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Air Quality and Prescribed Fire Management in Virginia
Compiled by Cindy Huber, Air Specialist, US Forest Service
Emissions from fires typically account for 2- 3% of total fine particulate emissions in Virginia.  Although prescribed fire fine particulate emissions are a small part of the overall inventory, occur infrequently in any one place, and are of short duration, the impact to neighbors can be significant.  Fortunately, good smoke management practices can help mitigate this.
National Ambient Air Quality Standards (NAAQS)  

A standard is a measure of air quality that is protective of human health and welfare.  Standards are established for six criteria pollutants:  carbon monoxide, ozone, nitrogen oxides, sulfur dioxide, particulate matter and lead.  http://www.epa.gov/ttn/naaqs/
Nonattainment area (NA):  An area (usually defined at the Metropolitan Statistical Area or county level) that does not meet the NAAQS for a particular pollutant, based on monitoring conducted by VDEQ.
Maintenance area (MA):  An area that was previously in nonattainment status, but is currently attaining the NAAQS, based on monitoring conducted by VDEQ.

Why should you be concerned about nonattainment/maintenance areas?

Nonattainment areas often coincide with areas of denser population.  Nonattainment areas should be on your list of smoke sensitive areas.  

Federal burners have to comply with the General Conformity regulation to ensure that federal actions conform to the state air quality plans and programs. The purpose of conformity is to (1) ensure Federal activities do not interfere with the emission budgets in the State Implementation Plans (SIP), (2) ensure actions do not cause or contribute to new violations, and (3) ensure attainment and maintenance of the NAAQS.
(http://www.townhall.state.va.us/L/viewchapter.cfm?chapterid=1810&display=chapterinfo)

· Prior to conducting a prescribed burn within in a NA or MA, the Federal burners will have to make a conformity determination.  This is a process that includes public involvement, so ideally it would be done prior to, or in conjunction with, any NEPA analyses. 

· If a burn is conducted outside, but close to, a NA or MA, then a conformity determination is not required.  
Where are the nonattainment/maintenance areas?  

EPA lists these areas in many formats.  The following website allows you to pick a state and view NA/MA status county by county.   Sometimes only part of a county is in NA/MA.   http://www.epa.gov/oar/oaqps/greenbk/astate.html 
PM2.5 (fine particulate):
· In 2006 the 24-hour (daily) standard was lowered to 35 ug/m3 (from 65 ug/m3).  

· In December 2008, EPA published the PM2.5 nonattainment areas based on the 2006 NAAQS; no areas in Virginia were identified.
· Washington DC and surrounding counties in northern VA are still nonattainment under the 1997 PM2.5 standard.  
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Ozone:  
On March 12, 2008 EPA changed the primary (health protective) ozone standard from 0.08 to 0.075 ppm.  The secondary (public welfare protective, includes vegetation) standard was also set at 0.75 ppm.   Both standards are evaluated over an 8 hour period.  
· VDEQ made nonattainment area recommendations, based on the new standard, to EPA in March 2009 (see the following map).  Note that all recommended new nonattainment areas are in the eastern part of the state.  EPA is expected to make final nonattainment designations by March 2010.
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· There is one existing ozone nonattainment area in VA; Washington DC/Northern VA.  It is likely that this will continue to be nonattainment under the new standard.
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· There are several Maintenance Areas in Virginia.  As of June 9, 2009 they include: Richmond/Petersburg, Norfolk/Virginia Beach/Newport News/Hampton, Madison/Paige Counties, and Fredericksburg.  These areas are likely to become nonattainment again under the new standard. 
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· As of April 15, 2008 the two Virginia Early Action Compact areas (Roanoke Co., Botetourt Co., City of Roanoke, City of Salem, Town of Vinton; and Frederick Co., City of Winchester) were declared in attainment of the 1997 ozone standard.  
NEWS:   EPA just announced a proposal to extend ozone monitoring into more rural areas of the states.  

Open Burning Regulations and Prescribed Fire

· All burners, no matter what agency you work for, must comply with the state’s air regulations.  

· Virginia’s Open Burning regulation contains an exemption for forest management provided burning is attended at all times and burning is at least 1000 feet from any occupied building (see link below for complete language).   

· Burners should always be cognizant of local air quality and realize that they cannot burn when there is an air quality alert or warning in place.

· Local open burning ordinances can be more stringent that the state Open Burning regulations.  If you are burning in an area with a local ordinance you must follow it.  

· Seasonal Restrictions (May-October) do not apply to forest burning.

· To be in compliance with the Open Burning regulation, forest management burns must comply with the Department of Forestry’s Smoke Management Plan (which includes voluntary Certification, preparation of a Prescribed Burn Plan an Notification of the nearest state forestry office).

Virginia Open Burning Regulation:  http://www.deq.state.va.us/export/sites/default/air/pdf/airregs/c130.pdf
http://www.deq.state.va.us/air/OpenBurning.html
Virginia Prescribed Burning Laws and Smoke Management Guidelines:

http://www.dof.virginia.gov/fire/prescribed-smoke-mgmt.shtml
Things to Consider…
1.   Notify the appropriate regional DEQ office the morning of your burn.  

DEQ does not issue permits for forest management open burning but they often get calls from the public when smoke appears.  DEQ is better prepared to respond appropriately when they are informed of prescribed burns taking place.  

Find the office that covers your counties by going to the following website -http://www.deq.virginia.gov/regions/homepage.html.  Contact the Air Compliance Manager, and if you cannot reach that person, speak with the person at the main desk using the central phone number listed for the Regional Office.  On the website you can navigate to the office that covers your county and find a main phone number, as well as the name and number of the Air Compliance Manager.
2.  Consider tracking fire activity, including prescribed burns, to better estimate emissions from wildland fire in Virginia
Emissions from wildland fire have been incorporated into the state emissions inventories that were used for Regional Haze, ozone and fine particulate State Implementation Plan (SIP) development. Inventories are updated periodically.  Fire managers could help build a better inventory of wildland fire emissions by collecting minimal information and sending it to a central location.  Consider the following a minimum for more accurate emissions calculations:  acres blackened, fuel type, pre-burn fuel loading, moisture conditions at time of burn, and the method of firing (aerial or hand ignition).  The attached table is provided as a possible starting point.
3.  The PFC is a good conduit to get new information out to the fire manager community.
· How do wildland fire emissions affect climate change?  

· One of the latest discussions surrounding climate change has to do with the role of black carbon (what we would call soot) which is emitted by wildland fire.  The interagency air and smoke committee (Smoc) is currently working on a briefing paper to describe this type of emission and to explore the potential impacts of these emissions on wildland fire activities.   

· Smoke dispersion modeling tools are available that could be used to improve burn plans, especially in areas where projects are close to the wildland urban interface.  Training could be offered through the Prescribed Fire Council. 

	Name of Burn
	Location: County
	Date Burned

(MM/DD/YR)
	Acres Blackened
	Fuel Type
	Fuel Loading

(in  tons per acre)
	Moisture Condition of

10 Hour Fuels
	Method of Firing
(Hand or Aerial Ignition)
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