
Wildfires and Agricultural Burns Can Pose Multiple Hazards to Human Health

Wildfires and agricultural (“controlled” or “prescribed”) burns can pose multiple hazards to 
human health and safety, particularly through the smoke and emissions they produce, as well as 
the immediate risks of the fires themselves. Below are some of the key hazards and potential 
impacts on human well-being:

1. Smoke Inhalation and Air Quality

1. Particulate Matter (PM)

◦ Smoke contains fine particles (PM2.5) that can penetrate deep into the lungs.
◦ Prolonged or heavy exposure can worsen respiratory conditions (e.g., asthma, 

bronchitis) and cardiovascular problems.

2. Gases and Toxic Chemicals

◦ Carbon monoxide (CO): High concentrations can reduce oxygen delivery in the 
body, potentially leading to headaches, dizziness, or even life-threatening 
conditions.

◦ Volatile Organic Compounds (VOCs): Some of these compounds can irritate the 
respiratory system or contribute to longer-term health risks.

◦ Other irritants (e.g., formaldehyde, acrolein): Can cause eye, nose, and throat 
irritation.

3. Irritation of Eyes, Nose, and Throat

◦ Smoke exposure often leads to burning eyes, runny noses, sore throats, and 
coughing.

◦ Children, the elderly, and individuals with pre-existing respiratory or cardiac 
conditions are particularly vulnerable.

2. Exacerbation of Pre-Existing Medical Conditions

1. Respiratory Illnesses

◦ People with asthma, chronic obstructive pulmonary disease (COPD), or other lung 
diseases can experience worsened symptoms or more frequent attacks.

2. Cardiovascular Issues

◦ Fine particulate matter can contribute to increased heart rate, elevated blood 
pressure, and other stress on the cardiovascular system, potentially leading to 
heart attacks or strokes in at-risk individuals.



3. Allergies and Sinus Problems

◦ Smoke can aggravate allergies, sinusitis, and other inflammatory conditions, 
causing flare-ups or more severe symptoms.

3. Agricultural-Specific Hazards

1. Chemicals and Pesticides

◦ Burning of fields treated with pesticides or chemicals can release toxic substances 
into the air.

◦ Risk of inhaling these compounds may be higher for nearby communities and 
farmworkers.

2. Cultural Practices and Improperly Managed Burns

◦ When agricultural fires are not well-managed (e.g., lack of firebreaks, poor 
timing), smoke plumes can significantly affect air quality and visibility in 
surrounding areas.

3. Occupational Hazards for Farmworkers

◦ Workers managing or working near burns may face higher exposure levels to 
smoke and heat stress.

◦ Adequate protective equipment and training are crucial to minimize risks.


