
 

Image: Wildfire smoke crosses U.S. on jet
stream
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When you live on the East Coast and hear about the West Coast
wildfires you assume those wildfires won't have any personal effect on
you other than empathy for those in the paths of the fires. Think again.

When smoke rises from wildfires there is a very good chance that if the
fires are large enough and numerous enough you will be affected. This
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image taken by the NOAA-NASA's Suomi NPP satellite on September
4, 2017, clearly shows the direct path of the smoke from the west coast
fires that stretch across the entire country. Smoke and particles from the
fires are traveling along the jet stream and have crossed 3,000 miles to
the East Coast.

Smoke from wildfires can be very dangerous. A 2017 Georgia Tech
study showed the smoke from wildfires spew methanol, benzene, ozone
and other noxious chemicals into the atmosphere. If the smoke stays in
the jet stream and doesn't descend the health risks are minimal, but in
Iowa this past week, the smoke was pulled by the jet stream down low
and descended into Dubuque causing unhealthy air quality. The best
advice is to watch air quality values in your area and respond
accordingly. Also be aware of red or orange sunsets. They could be a
tipoff to smoke in your atmosphere.

The smoke particles from the fires allow sunlight's longer wavelength
colors like red and orange to get through while blocking the shorter
wavelengths of yellow, blue and green. Those longer wavelengths give
the sky a red or orange tinted appearance. Similarly, during sunrise and
sunset times when the sun is near the horizon, sunlight has to travel
through more of Earth's atmosphere to get to you. The additional
atmosphere filters out the shorter wavelengths and allows the longer
wavelengths to get through, providing reds and oranges during those
times.
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