
Breathing in the Comox Valley
In the winter, wood smoke often settles in the Comox Valley. 

This smoke contains fine particulate matter which is known to be harmful 
to people’s health. It can impact the development of infants’ lungs, increase 
asthma rates, and worsen heart and lung disease. 

An air monitoring station in Courtenay measures these fine particulates. And 
the measurements show how polluted our air gets.

We fail to meet BC’s Air Quality Objective for a 24 hour period far more often 
than other communities measured on Vancouver Island.

In fact, Courtenay has some of the worst annual levels of particulate matter in 
the whole province according to multiple reports by the BC Lung Association.

And so far this winter (2015/16), we have had three multi-day air quality 
advisories to alert people about the risks to their health. There could be more 
to come.

“Particulate matter is considered the air pollutant of 
greatest concern to human health in B.C.” BC Healthlink

Things can change!
People’s health and lifestyles are impacted by this pollution. But it doesn’t 
have to be this way. Governments need to take action to protect and improve 
the air we breathe. It is happening elsewhere and it can happen here.

The more our elected representatives hear from concerned citizens, the more 
likely they will be to take meaningful steps to reduce harmful air pollution in 
the Comox Valley. 

Every call or email can make a big difference.  Please make your voice heard if 
you are concerned about the air you and your family breathe.

Particulate Matter and Your Health
All wood smoke contains very fine particulate matter (2.5 
microns or less in size). Commonly referred to as PM2.5, 
these particulates are known to be a serious health 
concern. 

 “Generally, smaller particles are thought to be more 
harmful to health than larger particles because they can 
move deeper into the respiratory tract, including the 
lungs….

Particulate matter is considered the air pollutant of 
greatest concern to human health in B.C.  Research 
has shown that exposure to PM can lead to increased 
days lost from work or school, emergency room visits, 
hospital stays, and deaths. Both short and long-term 

exposures to PM can lead to the worsening of heart 
and lung disease. It can also cause premature (early) 
death, particularly among people who have a higher 
risk of being affected by particle pollution.” http://www.
healthlinkbc.ca/healthfiles/hfile65e.stm. 

Air quality advisories warn people against exercising 
outdoors if they have chronic underlying medical 
conditions. The elderly, young children and other 
vulnerable populations are told they should stay inside. 

Yet, according to a study in Washington State, 50-70% 
of the fine particulates in smoke still get inside a house. 
Harm can be reduced, but not eliminated. 

And most of these advisories carry on for multiple days. 
Staying inside is not the answer to the problem.
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For more information see:

•	 WHAT’S	IN	WOOD	SMOKE:	https://www.lung.ca/news/expert-opinions/pollution/residential-wood-burning
•	 WOOD	SMOKE	IS	WORSE	THAN	CIGARETTE	SMOKE:	http://www.canadiancleanairalliance.ca/wood_smoke_cigarettes.html
•	 HOW	WOOD	SMOKE	HARMS	YOUR	HEALTH:	https://fortress.wa.gov/ecy/publications/publications/91br023.pdf
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What else is in wood smoke?
All	wood	smoke	is	very	similar	in	chemical	
makeup	to	the	smoke	produced	by	tobacco	in	
cigarettes.	

Wood	smoke	contains	many	of	the	same	toxic	
and	carcinogenic	substances	as	cigarette	
smoke,	including	formaldehyde,	carbon	
monoxide,	lead,	benzene,benzo(a)pyrene,	and	
dibenz(a,h)anthracene	to	name	a	few.		

Burning	15	kg	of	wood	can	produce	as	much	
PM2.5	as	7,500	cigarettes.		

http://www.canadiancleanairalliance.ca/wood_
smoke_cigarettes.html

Data highlights polluted air
In the winter, measurements for fine 
particulate matter (PM 2.5) in Courtenay 
frequently exceed BC government’s Air 
Quality Objective (The objective is set at 25 
micrograms/cubic metre (µg/m3) per hour, 
averaged over 24 hours).

A 2011-2013 study of air quality in the 
Georgia Strait Air Zone highlighted that 
the air monitoring station at Courtenay 
Elementary reported the worst air quality for 
PM2.5 of all of the communities in the study. 
The report rules out the impacts of wild 
fire. (See: http://www.bcairquality.ca/reports/pdfs/
Georgia_Strait_Air_Zone_Report_2011-2013.pdf).  

And the last few annual State of the Air reports by the BC 
Lung Association show that the station at Courtenay is 
in the top 5 worst of over 40 stations in the province for 
annual PM2.5 levels. (See: https://bc.lung.ca/protect-your-
lungs/air-quality-lung-health/bc-state-air-
report).

Our poor air quality has resulted in three 
multi-day air quality advisories for the 
Comox Valley so far this winter (Nov. 1, 
2015 to Jan 15, 2016).

However, our level of fine particulate matter is often higher 
than BC’s Air Quality Objective, even when there is no air 
advisory. 

Advisories are only issued if weather conditions and other 
factors are likely to create poor air for a prolonged period 
of time. In the last 2.5 months, we were over the air quality 
objective for 21 of 76 days (see graph). There was no 

advisory in place for about half of those 21 days.

Higher in the evenings
Additionally, readings are usually much higher 
in the evening than they are during the day. It is 
not uncommon to have hourly readings of 50-
70 µg/m3 per hour in the evenings.

In late November, we hit a high of 121 µg/m3 per hour one 
night. 

How Courtenay compares
Some	people	believe	we	have	less	pollution	
than	other	communities	on	Vancouver	
Island	or	in	the	Lower	Mainland.	

But	Courtenay’s	levels	of	fine	particulates		
(PM2.5)	are	very	high	compared	to	others.	

Courtenay	was	over	BC’s	Air	Quality	
Objective	for	21	days	between	Nov.	1	and	
Jan.	15.

The	second	poorest	PM2.5	levels	on	
Vancouver	Island	were	measured	in	Port	
Alberni.	It	went	over	25	µg/m3	just	6	times	
in	those	same	76	days.	

Duncan	had	the	third	worst	PM2.5	levels	on	
the	Island.	It	went	over	the	objective	3	times	
in	this	period.

Stations	in	the	Lower	Mainland,	such	as	
Burnaby	and	North	Vancouver,	have	quite	
low	PM	2.5	levels.	They	never	came	close	to	
going	over	the	objective	of	25	µg/m3.

(Graph created from BC Air Data Archive: http://
envistaweb.env.gov.bc.ca/)

In the last 2.5 months, 
we were over the air 

quality objective for 21 
of 76 days.

PM2.5 levels: Comparing Courtenay to 4 other stations 
(Nov. 1, 2015 to Jan. 15, 2016)
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The BC Air Quality Objective for PM 2.5. is 
25  µg/m3 (micrograms/cubic metre) per 
hour, as an average over 24 hours.

Courtenay exceeded this objective 21 times 
in 76 days. 
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Is the Valley all the same?
In	2008-09,	mobile	air	monitoring	equipment	was	used	
around	Courtenay,	Comox	and	Cumberland	to	measure	
PM2.5	levels	at	different	times.
The	data	showed	that	the	worst	areas	were	typically	
in	older	residential	areas	and	hot	spots	where	wood	
smoke	remains	suspended	for	longer	periods	of	time.
This	study	indicates	that	locally	generated	smoke	from	
wood	stoves	and	fireplaces	is	often	the	cause	of	bad	air	
quality	in	these	areas	(smoke	from	large-scale	open	
burning	would	be	more	evenly	distributed	over	the	
entire	community).	

Monitoring of Fine Particulate Matter (PM2.5) in the Comox Valley Regional District  
December 2009 
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Figure 4. Mobile collection route and typical concentration levels 

 
 

Images from: Monitoring of Fine Particulate Matter (PM 
2.5) in the Comox Valley Regional District December 2009. 
(Full report is at http://web.uvic.ca/~ssrl01/SSRLtemp/
CVRD%20Fine%20Particulates.pdf).

Monitoring of Fine Particulate Matter (PM2.5) in the Comox Valley Regional District  
December 2009 
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Want to breathe cleaner air?  

Let our representatives know 
you are concerned about the 
health impacts of breathing 

bad air in Comox Valley. 

Tell them to get to work on 
cleaning it up.

The people who represent us need to commit to 
improving our air quality. They need to act to protect our 
health. 

Letters or calls from citizens will push 
them in that direction. 

At minimum, let them know you are 
worried about the air quality in the 
Comox Valley and the health impacts 
of breathing bad air. Tell them to get to 
work on cleaning it up.

Even if you just do that, it will help a lot. 
You don’t have to have the solutions, just voice your concern. 
They need to come up with meaningful solutions!

You can ask them to go beyond just catching up to other 
communities (many of whom are already taking steps to 
improve their air). Ask them to do better.

Encourage our representatives to set a goal of having 
some of the best air quality on Vancouver Island. 

If you want to include ideas about what they might do, 
here are some things you could include:

•	 Public education on the health impacts of wood smoke 
is really needed. All governments can do this.

•	 Education on how to burn wood more efficiently (and 
cost effectively!) is also needed as a short-term step to 
improving air quality.

•	 Our different governments must work together. Air 
crosses multiple boundaries so integrated solutions are 
needed.

•	 There is a large menu of regulatory changes 
governments should be exploring and implementing to 
improve our air quality.

One bylaw change should be to ban wood burning when 
we go over the BC Air Quality Objective (unless wood is 
someone’s only source of heat). People’s right to breathe 
clean air is more important than the choice to burn wood 

when someone has other options for 
staying warm. 

Other ideas for bylaw changes might 
include: banning open burning; 
requiring the removal or replacement 
of old stoves or decommissioning of 
fireplaces when a house is sold; or 
disallowing any fireplaces or wood 

stoves in new construction especially in populated areas, 
and near schools and outdoor recreation facilities.

Other good ideas for reducing wood smoke have been proposed 
by the US Environmental Protection Agency: http://www.epa.gov/
sites/production/files/documents/strategies.pdf). 

Wood Stove Exchange Program
Currently,	there	is	a	BC	program	that	provides	$250	to	help	
people	exchange	their	old	wood	burning	appliances	for	
something	better.		However,	the	rebate	this	year	is	available	
for	only	40	houses	in	the	entire	CVRD	(there	are	thousands	of	
old	stoves	in	the	area).	The	$250	is	also	a	fraction	of	the	cost	
of	replacing	an	old	fireplace	or	stove.	

Yet	local	representatives	like	to	highlight	this	BC	funded	
program	as	a	signficant	action	that	will	clean	up	our	air;	it	is	a	
tiny	step.	Greater	incentives,	and	policies,	are	needed	to	truly	
reduce	wood	smoke	in	residential	areas.	

Although newer certified stoves pollute much less, they still 
pollute the air we breathe in our neighbourhoods more than 
non-wood burning sources of heat. To learn about the emissions 
created by different heating sources, go to: http://www.
pscleanair.org/priorities/woodheating/PublishingImages/
chart_circles.png
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Courtenay Mayor and Council:
Mayor: Larry Jangula. Councillors: Erik Erikson, David Frisch, 
Doug Hillian, Rebecca Lennox, Manno Theos, Bob Wells.

EMAILS:  ljangula@courtenay.ca; eeriksson@courtenay.
ca; dfrisch@courtenay.ca; dhillian@courtenay.ca; rlennox@
courtenay.ca; mtheos@courtenay.ca; bwells@courtenay.ca

PHONE: Individual numbers are at www.courtenay.ca/EN/main/
city-hall/mayor-council.html

MAILING ADDRESS: 830 Cliffe Avenue, Courtenay, B.C. V9N 2J7

Comox Mayor and Council
Mayor: Paul Ives. Councillors: Barbara Price, Maureen Swift, Hugh 
MacKinnon, Marg Grant, Ken Grant, Russ Arnott

EMAILS: Council as a whole can be reached at: council@comox.
ca.

INDIVIDUAL EMAILS: pives@comox.ca; bprice@comox.ca; 
mswift@comox.ca; hmackinnon@comox.ca; mgrant@comox.ca; 
kgrant@comox.ca; rarnott@comox.ca

PHONE: Numbers are at http://comox.ca/council/about/

MAILING ADDRESS: 1809 Beaufort Ave – Comox, BC – V9M 1R9

Cumberland Mayor and Council
Mayor: Leslie Baird. Councillors: Jesse Ketler, Roger Kishi, Gwyn 
Sproule, Sean Sullivan

EMAILS: mayor.baird@cumberland.ca; councillor.ketler@
cumberland.ca; councillor.kishi@cumberland.ca; councillor.
sproule@cumberland.ca; councillor.sullivan@cumberland.ca

PHONE: Numbers are at: https://cumberland.ca/council/

MAILING ADDRESS: PO Box 340, Cumberland BC V0R 1S0

Comox Valley Regional District (CVRD) Directors 
Electoral Service Area Representatives: Rodney Nichol, Edwin 
Grieve, Bruce Jollife.
Municipal Representatives: Gwyneth Sproule (Cumberland); Ken 
Grant and Barbara Price (Comox); Larry Jangula, Manno Theos 
and Bob Wells (Courtenay)

CVRD EMAILS: rodnichol@shaw.ca; edwingrieve@shaw.ca; 
bjolliffe@comoxvalleyrd.ca; ALSO ADD MUNICIPAL EMAILS.

PHONE: Numbers are at http://comoxvalleyrd.ca/EN/main/
governance/regional-district-board/board-directors.html. 

MAILING ADDRESS: 600 Comox Road Courtenay, BC V9N 3P6

Make your voice heard!
As air crosses boundaries, our governments must work together to come up with meaningful solutions. Please 
contact the people you vote for and consider adding all of the other elected people in the Comox Valley. 

Please cc any written correspondence to: 
Don McRae, BC MLA for Comox Valley: 
  don.mcrae.mla@leg.bc.ca 
Gord Johns, MP for Courtenay-Alberni: 
  Gord.Johns@parl.gc.ca
Dr. Charmaine Enns, Medical Heath Officer, 
Vancouver Island Health: 
  Charmaine.Enns@viha.ca
Earle Plain, Air Quality Meteorologist, BC 
government:  
  Earle.Plain@gov.bc.ca
Council on Health Promotion, Doctors of BC:
  bhodgson@doctorsofbc.ca

Please also send copies of any emails or letters to: 
Breathecleanaircv@gmail.com

This document has been prepared by an informal group of 
citizens concerned about the air we breathe in the Comox Valley. 

If you would like to get involved or get more information, please 
email breathecleanaircv@gmail.com or find the group “Breathe 
Clean Air Comox Valley” on Facebook.

Effects of Exposure to Air Pollution
Air	pollution,	including	air	with	high	particulate	levels,	is	
known	to	have	a	number	of	negative	health	effects.	

Effects of short-term (acute) exposure:  
•	 Cardiovascular	events:	Increased	rates	of	angina	and	
heart	attacks	in	those	with	underlying	heart	disease,	
increased	risk	of	stroke,	worsening	of	heart	failure.

•	Respiratory	events:	Aggravation	of	asthma	and	
increased	wheeze,	worsening	of	chronic	obstructive	
pulmonary	disease	(COPD)	and	increased	respiratory	
infections.

•	 Children:	Aggravation	of	underlying	asthma,	increased	
risk	of	bronchiolitis	and	increased	risk	of	middle	ear	
infections.

 Effects of long-term (chronic) exposure:
•	 Cardiovascular	events:	Increased	risk	of	heart	attack,	
accelerated	development	of	atherosclerosis,	increased	
blood	clotting.

•	Respiratory	events:	Increased	likelihood	of	pneumonia,	
developing	new	asthma	and	worsening	of	chronic	
obstructive	pulmonary	disease	(COPD).

•	 Children:	Reduced	lung	function	growth.	Increased	
incidence	of	preterm	birth	or	low	birth	weight	(this	is	
correlated	for		those	living	close	to	high	traffic	areas).
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