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Wildfire Smoke Is Becoming More Dangerous 

• Smoke exposure has surged nationwide as climate-driven fires intensify. 
• Scientists now believe people inhale more toxins than previously measured — 

including lead, mercury, formaldehyde, and chemicals released when buildings 
and vehicles burn. 

• A 2025 estimate suggests smoke could cause up to 1.9 million U.S. deaths over 
30 years. 

Toxicity Varies by Fire 
• PM2.5 alone understates risk; smoke chemistry changes depending on what 

burns. 
• Fires in populated areas are especially toxic because synthetic materials 

combust. 
• Smoke toxicity also shifts with distance traveled and burn conditions. 

Harms Extend Beyond the Lungs 
• Strong associations with: 

o Cardiovascular hospitalizations, heart attacks 

o Diabetes complications 
o Preterm birth 

o Cognitive impairment, lower test scores, possible dementia links 
o Cancer, kidney and endocrine disease 

• Severe smoke days can trigger asthma and cardiac events within an hour. 
Cumulative Exposure Matters 

• Even “moderate” AQI days contribute to long-term harm. 
• No exposure level is considered safe. 

• Studies show: 

o Higher long-term smoke exposure → higher all-cause mortality 
o Older adults face increased risk of COPD death, stroke, and other chronic 

conditions. 
What Scientists Say You Should Do 

• Use masks and air filters more consistently — not just during orange-sky events. 
• Pay attention to AQI even when the sky looks clear. 

• The most effective long-term solution: prevent catastrophic fires by addressing 
climate change. 

 


