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The wildfires of 2003 resulted in 

some of the worst air quality 

impacts ever measured in San 

Diego county 

Impacts were primarily particulate  
matter, although the carbon monoxide  

standard was also exceeded 



San Diego County Monitoring Stations 



The District began PM2.5  
forecasting on October 1, 2003 

Forecasting largely based on 

statistical analysis of filter data 

collected at 5 monitoring sites in San 

Diego county 



San Diego county monitoring stations with  
PM2.5 filter measurements (FRM) 



DTN PM2.5: 1999 - 2001: Percent Occurrence of AQI 
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Forecast verification and reporting 

data limited to two monitoring sites 

using PM2.5 BAM real-time

samplers



San Diego County Monitoring Stations with  
PM2.5 BAM real-time samplers 



The Air Quality Forecast for Sunday, October 26th was made at 

4:30 PM on Saturday, October 25th. The forecast was for 

Moderate levels of PM2.5 throughout the county. Santa Ana 

winds were expected to increase PM2.5 levels over Saturday 

values (Good to Moderate). 

The Cedar fire began at approximately 5:30 PM 

on Saturday. 



PM2.5 for DTN and ESC - October 25, 2003 
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PM2.5 - Morning of October 26, 2003 
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ALPINE PM10 - Morning of October 26, 2003 
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Satellite Image from October 26, 2003 







PM2.5 Data At Forecast Time for October 26, 2003 
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Air Pollution Report and Forecast: 

Dated Sunday, October 26, 2003 

Today is Sunday, October 26, 2003. 

Due to the severity of the fires affecting San Diego County, some of our air monitoring stations are not reporting 
real-time data.  Therefore, our normal air quality forecast and report has been superceded by the following: 

In areas of heavy smoke, assume that air quality levels are unhealthy for sensitive groups to unhealthy for all 
individuals. In areas with minor smoke impacts, assume that air quality levels are moderate to unhealthy for 

sensitive groups. The responsible pollutant is fine particulate matter of 2.5 micrometers and less in diameter, known 
as PM2.5. 

In areas where you smell smoke it is advised that you limit physical activity.  If possible, stay indoors to limit your 
exposure to fine particulate matter. 

This recording will be updated as we get more information. 

Thank you. 

WCB / 1600 PST 



By Sunday afternoon, we knew that the Santa Ana winds 

would continue, but with decreasing strength over the next 

few days. 

We forecasted continued poor fire and air quality 

conditions through Wednesday, when conditions would 

start to improve. 



We still had many roughrough days ahead! 











PM2.5 for DTN and ESC - October 26, 2003 
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PM2.5 for DTN and ESC - October 27, 2003 
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PM2.5 for DTN and ESC - October 28, 2003 
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PM2.5 for DTN and ESC - October 29, 2003 
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FIRE SUMMARY 

• Worst fire in recent California history 

• 392,000 acres burned in San Diego County 

• 2574 homes and 2700 other structures 

destroyed

• $900,000,000 in damage (increasing) 

• 16 confirmed dead 

• 4 days of unhealthy-hazardous air quality 



Lessons Learned 

• Plan for the unexpected (scripts and templates) 

• Forecast/report on the conservative side 

• Departments/Agencies need to know responsibilities 

before the emergency 

• Have central contacts for school districts 

• Have media packets available to reduce confusion of 

“new” news reporters 

• Coordinate better with private organizations concerned 

with public health 

• Prepare to be inundated with calls 

• Watch all pollutants and don’t leave the laptop at home! 

• Plan for the unexpected! 









DTN PM2.5 DTN AQI DTN Category ESC PM2.5 ESC AQI ESC Category 

Thu, 10/23/2003 11.1 36 GOOD 24.5 69 MODERATE

Fri, 10/24/2003 13.0 42 GOOD 18.8 57 MODERATE

Sat, 10/25/2003 23.3 66 MODERATE 23.3 66 MODERATE

Sun, 10/26/2003 45.5 111 UNHEALTHY for SENSITIVE GROUPS 14.3 46 GOOD

Mon, 10/27/2003 73.0 155 UNHEALTHY 73.9 156 UNHEALTHY

Tue, 10/28/2003 62.9 145 UNHEALTHY for SENSITIVE GROUPS 348.1 398 HAZARDOUS

Wed, 10/29/2003 19.3 59 MODERATE 154.2 205 VERY UNHEALTHY 

Thu, 10/30/2003 3.9 13 GOOD 5.0 16 GOOD

Fri, 10/31/2003 2.3 7 GOOD 3.3 11 GOOD

Sat, 11/1/2003 2.5 8 GOOD 1.8 6 GOOD

Sun, 11/2/2003 2.8 9 GOOD 9.3 30 GOOD



ESCONDIDO CO October 26 thru October 29 
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Escondido CO October 26 thru October 29 
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Daily Forecast Line Phone Calls 
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VisitsVisits 
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DTN PM2.5 DTN AQI DTN Category ESC PM2.5 ESC AQI ESC Category Comments

Thu, 10/23/2003 27.2 74 MODERATE 24.5 69 MODERATE

Fri, 10/24/2003 31.9 83 MODERATE 18.8 57 MODERATE

Sat, 10/25/2003 57.2 134 UNHEALTHY for SENSITIVE GROUPS 23.3 66 MODERATE Cedar Fire Started late PM 

Sun, 10/26/2003 111.7 178 UNHEALTHY 14.3 46 GOOD

Mon, 10/27/2003 179.1 229 VERY UNHEALTHY 73.9 156 UNHEALTHY

Tue, 10/28/2003 154.4 205 VERY UNHEALTHY 348.1 398 HAZARDOUS Paradise Fire affecting ESC 

Wed, 10/29/2003 47.4 115 UNHEALTHY for SENSITIVE GROUPS 154.2 205 VERY UNHEALTHY 

Thu, 10/30/2003 9.6 31 GOOD 5.0 16 GOOD

Fri, 10/31/2003 5.6 18 GOOD 3.3 11 GOOD

Sat, 11/1/2003 6.1 20 GOOD 1.8 6 GOOD

Sun, 11/2/2003 6.9 22 GOOD 9.3 30 GOOD



Daily Forecast Line Phone Calls 
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PM2.5 and PM10 for November 27, 2003 
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