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Public Health 
(Air Quality, Hazardous Waste, Food Safety)  

Frequently Asked Questions 

 

General Information 

 

Waldo Canyon Fire El Paso County, CO  

Updates on the Waldo Canyon Fire are available at: 

  www.elpasoco.com   

 Twitter @  EPCPublicHealth and @EPCSheriff and @springsgov 

 Inciweb at www.inciweb.org  

 

Residents can sign up to receive emergency notifications on cell phones or email at 

www.elpasoteller911.org  

 

Human 

1. Who is most likely to be affected by smoke? 

At-Risk Population Groups: 

 Elderly persons. An elderly person’s lungs generally are not as efficient as when they 

were younger.  

 Young children (especially children 7-and-under). Young children breathe in more air 

per pound of body weight than others and therefore are more susceptible to smoke.  

 Pregnant women. Pregnant women also breathe in more air per pound of body weight 

than others.  

 Individuals with pre-existing respiratory conditions like asthma, emphysema, chronic 

obstructive pulmonary disease (COPD) and cardiovascular disease. If your respiratory 

of circulatory systems are compromised in one way or another, you are likely to 

experience more severe symptoms at lower smoke concentrations than others.  

 Individuals with respiratory infections like colds or flu’s.  

 Individuals with smoke allergies. Very few individuals actually are allergic to smoke. 

Generally, these individuals are aware of their allergies long before they encounter 

smoke from a wildfire because small amounts of smoke are present in our everyday 

lives. Woodstoves, internal combustion engines and vehicles of all sorts, campfires 

and restaurant grills are some of the sources and kinds of smoke inhaled most often. 

People strongly allergic to smoke are or should be under close medical supervision, 

and should consider developing a plan in advance for how to deal with wildfire 

smoke.  

 Inhaling smoke is not good for anyone. Even those considered to be healthy may 

experience discomfort from smoke exposure. 

 

2. What are some of the symptoms related to wildfire smoke? 

http://www.elpasoco.com/
http://www.inciweb.org/
http://www.elpasoteller911.org/
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 Eye, nose, mouth and/or throat irritation, coughing, trouble breathing, tightness of the 

chest.  

 

3. What can you do if smoke from wildfires is affecting you and your family?  

 You should consider activities that can minimize exposure to smoke that makes its 

way you’re your community. The extent of the precautions you take should reflect the 

level of risk. 

 If you smell smoke and/or are beginning to experience symptoms, consider 

temporarily locating to another area as long as it is safe for you to do so.  

 Seek out locations where air is filtered. For example, heading to the local mall or a 

movie theater can provide some temporary relief.  

 Close windows and doors and stay inside. However, do not close up your home 

tightly if it makes it dangerously warm inside.  

 Run the air conditioning, the fan feature on your home heating system (with the heat 

turned off) or your evaporative cooler. Keep the outdoor air intake closed and check 

to see if the filter is clean. Re-circulated air typically will have less smoke than 

outdoor air.  

 If you have any HEPA room air filtration units, use them.  

 Reduce your physical activity level. Avoid exercise or other strenuous activities. If 

smoke is simply unpleasant or mildly irritating, simply changing the timing of a few 

activities may be all that is necessary.  

 Avoid smoking and/or secondhand smoke.  

 Commercially available dust masks may seem like a good idea, but they do virtually 

nothing to filter out the particles and gasses in smoke.  

At Night: 

 Night smoke can be a concern, especially if the outdoor air is still. It tends to be 

worse near dawn.  

 Close bedroom windows at night.  

 To prepare for nighttime smoke, consider airing out your home during the early or 

middle of the afternoon when smoke tends to be more diluted. Use your best 

judgment. If smoke is thick during the day, follow the tips above.  

 If symptoms persist or become more severe, please contact your primary health care 

provider. 

 

Resources 

 

What is my current air quality? 

Front Range: 

www.colorado.gov/airquality/advisory.aspx  

Colorado Map: 

www.colorado.gov/airquality/aqi_map_ags.aspx  

Air Quality advisories: 

http://www.colorado.gov/airquality/colorado_summary.aspx 

 

Where can I learn more about Air Quality? 

http://www.colorado.gov/airquality/advisory.aspx
http://www.colorado.gov/airquality/aqi_map_ags.aspx
http://www.colorado.gov/airquality/colorado_summary.aspx
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EPA brochure: 

www.epa.gov/airnow/aqi_brochure_08-09.pdf  

www.CDPHE.state.CO.US (Currently has link at lower right Quick Links section OR 

click on Environment A-Z and select Air Quality section) 

 

Safe Cleanup After a Fire 

Disposal of Household Chemicals 

Everyday items, such as household cleaners, fertilizers, and pesticides, contain dangerous 

chemicals that may have spilled in or near your home during the fire response. Be alert 

for leaking or compromised containers and reactive household chemicals, such as caustic 

drain cleaners and chlorine bleach. Take these steps to prevent injury or damage: 

o Keep children and pets away from leaking or spilled chemicals. 

o Do not combine chemicals from leaking or damaged containers; doing so might 

produce dangerous reactions. 

o Do not pour chemicals down drains, storm sewers, or toilets. 

o Do not try to burn household chemicals. 

o Clearly mark and set aside unbroken containers until they can be properly 

disposed. 

o Leave damaged or unlabeled chemical containers undisturbed whenever possible. 

o Do not put household chemicals in the trash. When discarding these products, 

they become household hazardous waste requiring proper disposal.   

o Bring household waste to the El Paso County Household Hazardous Waste 

Facility, 3255 Akers Drive Colorado Springs, CO  80922.  This program is free to 

residents of El Paso and Teller Counties.  

 

 

Safe Cleanup, Propane tanks 

If you have a propane tank system, contact a propane supplier, turn off the valves on the 

system, and leave the valves closed until the supplier inspects your system. Tanks, brass 

and copper fittings, and lines may have been damaged from the heat and can be unsafe. If 

fire burned the tank, the pressure relief valve likely opened and released the contents. 

 

Safe Cleanup, Heating oil tanks  

If you have a heating oil tank system, contact a heating oil supplier for an inspection of 

your system before using it. The tank may have shifted or fallen from the stand, and the 

fuel lines may have kinked or weakened. Heat from the fire may have caused the tank to 

warp or bulge. Non‐vented tanks are more likely to bulge or show signs of stress. The fire 

may have loosened or damaged fittings and filters. 

 

Food Safety After a Fire 

1. Food exposed to fire can be compromised by four factors: heat of the fire, smoke 

fumes, chemicals used to fight the fire, and power outage as a result of the fire.  

 

 

 

Heat 

http://www.epa.gov/airnow/aqi_brochure_08-09.pdf
http://www.cdphe.state.co.us/
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2. Food in cans or jars may appear to be fine, but if they have been close to the heat of a 

fire, they may not be edible. Heat from a fire can activate food spoilage bacteria. If 

the heat is severe, the cans or jars can split or rupture, resulting in unsafe food. 

Smoke Fumes 

3. Toxic fumes, which may be released from burning materials, are one of the most 

dangerous elements of a fire. The fumes can be hazardous, and they can also 

contaminate food. 

o Discard any food stored in permeable packaging, such as cardboard or plastic 

wrap. Toxic fumes can 

permeate the packaging and contaminate the food. 

o Discard any raw foods stored outside the refrigerator, such as potatoes or fruit, as 

they could also be 

contaminated by fumes. Even food stored in the refrigerator or freezer can 

become contaminated by fumes, as the seals are not necessarily airtight. 

4. If food from your refrigerator or freezer has an off‐flavor or odor when it is 

prepared, it should be discarded and not eaten. 

5. Chemicals Used to Fight Fires 

Chemicals used to fight fires contain toxic materials that can contaminate food and 

cookware. While some of the chemicals may be listed as non‐toxic to humans, they 

can be harmful if swallowed. These chemicals cannot be washed off of the food. 

6. Discard foods that have been exposed to chemicals, including: 

 Food stored at room temperature, such as fruit and vegetables 

 Food stored in permeable containers, like cardboard and screw‐topped jars and 

bottles 

 Canned goods and cookware exposed to chemicals can be decontaminated if 

they have not been subjected to severe heat (see “heat” above). 

 Wash canned goods and cookware that have been exposed to chemicals with 

soap and hot water. Then dip them in a bleach solution (1 teaspoon of bleach 

per quart of water) for 15 minutes, rinse, and let air dry. 

 

 

7. Power Outage 

The main concern with perishables stored in the refrigerator and freezer is the availability 

of electrical power. Refrigerated items should be safe, provided that the power is off for 

no more than about two hours. If the power has been off for more two hours: 

 Keep the refrigerator and freezer doors closed. 

 Open the refrigerator as little as possible. 

 Discard any perishable food that has been held at temperatures above 41°F for 

more than 4 hours. 

 Discard any food that has an unusual odor, color, or texture. 

 Discard food in your refrigerator and freezer that looks suspicious, such as the 

presence of liquid or refrozen meat juices, soft or melted and refrozen ice cream, 

or unusual odors. 

 

8. Never taste food to determine its safety. Food unfit for human consumption is also 

unfit for pets. If in doubt, throw it out. 
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9. Medication that has been exposed to heat, smoke, soot, or water should not be 

consumed or applied to skin. If you have medication that may be contaminated, 

dispose of it by mixing it with coffee grounds, kitty litter, or glue.  

 

 

Food Safety Resources 

USDA Meat and Poultry Hotline 

1‐800‐535‐4555 (recorded messages and assistance is available in both English and Spanish) 

 

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) 

Information about hazards, safe cleanup, and preventing illness and injury: 

1‐800‐CDC‐INFO or 1‐800‐232‐4636; TTY 1‐888‐232‐6348 

Available in English and Spanish, 24 hours a day, 7 days a week. www.cdc.gov  

 

Food and Drug Administration (FDA) 

Information about safe food handling for foods other than meat, poultry, or egg products 

1‐888‐SAFEFOOD or 1‐888‐723‐3366 

www.cfsan.fda.gov  

 

Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) 

Safe Drinking Water Hotline: 1‐800‐426‐4791 

www.epa.gov  

 

Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) 

Food and water in an emergency 

www.fema.gov 

 

http://www.cdc.gov/
http://www.cfsan.fda.gov/
http://www.epa.gov/
http://www.fema.gov/
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Fire Ash Safety and Cleaning 

Fire Ash 

1.  Safe Cleanup, Fire Ash Safety and cleaning 

 Large amounts of ash have been deposited on indoor and outdoor surfaces in areas near 

the recent wildfire. Ash from forest fires is relatively nontoxic and is similar to ash that 

might be found in your fireplace; however, all ash contains small amounts of 

cancer‐causing chemicals. 

 Fire ash may also irritate the skin, especially to those with sensitive skin. If ash is 

inhaled, it can be irritating to the nose and throat and may cause coughing. Exposure to 

ash in the air can also trigger asthmatic attacks.  

2. To avoid possible health issues: 

 Do not allow children to play in the ash. 

 Wash ash from toys before allowing children to play with them. 

 Wash ash off of household pets. 

 Wear gloves, long‐sleeved shirts, and long pants when cleaning ash, and avoid skin 

contact. If ash does get on your skin, wash it off as soon as possible. 

 If you have a vegetable garden or fruit trees, wash the fruit or vegetables thoroughly 

before eating them. 

 Avoid circulating ash into the air as much as possible. Do not use shop vacuums and 

other non‐HEPA filter vacuums, as they do not filter out small particles and can blow 

particles into the air where they can be inhaled. HEPA filter vacuums can be used, if 

available. 

 Well‐fitting dust masks may provide some protection during cleanup. Masks rated N‐95 

or P‐100 are more effective than simpler dust or surgical masks in blocking particles from 

ash. In general, many ash particles are larger than those found in smoke; thus, wearing a 

dust mask can significantly reduce (but not completely eliminate) the amount of particles 

that are inhaled. 

 Persons with heart or lung disease should consult with their physicians before using a 

mask during post fire cleanup. 

 In most case, gently sweeping indoor and outdoor hard surfaces followed by wet 

mopping is the best way to clean up ash residue. A damp cloth or wet mop may be all that 

is needed on lightly dusted areas. 

 Avoid washing ash into storm drains whenever possible. 

 If you wet down ash, use as little water as possible. 

 Collected ash may be disposed of in the regular trash. Ash may be stored in plastic bags 

or other containers to help prevent it from being disturbed and/or dispersed. 

 Ash and debris inside burned structures may contain toxic substances other than forest 

fire ash because of synthetic and other materials present in buildings. Older buildings, in 

particular, may contain asbestos and lead. A more cautious approach should be taken 

when removing ash and other debris from inside burned structures. 

 

Should I wear a mask while cleaning up after a fire? 
1. It’s important to protect your lungs from health hazards like smoke and ash while 

cleaning up after a wildfire. If you cannot avoid the area, a “particulate respirator” 

can help to protect your lungs during cleanup efforts. 
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2. How to Choose the Correct Mask to Protect Your Lungs 

o Choose a mask called a “particulate respirator” that has the word “NIOSH” and 

either “N95” or “P100” printed on it. These are sold at many hardware and home 

repair stores and pharmacies. 

o Choose a mask that has two straps that go around your head. DO NOT choose a 

mask with only one strap or one with straps that just hook over the ears. 

o Choose a size that will fit over your nose and under your chin. It should seal 

tightly to your face. These masks do not come in sizes that fit young children. 

o Do not use bandanas (wet or dry), paper or surgical masks, or tissues held over 

the mouth and nose. These will not protect your lungs from wildfire smoke or 

debris. 

 

 

3. How to Use a Mask 

o Place the mask over your nose and under your chin, with one strap placed below 

the ears and one strap above. 

o Pinch the metal part of the mask tightly over the top of your nose. 

o The mask fits best on clean‐shaven skin. Keep your face clean and shaven. 

o Throw out your mask when it gets harder to breathe through or if the inside gets 

dirty. Use a new mask each day if you can. 

o It is harder to breathe through a mask, so take breaks often if you work outside. 

o If you feel dizzy or nauseated, go to a less smoky area, take off your mask, and 

get medical help. 

o If you have a heart or lung problem, consult with your doctor before using a 

mask. 

o Remove earrings and jewelry before donning or doffing equipment to prevent 

catching them on the respirator. 

o Check in a mirror to ensure that your respirator fits properly. 

N‐95 masks do not protect against vapors or fumes. 

 


