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Editor’s Note: This is the second
article in a three-part series exam-
ining air pollution control in Spo-
kane over the last three decades.
Improvements in industrial pro-
cesses and rapid advancements in
air pollution control technology
were responsible for the vast im-
provements in air quality. Visibly,
the air was becoming cleaner, but
there was still a lot to be done to
bring the community into compli-
ance with federal, health-based air
quality standards.

Oauring the 1980s,
SCAPCA continued to focus
much of its work on reduc-
ing particulate matter (soot,
smoke, dust) in the air. In
fact, the decade began with
an unusual air pollution
event: the eruption of Mount
St. Helens on May 18, 1980.

“Within hours of the
eruption, the skies were
clouded with ash, so much in
fact that our air monitoring
equipment couldn’t handle it.
The day after the eruption,
we were able to get our moni-
tors operating, but only for
about 15 minutes at a time,
and then they would be
plugged up again,” recalled

Ron Edgar, SCAPCA’s Chief
of Technical Services. “It
took four years before par-
ticulate levels in Spokane
were back down to what they
were before the eruption,”
added Edgar.

In 1982, SCAPCA began
implementing the Pollution
Standard Index, a national
standardized method for re-
porting air pollution levels to
the community as either
“good,” “moderate,” “un-
healthy,” or “hazardous,”
based on specific levels of
pollutants measured in
the air.

In the mid-1980s, the
U.S. Environmental Protec-
tion Agency revamped the

particulate matter standard
to be more protective of pub-
lic health by directing com-
munities to reduce the fine
particles in the air, known as
PMg—particles 10 microns
in diameter and smaller. Air
monitoring found that Spo-
kane was out of compliance
with the particulate matter
standard and work continued
to implement control strate-
gies, such as reducing
emissions from industries,
unpaved roads and parking
lots, outdoor burning and
wood heating.

Burning wood was a
popular way to heat homes
in Spokane, and its popular-
ity lingers today, with wood
smoke account-

During the 1980s, smoke from wood burning devices

ing for up to 80
percent of the
particulate pol-
lution in our
neighborhoods.
In 1987, Wash-
ington  State
passed legisla-
tion to address

the increasing

filled the air in many Spokane neighborhoods.
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body of scientific evidence
of the harmful health effects
of wood smoke, particularly
on the population’s most vul-
nerable citizens—the young,
elderly and the sick. In 1988,
SCAPCA adopted regula-
tions addressing the use of
wood burning devices, in-
cluding mandatory restric-
tions on the use of solid fuel
burning devices during peri-
ods of elevated air pollution.
“Prior to 1988, we ad-
ministered a voluntary pro-
gram, whereby information
was provided to the public
when air quality was deterio-
rating,” said Mabel Caine,
SCAPCA  Compliance

Administrator.
(continued on page 2)
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“With the help of volunteers, we lit-
erally went door-to-door, neighborhood
by neighborhood, distributing literature
and asking people to voluntarily curtail
the use of their solid fuel burning de-
vices,” recalled Caine.

New, more stringent state regula-
tions brought about furtherreduction in
smoke impacts from wood burning, in-
cluding requirements on the manufac-
ture, sale, installation and resale of
wood burning devices. SCAPCA
invested more resources to heighten
public awareness of air quality and the
benefits of using proper burning tech-
niques to minimize smoke emissions.

automobiles. Even now, with cleaner en-
gines, cars are the leading cause of air
pollution, due to strong dependence on
the automobile as the preferred mode
of travel. Per capita, both the number
of vehicle trips and the number of ve-
hicle miles traveled continue to outpace
population, nearly three-fold.
Throughout the 1980s, SCAPCA
continued implementing various control

Reducing particulate emissions from
commercial and industrial facilities was
an area of focus for the agency in the
1980s. Grain handling operations, flour
mills, asphalt and concrete plants, and
other types of operations installed state-
of-the art bag houses to control the re-
lease of particulates into the air. Prior
to opening a new facility, or before
modifying equipment and/or processes,
sources were required to file a Notice
of Construction with SCAPCA to
ensure the installation and the use of
proper air pollution control equipment.

In addition to the particulate matter
problem, the Spokane area faced

strategies, designed to attain and main-
tain national clean air standards. There
was a tremendous difference in the qual-
ity of air Spokane citizens were breath-
ing at the end of the decade, when com-
pared to the beginning of the decade.
Technological advances in the automo-
bile engine helped clean the air during
this time. It was also apparent that
Spokane’s clean air goals could not be

tremendous challenges in attaining the
carbon monoxide (CO) standard.
Spokane’s air failed to meet the first
federally imposed CO attainment dead-
line of December 31, 1982, and as a re-
sult, the Washington State Department
of Ecology began testing tailpipe emis-
sions in Spokane in 1985. The program,
designed to identify the most polluting
vehicles and require their repair, has
been effective in helping reduce carbon
monoxide emissions by 20 percent from
what today’s fleet would be without
testing.

Still today, over half of carbon
monoxide pollution comes from
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achieved without the help of its citizens.
As it was in the 1980s, and remains to-
day, the majority of Spokane’s air pol-
lution is the result of individual choices
of how we use transportation and how
we heat our homes. SCAPCA contin-
ued its mission to inform residents of
the importance of clean, healthy air and
how we are all part of the pollution
solution. m





