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Spokane's Air Quality ... 30 YEARS OF PROGRESS 
(EDITOR'S NOTE: This year 

marks the 30th year that the 

Spokane County Air Pollution 

Control Authority has been 

operating in our community to 

improve the quality of the air we 

breathe. This article is the first in a 

three-part series highlighting the 

successes and challenges of air 

pollution control the last three 

decades.) 

�'ogress passed and President 
Jotinson signed the federal Clean 
Air Act into existence in 1963, 
out of an urgent need to protect 
the air in the United States from 
further excessive pollution. Four 
years later, the Clean Air Act of 
Washington established local air 
pollution control authorities in the 
larger, urbanized counties in the 
State of Washington. The Spo­
kane County Air Pollution Con­
trol Authority (SCAPCA) was 
fonned in 1968 and hired its first 
director, Fred Shiosaki. Air qual­
ity regulations were adopted and 
became effective in June, 1969. 

"There was a disagreeable, 
dark haze covering our city," 
recounted Shiosaki, who still 
resides in Spokane County. The 
agency's early tasks were to find 
out how much pollution was in 
the air, and where it was corning 
from. There was some infonna­
ti on from early studies of 
Spokane's air, dating back to 

1951, but more reliable air 
monitoring methods had to 
be developed. 

There was no "high-tech" air 
monitoring equipment in the 
early days of air· pollution con­
trol. The agency relied on chem­
is try, visual observation and 
other monitoring devices that 
would be considered "low-tech" 
in today's world. "Sticky tape 
jars" (empty peanut butter jars 
covered with sticky tape) were 
even used to show downwind 
impacts, according to Ron Edgar, 
Chief of Technical Services, at 
SCAPCA. Jars were placed on 
property downwind from indus­
trial polluters, retrieved after a 
few hours, then shared with the 
industrial facility owners to show 
that their emissions were impact­
ing neighboring property. 

In the early 1970s, the air in 
Spokane County contained pol­
lutants from a variety of sources, 
which caused breathing problems 
and poor visibility. "All of your 
senses could detect air 
pollution ... you could see it, 
smell it, and you could feel it," 
recalls Mabel Caine, SCAPCA's 
Compliance Administrator, who 
began working for the agency 
in 1970. 

The agency was inundated 
with calls from citizens 
concerned about the smoke, 
odors, and health impacts from 

SCAPCA s earliest efforts 

were to reduce belching 

smokestack emissions 

at industrial facilities, 

such as this one. --+ 

pollution. "Citizens were 
also concerned about the 
soiling impact. Buildings 
were often discolored 
from pollution, and fall­
out settled on laundry, 
vehicles, gardens, or­
chards, and other 
surfaces," added Caine. 

SCAPCA focused its initial 
efforts on reducing pollution 
from industrial and commercial 
sources, and from open burning. 
"Belching smokestacks were 
common in these early years of 
air pollution control," said Caine. 
They became a priority on 
SCAPCA's list of sources that 
needed air pollution controls. 
This was a large undertaking for 
most industries, as air pollution 
control equipment had to be 
designed for each process, 
ordered, built, shipped, and in­
stalled. Controls often had to be 
redesigned or additional equip­
ment installed to provide for ad­
equate control of emissions. This 

process continues, even today, 
since new technology is always 
being developed. 
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Commercial businesses were no longer allowed to bum their garbage and card­
board. Dumpsters were purchased and businesses began recycling cardboard and 
other reusable products. Heating sources such as boilers at businesses, industries, 
apartment buildings, hospitals, and other facilities converted from coal and heavy oil 
to cleaner sources of heat. 

Outdoor burning of household garbage was a common practice during this time. 
When residential garbage burning was banned in 1969, garbage collection services 
expanded. Burning was further restricted in 1973 when the first no-bum area for 
residential yard and garden waste was adopted. Residents living outside the no-bum 
area were still permitted to bum yard and garden waste on designated days in the 
spring and fall. 

Education was a critical tool and SCAPCA set out to inform the public of the 
importance of clean, healthful air and why changes were needed to improve and 
protect air quality. Shiosaki made numerous pre~entations to businesses, community 
groups and schools. 

A lot of things have changed since the 1970s in the way that SCAPCA monitors 
and protects air quality. Air pollution standards have also evolved to become more 
protective of public health. These changes will be examined in the next two articles, 
in this 3-part series on "Spokane's Air Quality ... 30 YEARS OF PROGRESS." 


