Seattle Opens Clean Air Centers amid Worsening Smoky Skies from Wildfires
by Paulina Firozi
July 10, 2019 – The wildfire smoke has been so bad in the Seattle area in recent years that city officials wanted to give people a respite -- a place to breathe freely, even as communities brace for another summer of poor air quality.
Seattle's Democratic Mayor Jenny Durkan announced last month that the city is investing in 5 facilities to provide clean and cool air for free and for the public, if and when wildfires begin to flare on the West Coast, in what has become a major environmental problem and health hazard.  For this pilot project, recreational facilities and event spaces that had central cooling will be retrofitted to include advanced air filtration systems that could clear out the harmful particles that fill the air when there’s smoke. 
Smoke-filled air has become a regular feature of Seattle summers.  Worsening wildfires not only in Washington state but in neighboring Oregon, California and Canada mean smoke drifts and hovers over the city.  The fires bring harmful microscopic particles that can be especially dangerous for children, elderly people or people with heart and respiratory conditions.  Scientists have pointed to human-driven climate change as a major factor in these worsening blazes.  Across the West, as conditions get warmer and drier, conditions are ripe for fires to start and to spread. 
Durkan told me that, when she became mayor, she recognized clean air centers were part of a “whole range of things we needed to do to be ready for the climate changes we’re experiencing in Seattle."  This is just the latest example of cities and local officials stepping in to address and adapt to the consequences of climate change — to fill a void they say has been left by the Trump administration’s inaction, including the President’s decision to withdraw from the Paris climate agreement.  “It points to yet another example of local governments shouldering the burden of climate change, because the federal government isn’t,” she said.
Seattle experienced 2 dozen days between July and September in the past 2 summers with increased air pollution because of wildfire smoke, according to a city news release.  It said last summer, there were 4 days when the air quality reached a level deemed “unhealthy for all,” compared with 2 days in 2017.  According to the Northwest Interagency Coordination Center, the most recent outlook predicts above-normal wildland fire potential for July, August and September this year in the northwest part of Washington state.  It cited warm and dry conditions.
The problem is especially acute in Seattle, where 60 to 70% of homes don’t have air conditioning units or indoor air filtration systems, according to the city.
Dan Jaffe is a professor of environmental chemistry at the University of Washington who will help the city assess the centers’ effectiveness.  He explained that his home, like most around the city, relies on natural ventilation in the summers.  “Usually what I do at night is crank on the fan, which cools it down nicely,” he said.  “But if smoke comes, I can’t do that, because now I’d be blowing in dirty air.”
While officials hope to eventually expand, the pilot project is starting in commonly used spaces in communities that include particularly vulnerable residents, such as low-income populations that can't access upgraded housing with cooling units or elderly populations who may not be able to leave when the air is unsafe.
Jaffe said the centers are part of broader efforts necessary for climate adaptation -- tackling the risks related to climate change's impacts rather than addressing what actually causes the warming. 
The long-term trend includes “strong wildfires, much larger than normal," regardless of the predictions for this year.  “It’s going to get worse.  How much worse we don’t know, but we need to adapt,” he told me.  “Whether that’s thinking about clean air, cool spaces to go to during the daytime, or whether that means shoring up beaches, or whatever it means, communities across the country need to adapt to climate change.”
Other wildfire-prone cities are considering similar programs.  Alan Abbs, legislative officer at the Bay Area Air Quality Management District, told me his Northern California agency is working with local officials and organizations such as the Red Cross to identify spaces that could be used as clean air centers in a smoke emergency.  Like in Seattle, a lot of people in the region don’t have air conditioning in their homes, making it harder to cool down or filter polluted air.  Abbs said a team is whittling down a list of 100s of facilities that have been used as emergency shelters or have HVAC systems that could be updated with advanced filtration.
Abbs said the agency has also sponsored a bill to provide funding through a grant program to create these kinds of clean air centers statewide.  It has passed the state Assembly and is awaiting action in the state Senate.  He told me the agency hopes to move forward with centers even if the bill doesn’t pass.  But he added that “we’re hoping to get the Governor’s attention” on the issue.
In Seattle, while the city is footing the bill for the pilot project, Craig Kenworthy, executive director of the Puget Sound Clean Air Agency, said he expects there will be conversations about whether the state can help fund additional centers.
He said people will have to pay for the cost of climate change “one way or another.”  “Either we’re going to have to invest in a lot of public health dollars or we’re going to invest in infrastructure to minimize exposure [to smoke].  If we decided we’re going to have air conditioning everywhere, in every housing unit to reduce exposure, that’s a massive investment,” he said.
He suggested resources could also be spent to rein in climate-warming emissions that can fuel fires, such as with investments in “clean transportation and clean energy sources and all the benefits you get with that, rather than trying to figure out how do you make things a little less hellish.”
Durkan said, although city governments have stepped in to try to mitigate and adapt to climate change, they can’t fix the issues alone.  “After the federal government said it was withdrawing from the Paris accord, cities across the world said ‘Okay, then cities will step up,’” she said.  “Seattle has a whole range of things it’s doing to reverse the effects of climate change … but we have impacts we have to deal with today and those impacts are only going to get worse unless the federal government acts.”
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