
Report: Prescribed fire and pile burning during poor air quality and Air Stagnation Alerts 2023. 

A strong high pressure was predicted for the Bitterroot Valley on October 21st and 22nd. On the morning 

of October 22nd, the air in the Bitterroot Valley between Lost Horse Creek and the West Fork was poor 

quality. See exhibit 1. 

 

Exhibit 1: Taken looking south from Lost Horse Creek along Highway 93 on October 22, 2023 

This was after burning of 365 acres and 130 acres for the School Point Ecoburn on October 19 and 20, 

2023, See exhibit 2. The Purple air monitor in Darby reported 159 that morning, see exhibit 3. 



 

Exhibit 2: Wildcad report from 10/18/2023-11/6/2023 

 

 

Exhibit 3: Purple Air report October 22, 2023 at 8:19 am. Darby reads 159 and Lost Horse area monitor reads 93. 

 

The weather report for October 22, 2023 called for a strong high pressure and the morning visual air 

quality (see exhibit 1) as well as purple air monitors showed poor air quality. Yet the Forest service 

burned in the Soda Springs area and continued burns in the two School Point Eco burn areas, see exhibit 

2.  



A complaint to Montana Department of Environmental Quality (DEQ) brought a response stating that 

they do not have a monitor in Darby and that the Hamilton air monitor read at non-hazardous levels, so 

they allowed the burns, see exhibit 4. Please see the smoke map of that day showing clearly that the 

smoke coming from the burns in the West Fork area were traveling East and not affecting Hamilton, see 

exhibit 5. Without monitors along the entire Bitterroot Valley, the DEQ cannot adequately monitor air 

quality. The purple air monitors from Airnow.gov do offer more information, but the DEQ in this case, did 

not use them. This creates a tremendous lapse of protection during prescribed burning and pile burning 

for Bitterroot Valley residents. 

 

Exhibit 4: Response from the DEQ that there are no monitors south of Hamilton. 

 

Exhibit 5: picture of the smoke map, October 22, 2023 

Just a week later, on October 30, 2023, a stagnant air advisory went into effect for the Bitterroot Valley, 

see exhibit 6. 
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Exhibit 6: Air stagnation advisory from KPAX Montana October 30 – Nov 1. 

Even as this advisory was in effect the Bitterroot National Forest (BNF) burned piles in multiple locations 

on the Forest, see exhibit 2 and the Facebook postings throughout the air stagnation advisory, exhibit 7 

and exhibit 8. 
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Exhibit 7: Facebook post on October 31, 2023. 

 

Exhibit 8:  Facebook post on Nov 1, 2023. 

 

When asked why the Bitterroot National Forest was burning during bad air days via the comment portal 

on Facebook, the response was that they burn less piles on bad air days, see exhibit 9.  No burning 

should be happening on a poor dispersal day especially during an air stagnation advisory. Strangely 

enough, the Darby purple air monitor was disabled and eventually disappeared. Air quality exceeded 

health standards for the duration of the advisory. This is demonstrated in the photos taken on November 

1, 2023 see exhibits 10, 11, 12, 13, and 14.  



 

Exhibit 9: Facebook response on burning during an air stagnation advisory. Air quality standards were exceeded. 

The DEQ will be putting up two purple air monitors in Darby next year. But that does not help the air 

quality in areas like Stevensville, Corvallis, Victor, and Florence. Nor does it help with air quality in Darby 

and Connor for the past 4-5 years of pile burning. Without air monitors in Darby and along the Valley, 

there is no mechanism in place to protect air quality and Valley residents. As happened during the recent 

stagnant air advisory, health standards will be exceeded now and in the future. Until proper monitors are 

in place throughout the valley, either burning should not happen, the BNF should look outside in the 

morning before burning, or best yet, the BNF should refrain from burning during air stagnation 

advisories, low dispersal days, and when high pressure is in the forecast. 

 

Exhibit 10: Picture taken looking south from Lost Horse Road November 1, 2023. 



 

Exhibit 11: Photo taken on November 1, 2023 looking south on highway 93 from Lost Horse Road 

  

Exhibit 12: Photo taken on November 1 2023 at 1 pm, looking E to DLL2 pile burns 



  

Exhibit 13: Photo taken on November 1 2023 at 3 pm, looking S to Darby and Piquett Cr pile burns 

 

 

Exhibit 14: Photo taken on November 1 2023 at 3 pm, looking South-Lost Horse in foreground 



Even without the stagnant air advisory, the burns affect air in the area. A recent facebook post 

announces pile burning the week of Nov 13th (exhibit 15) and the purple air monitor in Hamilton hit the 

red and remained in orange for quite some time (exhibit 16). Exhibit 17 and 18 are photos of the Darby 

area on November 14, 2023 at 9 am and 2pm showing heavy smoke in the Darby Westfork area. Again, 

please consider this report as new information and include this report in the project files for The 

Bitterroot Front, The Lick Creek Demonstration Research Forest Project, Rye Creek Fuel Break, Sleeping 

Child Fuel Break, Soda Baker Wildfire Fuel Risk Reduction Fuel Break, and the Sula District Fuel Break. 

 

Exhibit 15: BNF Facebook post on Nov 13, 2023 

 

Exhibit 16: Results of DEQ monitor PS 46 showing high readings Nov 13 and 14, 2023 
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Exhibit 17:  Nov 14 2023 9 am looking south along 93 to Darby area from Lost Horse Creek 

 

Exhibit 18:  Nov 14 2023 2pm looking south along 93 to Darby area from Goat Mountain ridge 

 

We implore the Bitterroot National Forest to consider public health. The cumulative burning from 

proposed and current projects (the Eastside alone calls for 4500 acres per year) on the BNF and 

inevitable fires during fire season will greatly affect public health. 

 


