019 

https://www.epa.gov/air-emissions-inventories/national-emissions-inventory-nei
https://gcc02.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.epa.gov%2Fair-emissions-inventories%2Fnational-emissions-inventory-nei&data=02%7C01%7C%7C8540b0d79dda440b9adf08d75260e532%7Ced5b36e701ee4ebc867ee03cfa0d4697%7C0%7C0%7C637068448889469500&sdata=OswRWTBfBTySxtXSS%2FmxE1TEnYUKMGZbM2uWGfq%2BbpE%3D&reserved=0
https://gcc02.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.epa.gov%2Fair-emissions-inventories%2Fnational-emissions-inventory-nei&data=02%7C01%7C%7C8540b0d79dda440b9adf08d75260e532%7Ced5b36e701ee4ebc867ee03cfa0d4697%7C0%7C0%7C637068448889469500&sdata=OswRWTBfBTySxtXSS%2FmxE1TEnYUKMGZbM2uWGfq%2BbpE%3D&reserved=0
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All areas in the Nez Perce-Clearwater boundary have been designated as in attainment or 
maintenance with the national ambient air quality standards. However, West Silver Valley, an area 
north of the Nez Perce-Clearwater in adjacent Shoshone County, has been in moderate 
nonattainment of the 2012 PM2.5 standard since January 2015. This area is monitored by the Idaho 
Department of Environmental Quality, which is working closely with local partners to reach 
attainment status and comply with federal air quality standards. The emission sources that are 
being addressed in the Idaho Statement Implementation Plan are open backyard burning, 
prescribed or slash fires, and woodstoves (http://www.deq.idaho.gov/air-
quality/monitoring/attainment-versus-nonattainment/). 

Figure 3. Shoshone County West Silver Valley Nonattainment Area 

Data Source: The Nonattainment Area layer came from Environmental Protection Agency, Nonattainment 
areas for criteria pollutants (Green Book), https://www.epa.gov/green-book, accessed September, 2019. 

The Nez Perce-Clearwater’s forest plan is not expected to generate conditions that would 
significantly affect the West Silver Valley attainment status in the future. Given the proximity, 
prescribed burning done directly in the forest boundary may have effects on air quality in Shoshone 
County but generally northerly winds would be transporting air from Shoshone County to the Nez 
Perce-Clearwater, not the other way around. Implementing smoke management and coordination, 
which is present in all forest plan alternatives, will negate smoke effects to the greatest extent 
possible. 

http://www.deq.idaho.gov/air-quality/monitoring/attainment-versus-nonattainment/
http://www.deq.idaho.gov/air-quality/monitoring/attainment-versus-nonattainment/
https://gcc02.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.epa.gov%2Fgreen-book&data=02%7C01%7C%7C8540b0d79dda440b9adf08d75260e532%7Ced5b36e701ee4ebc867ee03cfa0d4697%7C0%7C0%7C637068448889479492&sdata=2ERkjWx1LlS5b0FqhZYpW8WL6obALFEw2x7sdQMjJ0g%3D&reserved=0
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Smoke 
In the United States, wildfire smoke is recognized as a significant contributor to exceedances of the 
national ambient air quality standards established by the Environmental Protection Agency to 
protect public health and welfare (EPA, 2016). This is a recent, in part, because the national ambient 
air quality standards have become more stringent over time based on periodic review as required 
by the Clean Air Act and now allow only small increases in pollutants from background air pollution 
levels. The duration, areal extant, and concentration of wildfire smoke in the United States has been 
increasing. 

The Environmental Protection Agency’s National Emissions Inventory details emissions of air 
pollutants by source category, including point, nonpoint, and “event” sources, as well as finer 
categories known as “sectors.” National Emissions Inventory sector data was aggregated into 
functional categories to determine the largest sources of criteria air pollutants emissions. Specific 
methodology for aggregating sector data into functional categories is detailed in Appendix L. Table 3 
displays all criteria air pollutants emissions in tons per functional category. 95 percent of emissions 
in the three Nez Perce Clearwater counties can be captured by the Fire and Natural functional 
groups, with fire releasing over two times the emissions. The table shows how fire is the largest 
source of criteria air pollutants emissions in the area; thus, smoke is the primary air quality concern. 
Fire includes emissions from wildland fires, prescribed fires, agricultural burning, and pile burning. 
Natural emissions include biogenic emissions from vegetation and soils. 

Table 3. CAP emissions by functional category in Idaho, Clearwater, and Shoshone counties. 

Source Criteria Air Pollutants Emissions (Tons) 

Fire 550,930 

Natural 220,295 

All other sources 40,891 

Data Source: Environmental Protection Agency, National emissions inventory 2014, https://www.epa.gov/air-
emissions-inventories/national-emissions-inventory-nei, accessed September, 2019 

The Forest Service is a member of an organization known as the Montana and Idaho Airshed Group, 
which coordinates prescribed burns within the State of Idaho. Group members submit prescribed 
burns to the smoke management unit for daily, site-specific approval. The smoke management unit, 
located at the Aerial Fire Depot and Regional Office in Missoula, Montana, coordinates efforts to 
manage smoke during both wildfire season and prescribed burning seasons. They are responsible 
for making sound and timely decisions that consider both the importance of implementing 
prescribed burns and the minimization of potentially adverse air quality impacts on individual 
airsheds throughout Montana and Idaho. Adherence to the Montana and Idaho Airshed Group 
Operating Guide is the current accepted smoke management plan for the State of Idaho. The 
Montana and Idaho Airshed Group defines impact zones as areas identified as smoke sensitive or as 
having existing air quality problems (Montana Department of Environmental Quality, 2010). The 
Idaho Department of Environmental Quality (IDEQ) expects the Nez Perce-Clearwater to implement 
basic smoke management practices described in National Wildfire Coordinating Group Smoke 
Management Guide for Prescribed Fire (PMS 420-2 2018) (Hardy, Ottmar, Peterson, Core, & 
Seamon, 2001). 

  

https://gcc02.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.epa.gov%2Fair-emissions-inventories%2Fnational-emissions-inventory-nei&data=02%7C01%7C%7C8540b0d79dda440b9adf08d75260e532%7Ced5b36e701ee4ebc867ee03cfa0d4697%7C0%7C0%7C637068448889479492&sdata=7fB%2FUCLoz1ovFjJ%2Fb42Ojx9xbDIySpcW%2B9bPp7zhMGw%3D&reserved=0
https://gcc02.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.epa.gov%2Fair-emissions-inventories%2Fnational-emissions-inventory-nei&data=02%7C01%7C%7C8540b0d79dda440b9adf08d75260e532%7Ced5b36e701ee4ebc867ee03cfa0d4697%7C0%7C0%7C637068448889479492&sdata=7fB%2FUCLoz1ovFjJ%2Fb42Ojx9xbDIySpcW%2B9bPp7zhMGw%3D&reserved=0
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The Idaho Department of Environmental Quality does not currently require burners to obtain 
permits for air quality purposes; however, members of the Montana and Idaho Airshed Group are 
required by the operations guide to comply with notification and reporting procedures pre- and 
post-ignition and must seek daily ignition approval from the smoke management unit as described 
above. The Idaho Department of Environmental Quality is in the process of writing a state Smoke 
Management Plan through “Negotiated Rulemaking,” which will likely include regulatory changes 
and further oversite of how prescribed fire is managed by the state agency. These changes will likely 
affect how the forest receives authorization to ignite prescribed fire activities and formalize 
reporting requirements. A draft of these regulatory changes has not been issued by the Idaho 
Department of Environmental Quality as of publication of this proposed revision; however, they are 
expected to be available mid-year 2020 and implemented by 2021. 

Air quality is addressed in the individual prescribed fire plan for each prescribed burn. Forest 
Service Manual 5140 requires a documented burn plan that contains all of the elements outlined in 
the 2014 Interagency Prescribed Fire Planning and Implementation Procedures Guide (NIFC, 2014). 
This guide prompts the burn plan author to address all laws and regulations concerning smoke 
management as well as the potential for localized nuisance smoke impacts. 

In 1998, the Environmental Protection Agency released the Interim Air Quality Policy on Wildland 
and Prescribed Fires (EPA, 1998). The document was published with the intent of integrating two 
public policy goals: “(1) to allow fire to function, as nearly as possible, in its natural role in 
maintaining healthy wildland ecosystems, and (2) to protect public health and welfare by mitigating 
the impacts of air pollutant emissions on air quality and visibility” (EPA, 1998). These goals underlie 
the management approach for fire and vegetation on the Nez Perce-Clearwater as well. 

Wildfire smoke can produce three of the six criteria pollutants the Environmental Protection Agency 
has set as maximum standards for protection of human and environmental health. These are carbon 
monoxide, particulate matter, and volatile organic compounds that can produce ground-level ozone 
(EPA, 2016). Smoke is a complex mixture of carbon dioxide, water vapor, carbon monoxide, 
particulate matter, hydrocarbons, and other organic chemicals. The number of compounds present 
in smoke number into the thousands (EPA, 2016). 70 percent of smoke emissions are made up of 
small particulate matter, also referred to as PM2.5 or particulate matter smaller than 2.5 
micrometers, which has been proven to cause adverse health effects in humans (EPA, 2017). 
Because of this, wildfire smoke from naturally ignited fire and prescribed fire poses a potential 
health threat to the public. 

Another smoke emission that poses health risks to humans is carbon monoxide, which can cause 
short-term health-related problems for firefighters. Carbon monoxide rapidly mixes with 
surrounding air at short distances from a burn area and it poses little to no risk to the general 
public. Ground-level ozone, although not a direct product of smoke emissions, is also a concern due 
to its effects on lung function and plant growth. 

The forest plan components are expected to reduce future impacts by distributing some of the 
locally generated smoke to years that have average to below average fire conditions but still have 
better dispersion during the wildfire season compared to the prescribed burn season. This will also 
potentially reduce fuel loading during extreme wildfire seasons, which will also reduce smoke 
production during those events. 
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Visibility 
As part of the Clean Air Act Amendments of 1977, Congress designated all wilderness areas greater 
than 5,000 acres and all national parks greater than 6,000 acres as subject to visibility protection 
requirements. These areas are referred to as ‘Mandatory Federal Class I Areas.’ Mandatory Class I 
Areas within the Nez Perce-Clearwater are the Selway-Bitterroot Wilderness and Hells Canyon 
Wilderness. However, the Hells Canyon Wilderness falls within other Forest Service jurisdiction and 
is not administered by the Nez Perce-Clearwater. The Regional Haze Rule requires states to improve 
visibility in these Class I areas. 

The small size of the PM2.5 makes it highly efficient at scattering light, causing visibility issues and 
contributing to regional haze. Visibility impairment in the form of regional haze obscures the clarity, 
color, texture, and form of what can be seen. Emissions from manmade and natural sources can 
spread across long distances and result in haze, even in remote pristine wilderness areas. 

The Regional Haze Rule addresses improving visibility in Class I areas and the Wilderness Act of 
1964 mandates that the Forest Service preserve and protect the natural condition of designated 
wilderness areas, including the intrinsic wilderness values of air quality and visibility, regardless of 
Class I designation. Regardless of whether smoke violates air quality standards, localized impacts of 
burning can cause visibility issues. Smoke management practices from the forest industry and state 
and federal partners and participation in the coordinated efforts of the Montana and Idaho Airshed 
group have helped prevent national ambient air quality standards violations and reduced nuisance 
smoke in the Nez Perce-Clearwater area. 

A program known as the Interagency Monitoring of Protected Visual Environments (IMPROVE) was 
established to monitor visibility in Class I areas and provide information on achieving progress with 
the Regional Haze Rule. The IMPROVE monitor, located at Sula Peak, monitors pollutant 
contributions and visibility impairment on the Selway-Bitterroot Wilderness. IMPROVE data over 
the past 15 plus years indicates no significant trend in visibility on the worst or the best haze values 
monitored in the Selway-Bitterroot Wilderness. 

Figure 4. Sula Peak IMPROVE Data for Visibility on Haziest and Clearest Days 

Data 

Source: Federal Land Manager Environmental Database, 
http://views.cira.colostate.edu/fed/SiteBrowser/Default.aspx?appkey=SBCF_VisSum, accessed September, 
2019 

https://gcc02.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=http%3A%2F%2Fviews.cira.colostate.edu%2Ffed%2FSiteBrowser%2FDefault.aspx%3Fappkey%3DSBCF_VisSum&data=02%7C01%7C%7C8540b0d79dda440b9adf08d75260e532%7Ced5b36e701ee4ebc867ee03cfa0d4697%7C0%7C0%7C637068448889489487&sdata=RxBFHR3dDxAkZSQpSpojemsJMsIRMFGRfq9lE7RQbag%3D&reserved=0
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Figure 5. Sula Peak IMPROVE Data for Contributions to Light Extinction on the Haziest Days 

Data Source: Federal Land Manager Environmental Database, 
http://views.cira.colostate.edu/fed/SiteBrowser/Default.aspx?appkey=SBCF_VisSum, accessed September, 
2019 

The largest contributor to visibility impairment at the Selway-Bitterroot is organic carbon and is 
attributed primarily to smoke. 

Wildfires will continue to impact visibility in the Class I area. The impacts would be similar under all 
alternatives. Smoke management opportunities are limited during large wildfires, especially those 
that are to the upwind of the Nez Perce-Clearwater and affect the Nez Perce-Clearwater’s airshed. 

Environmental Consequences 

Table 3. Projected Average Acres per Decade of Wildfire and Future Fuels Treatment by 
Alternative 

Component and 
indicator 

No Action 
Alternative 

Alternative W Alternative X Alternative Y Alternative Z 

All Wildfire Acres 
Burned 

375,000 375,000 375,000 375,000 375,000 

Future Fuels 
Treatment Acres 

99,050* 131,340 128,530 133,550 125,662 

Fire Management 
Flexibility Acres** 

353,172 923,582 0 408,452 715,739 

* Based on average annual acres of fuels treatment over the past 10 years under the current plans. 
** Denotes acres of special management considerations such as recommended wilderness and 
suitable Wild and scenic River designation. 

https://gcc02.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=http%3A%2F%2Fviews.cira.colostate.edu%2Ffed%2FSiteBrowser%2FDefault.aspx%3Fappkey%3DSBCF_VisSum&data=02%7C01%7C%7C8540b0d79dda440b9adf08d75260e532%7Ced5b36e701ee4ebc867ee03cfa0d4697%7C0%7C0%7C637068448889489487&sdata=RxBFHR3dDxAkZSQpSpojemsJMsIRMFGRfq9lE7RQbag%3D&reserved=0
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Effects Common to All Alternatives 
Smoke from wildfire is anticipated to be the primary contributor to air quality impacts in the Nez-
Perce Clearwater, as it has been historically. The Nez Perce-Clearwater has limited ability to alter or 
control the location or extent of this effect due to the unpredictable nature of wildfire and changes 
in climate. Wildfires have the greatest potential to influence short- and long-term air quality and 
visibility in the Nez-Perce Clearwater. 

The Nez-Perce Clearwater will continue to participate in the Montana and Idaho Airshed Group and 
will conduct prescribed burning and fuels operations in accordance with operating guidance set 
forth by the Group. These controls provide the best possible protection of public health and welfare 
by mitigating the impacts of air pollution while still allowing fire to assume its natural role in 
maintaining healthy wildland ecosystems. 

Effects to No Action Alternative 
Current plan direction is to coordinate all Forest Service management activities to meet the 
requirements of the State Implementation Plan, State Smoke Management Plan (Montana/Idaho 
Airshed Group Operating Guide), and federal air quality standards. 

Under the fire management program, prescribed fire and fuels treatments are conducted within the 
constraints established by the Montana and Idaho Airshed Group in order to meet local, state, and 
federal levels. Continued use of fuels treatments, such as prescribed burning, will affect local air 
quality and visibility in the short-term. The Nez-Perce Clearwater must meet established air quality 
standards when conducting fuels treatment activities. In addition, use of prescribed fire and fuels 
treatments under all of these alternatives will be limited by how much vegetation, when and where 
burns can occur, and budget constraints. These constraints, as well as adherence to air quality 
standards, will in turn limit impacts to human health and visibility. 

Effects Common to Action Alternatives 
Each action alternative reflects a mix of increased fuels treatments by prescribed burning and/or 
mechanical treatments. Continued fuels treatment activities will have the potential to affect local 
air quality in the short-term under each action alternative. Wildfire is expected to have the greatest 
effect on air quality in the Nez-Perce Clearwater for each alternative. 

Effects that Vary by Action Alternative 
Each alternative increases the use of fuels treatments and potential for local, short-term air quality 
impacts. However, each alternative varies greater in fire fuel flexibility. Recommended wilderness 
and suitable Wild and Scenic River designations will limit the flexibility for fuels treatments. It is 
likely that natural ignitions will be managed for resource objectives to reduce fuels and move these 
landscapes toward desired conditions. Alternatives identifying the most acres for recommended 
wilderness and suitable Wild and Scenic River designation will have a higher potential for wildfire 
smoke emissions. 

Alternative’s W and Z include increased fuels treatments and increased acreage identified as 
recommended wilderness and suitable Wild and Scenic River designation. These alternatives will 
likely have the highest potential for long- and short-term air quality impacts. Alternative X includes 
increased fuels treatment but does not identify additional recommended wilderness and suitable 
Wild and Scenic River designation. Alternative X would offer managers the most flexibility in 
managing fuels treatments. Alternative Y increases the fuels treatments acres and slightly increases 
wilderness and suitable Wild and Scenic River designation. 
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Cumulative Effects 
Most impacts to air quality and visibility in the Nez-Perce Clearwater are expected to remain 
contributable to smoke, primarily from wildfires. Wildfires in upwind areas, including other western 
states and Canada can also contribute to decreased air quality on the Nez Perce-Clearwater. In 
addition to emissions form wildfire and prescribed burning on the Nez Perce-Clearwater, other 
sources of emissions could include timber and mining operations, road dust, transportation and 
other combustion engine sources. Upwind air pollution sources could also include crop burning, 
municipal emissions, and emissions attributed to long range transport. 

Effects to Resource from Other Resources 
As discussed in the affected environment sections, smoke from wildfire and prescribed fire is the 
largest contributor to air quality and visibility on the Nez Perce-Clearwater. 

Summary of Consequences 

Table 4. Air Quality Summary of consequences by alternative 

Measurement 
Indicator 

No Action 
Alternative 

Alternative W Alternative X Alternative Y Alternative Z 

The Forest meets all 
applicable air quality 
standards 

No effect No effect No effect No effect No effect 

Note: Summary based on fuels treatments, including prescribed burning, not on unplanned ignitions such as wildfire. 

Conclusion 
The air quality in and around the Nez-Perce Clearwater is generally good, with limited influence 
from industrial, residential, and transportation sources. The primary influence to air quality and 
visibility in the Nez Perce-Clearwater is smoke from wildfire and prescribed fire activity. Wildfire is 
expected to remain the primary source of smoke and negative impact to air quality and visibility in 
and around the Nez Perce-Clearwater. 

Prescribed fire and fuels treatments will become an increasingly important tool for managing the 
Nez Perce-Clearwater and achieving desired ecosystem conditions. The action alternatives vary 
slightly in the number of acres used for fuels treatments and prescribed burning but do reflect an 
increase in these activities from the current plan. Continued adherence to the Montana and Idaho 
Airshed Group management practices and all federal, state, and local regulations is expected to 
minimize degradation to air quality and visibility from these activities for all alternatives. Increased 
recommended wilderness and Wild and Scenic River designated acres could limit fire management 
flexibility and potentially increase smoke attributed to wildfire.  
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