ON THE AIR
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Spokane’s Air Quality .. . 30 YEARS OF PROGRESS  rurs o

by Robin Thrap, communications intern.

EDITOR’S NOTE: This is the final article in a
three-part series examining thirty years of air pol-
lution control in Spokane County. It covers the
major accomplishments during the 1990s, and
highlights some of the challenges that lie ahead in
preserving, enhancing and protecting Spokane’s air

quality for current and future generations.
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he 1990s, the third decade of air pol-
lution control, has ended and much has been
accomplished in making Spokane’s air
healthier to breathe. As we enter a new mil-
lennium, the road to cleaner air takes on some
new challenges. Looking back on the past de-
cade, a number of accomplishments have
contributed to clearing up the air in Spokane.

“The levels of the two pollutants that have
plagued our city since the 1970s, carbon mon-
oxide (CO) and particulate matter (PM), have
steadily declined during the 1990s,” accord-
ing to Eric Skelton, SCAPCA’s Director.
“We’ve almost licked the problem. Decem-
ber 1995 was the last violation of the federal
CO standard and even before that, in 1993,
was the last time Spokane rose above the
federal standard for PM levels.” However, he
assures residents that the quest for healthful
air quality is ongoing.

There are three key developments that
have improved Spokane’s air quality in the
1990s. In March 1996, the Washington State
Department of Ecology called for a three-year
phase out of grass seed field burning in
Spokane and surrounding counties. This pro-
gram also decreased the level of fine particles
(PM; 5) in the air, which had been identified
as a health concern by the U.S. Environmen-
tal Protection Agency (EPA). Prior to the ban,
approximately 25,000 acres of grass seed
fields were sending pollutants into the air
each summer and causing episodes of elevated
particulate levels. With the ban fully imple-
mented, major smoke episodes from grass seed
field burning are now very unlikely.

Another improvement came after a par-
ticularly dusty spring week in 1993, follow-
ing a harsh winter with near-record snowfall.

Traction sand was applied in record quanti-
ties throughout the winter. After winter’s
thaw, the sand and gravel turned into a fine
powder that was kicked up into the air by
passing motorists. This resulted in several
days of particulate levels above the federal
air quality standards. Shortly thereafter, a
cooperative program with the city, county and
state road departments was initiated to reduce
the dust problem. A combination of clean
gravel and liquid de-icing material is now
applied to the streets. In addition, more
frequent and timely street sweeping and
cleaning is performed.

A third program that has proven success-
ful in improving air quality is the oxygen-
ated fuel program, which began in 1992
under a federal mandate. All gasoline sold
in Spokane County, October through Febru-
ary, contains ethanol, an oxygenate that en-
hances fuel combustion efficiencies and thus
reduces emissions. The program, together
with other CO reduction strategies, has
dropped the number of CO standards
exceedances from eight in 1992, to zero in
1997, 1998 and 1999.

In addition to the aforementioned con-
trol strategies, SCAPCA dedicated additional
resources to public education and awareness
in the early 1990s and hired its first full-time
Public Information Officer. By educating the

public on the health risks associated with ac-
tivities, such as heating homes with wood
stoves or fireplaces and by promoting
commute alternatives, people are made aware
of ways they can personally take a stand
in the fight for clean air for themselves and
their families.

“Controlling and maintaining air quality
depends on people making voluntary choices,
which means convincing them they can assist
in solving the problem,” Skelton also added.

A remaining challenge facing our com-
munity is controlling toxic pollutants in the
air. There are hundreds of toxins being re-
leased into the air from multiple sources. The
large number makes it impractical to set stan-
dards for each one. SCAPCA’s goal is to raise
awareness on health risks associated with the
emission of such toxins.

Looking ahead we see a shift in air qual-
ity control challenges. The focus will turn to
decreasing toxic air pollutants. “SCAPCA’s
priorities, as we look ahead to the new mil-
lennium, are first and foremost to identify the
most significant sources of pollution from a
public health standpoint, and then address
new ways to combat the problem,” according
to Skelton. “Simply put, we hope to see a very
significant reduction in toxic air pollutants in
the future.”™
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1. More than one
exceedance during a
single year at any one site
is a violation of the federal
Carbon Monoxide
standard of 9 parts per
million (ppm) or the
Particulate Standard of
150 micrograms per cubic
meter (Lg/m3) of air.

2. Because the CO
standard is based on an
eight hour average it is
possible to have as many
as three exceedances in a
single day at one site.
Spokane also has multiple
monitoring sites. The PM,,
standard is a 24 hour
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