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Prairie Fires Fuel Community
Health Concerns
Controlled *res maintain and renew the tallgrass prairie, but the
resulting smoke is making life hard for some residents hundreds of
miles away.
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A controlled *re burns in a Flint Hills pasture near Council Grove, Kan., Saturday, March 22, 2014.
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Across eastern Kansas and northeastern Oklahoma lie millions of acres of recently
scorched earth, purposely burned by ranchers to make room for the new growth of
native grasses that sustain cattle in the area. But the smoke from these *res inevitably
travels away from the area, triggering health issues for people in communities large
and small, even those hundreds of miles away.
"I don't think it's fair that some people's livestock takes precedence over other people's
lives," says Lin Quenzer, a Lincoln, Nebraska, resident whose asthma is triggered by
the smoke. "People are dying from asthma because of this. We have small children
who are very asthmatic, and they don't understand why they can't go outside and play
like everyone else, or why they can't go to church or school. This is wrong."
The rolling, rocky Flint Hills – 82,000 square miles of unplowed, tallgrass prairie – are
strategically burned each year. The controlled *res renew the land, making room for
new grass growth and keeping woody plants and trees out of the area. "Tallgrass
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prairie is a *re ecosystem," says Doug Watson, a meteorologist and chief of the
Kansas Department of Health and Environment's Air Monitoring & Planning section.
"Before man was even here, that prairie remained a prairie because either lightning
strikes started wild*res, or when the Native Americans came into the area, they also
began lighting those *res to bring ... bison and other grazing animals to the area,"
Watson says. "The main reason why it's still a prairie when we got here is because it
couldn't be plowed, and the ranching community saw that they could raise cattle
there."
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In the 1970s, studies by Kansas State University suggested the best time to conduct
prescribed burns was in late spring, particularly during a two-week period in April, so
the cattle could eat the new grass growth and bulk up, leading to bigger pro*ts for
ranchers in the area, Watson says.
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But more-recent research from The Nature Conservancy, a nonpro*t environmental
organization, and Kansas State University suggests spreading the burns out from midMarch to May, as well as conducting burns in the fall or winter, could help minimize the
impact of the smoke on other communities.
Brian Obermeyer, landscape programs manager for The Nature Conservancy's Kansas
chapter, says overall, there's more controlled burning in the Flint Hills now than 30
years ago, calling it an "ecological necessity." As of May 5, more than 2.6 million acres
of land were set ablaze across the Flint HIlls in 2019 – the second-highest number of
acres burned in a single year since 2011.
"Some folks are burning more frequently than they would have otherwise needed to
because woody plants have gotten such a strong hold in places," Obermeyer says.
"Now that *re culture has expanded, it's been more accepted that *re is necessary to
keep the trees out."
Kansas' Department of Health and Environment issued a voluntary smoke
management plan in 2010, which included tools to help private landowners and
ranchers assess the impact burning on a particular day will have on people who live
downwind.
"I think everybody wants to be a good neighbor," Obermeyer says. "It is a bit of an
abstract thought to think about how what I'm doing today is affecting somebody 300
miles away … but I think people are trying."
[ READ: 1 in 3 Rural Americans Struggle to Afford Health Care ]

Tom Moxley, 72, a life-long cowboy who manages more than 12,000 acres in Morris
County, Kansas, says cutting back or eliminating their burn cycles is not a solution.
"We try to spread out our burns, we try to not have them so they hit (highly) populated
areas where they're going to hit a million people versus 30,000," but preserving the
prairie without generating smoke is impossible, Moxley says. He points out that *res
are part of the lifecycle of a prairie; without controlled burns, people would still have to
contend with smoke from naturally occurring wild*res.
"Just because we don't light a *re doesn't mean a *re doesn't happen," he says.

11/27/21, 4:38 PM

Controlled Burns Help Flint Hills Prairie but May Harm Community Hea...

5 of 11

https://www.usnews.com/news/healthiest-communities/articles/2019-05-...

Smoke from *res in Flint Hills travels to nearby counties and cities like Wichita and as
far away as Lincoln, Nebraska, Joplin, Missouri, and Union, Oklahoma, making
allergies, asthma or other respiratory issues for residents worse.
"In general, I would agree – doing controlled burns is a good way to burn off thistles
and bad things that you don't want on your grazing land," says Quenzer, who has lived
in Lincoln since 1983 and works as the city's ombudsman. A pastor at the Sacred
Winds Native Mission United Methodist Church, she says her asthma is seasonally
triggered by the prairie *res in the Flint Hills, more than 300 miles away, and the effect
lingers long after the smoke dissipates.
"Every time I step outside, I have to put a *ltration mask … just so I can breathe
outdoors because I could (collapse) between my house and car," she says. After a
controlled burn, "I'm left with that aftermath for weeks sometimes, if I don't wind up in
the hospital. Once that exacerbation starts, it doesn't stop the minute the smoke
stops. That triggers a cascade of effects to my health."
An estimated 13.8% of people in the Midwest region of the United States had asthma
in 2017, according to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, and Nebraska
and Kansas had the 11th- and 12th-highest chronic lower respiratory disease mortality
rates that year, respectively.
The fact that burns take place in the spring during allergy season can compound
health issues. "(Someone may be) much more likely to have a worse reaction if you
have two triggers that you're breathing in versus one," says Dr. Purvi Parikh, an allergist
and immunologist with the Global Allergy and Asthma Patient Platform.
[ READ: Washington State Tries to Protect Air Quality ]

"If someone's already susceptible to those allergens like tree pollen, which is in the air
now, or grass pollen, it'll throw -- no pun intended -- fuel to the *re, to add smoke into
the mix," Parikh says.
In addition to smoke from controlled burns, smoke from local brush *res, large-scale
wild*res, industrial sources and vehicle transit emissions all affect a community's
overall air pollution mix, says Dr. David Hill, a pulmonary critical care physician in
Waterbury, Connecticut.
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"When we're looking at health effects of environmental problems, there's always the
economic effects of addressing them that have to be balanced," says Hill, who is also
a spokesperson for the American Lung Association. "But I think it's important that we
recognize that there are victims when we pollute the air."
Critics say the focus of Kansas' smoke management plan – diverting smoke away
from big cities – ignores the health impacts on people living in smaller, rural
communities.
"It has done a good job in reducing exceedances in Kansas City, Missouri, and Kansas
City, Kansas, but all that means is less-populated areas will be hit harder," says Craig
Volland, chair of both the air quality committee and agriculture committee for Sierra
Club's Kansas chapter. "That's not the answer. The answer is to just spread this out,
burn less, and burn in late-August, early September."
The Environmental Protection Agency has been working to increase awareness about
the necessity of controlled burns while also addressing the concerns of communities
that are affected by the smoke.
"This is a necessary part of ensuring that the landscape remain productive, and that it
isn't overtaken with fuel loads that then can endanger public health," says Mike Jay, a
life scientist with the air and radiation division of the Environment Protection Agency's
Region 7.
"We're trying to strike that balance with public safety and also trying to ensure that
these *res can do what they need to do."
Still, Karen Fillman, 59, of York, Nebraska, says there are "days when it looks like L.A.
here" with a brown smog *lling the streets. She monitors social media to get a sense
of what the air quality might be like on any given day, but the smoke makes it dincult
for her to be outside during the spring and impacts her ability to do gardening and yard
work.
[ READ: Asthma, Air Pollution Rates Higher in Historically Redlined
Neighborhoods ]

"You can't issue enough alerts to actually cover the reality of the situation. It's daily for
months, no matter what anyone says," says Fillman, who has asthma. "There's still
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enough smoke that people who have respiratory illnesses, heart conditions, elderly,
young people – that's a lot of population groups that can't go outside."
She's frustrated enough to consider moving her family back to Colorado after at least
20 years in Nebraska.
"I don't want to deal with this anymore," she says. "Here, people tend to accept burning
and *res more than I'm used to, and I just know it's not safe."
Ranchers are sympathetic to citizens' health concerns, but point out that they're also
running a business. Debbie Lyons-Blythe, who runs Blythe Family Farm with her
husband and children in Morris County, Kansas, tries to schedule the controlled burns
of her pastures outside the two-week period in April, but she has to consider costs and
her cattle's needs, too.
"Frankly, there's probably days where you just say, 'Oh man, I probably just really
shouldn't burn today.' Now, if you've got a crew together and you've got things
happening, you may have to go ahead and do it anyway," she says. "But we truly are
doing our best to make sure we're watching where our smoke is going to go."

Tags: Kansas, Nebraska, Oklahoma, environment, farming, public health, asthma, allergies, respiratory
problems, pulmonology

RECOMMENDED ARTICLES

11/27/21, 4:38 PM

Controlled Burns Help Flint Hills Prairie but May Harm Community Hea...

8 of 11

https://www.usnews.com/news/healthiest-communities/articles/2019-05-...

YOU MAY ALSO LIKE

High Inflation? Low Polling? White House Blames the
Pandemic
Inoation is soaring, businesses are struggling to hire and
President Joe Biden’s poll numbers have been in free fall.
Associated Press Nov. 27, 2021

South African Scientists Brace for Wave Propelled by
Omicron
Worried scientists in South Africa are scrambling to combat the
lightning spread across the country of the new and highly
transmissible omicron COVID-19 variant as the world grapples
with its emergence.
Associated Press Nov. 27, 2021

India's Serum Institute Resumes Vaccine Exports to
COVAX
The Serum Institute of India, the world’s largest vaccine maker,
has resumed exports of coronavirus vaccines to the U.N.-backed
COVAX distribution program after halting most overseas sales in
March.
Associated Press Nov. 26, 2021

Load More

11/27/21, 4:38 PM

Controlled Burns Help Flint Hills Prairie but May Harm Community Hea...

9 of 11

https://www.usnews.com/news/healthiest-communities/articles/2019-05-...

German Government Hesitant on Lockdown as COVID
Cases Rise
Germany’s government has refused to back calls for a swift and
sharp lockdown to curb the country’s worsening coronavirus
situation, which has seen daily con*rmed cases hit a new peak.
Associated Press Nov. 26, 2021

Israel Warns of 'Emergency' After Detecting New Virus
Strain
Israel's prime minister says the country is “on the threshold of an
emergency situation” after authorities detected its *rst case of a
new coronavirus variant in a traveler who returned from Malawi.
Associated Press Nov. 26, 2021

Czech Infections Hit New Record High, President Going
Home
Coronavirus infections in the Czech Republic have jumped to a
new record high in a surge that hit the country’s president and has
delayed the appointment of the new prime minister.
Associated Press Nov. 26, 2021

Brazilian Mayors Torn Between Carnival and Pandemic
Safety
Mayors across Brazil are divided on whether to maintain end-ofyear festivities and February’s legendary Carnival in spite of the
ongoing pandemic.
Associated Press Nov. 25, 2021

Portugal Returns to COVID Restrictions Despite High
Jab Rate
Portugal is bringing back some tight pandemic restrictions, less

11/27/21, 4:38 PM

Controlled Burns Help Flint Hills Prairie but May Harm Community Hea...

10 of 11

https://www.usnews.com/news/healthiest-communities/articles/2019-05-...

than two months after scrapping most of them when the goal of
vaccinating 86% of the population against COVID-19 was reached.
Associated Press Nov. 25, 2021

Polyp in Biden's Colon Was Benign, Potentially PreCancerous
A doctor's report says the polyp removed from President Joe
Biden’s colon last week was a benign, slow-growing but
potentially pre-cancerous lesion that required no further action.
Associated Press Nov. 25, 2021

EU Warns Differing Virus Measures Put Free Travel at
Risk
The European Union is warning members that they risk
undermining the 27-nation bloc’s COVID-19 travel and access
certi*cate system with new uncoordinated restrictions some are
introducing to try to thwart a surge in cases.
Associated Press Nov. 25, 2021

11/27/21, 4:38 PM

Controlled Burns Help Flint Hills Prairie but May Harm Community Hea...

11 of 11

https://www.usnews.com/news/healthiest-communities/articles/2019-05-...

HEALTHIEST COMMUNITIES
IN COLLABORATION WITH
Healthiest Communities is an interactive destination for consumers and policymakers, developed
by U.S. News & World Report in collaboration with the Aetna Foundation, an independent
charitable and philanthropic anliate of CVS Health. Backed by in-depth research and
accompanied by news and analysis, the site features comprehensive rankings drawn from an
examination of nearly 3,000 counties and county equivalents on 84 metrics across 10 categories,
informing residents, health care leaders and oncials about local policies and practices that drive
better health outcomes for all. Data was gathered and analyzed by the University of Missouri
Center for Applied Research and Engagement Systems (CARES).

BEST COUNTRIES

HEALTHIEST COMMUNITIES

THE REPORT

About

Editorial Guidelines

BEST STATES

NEWS

PHOTOS

Contact

Press

CITIES

ELECTIONS

Advertise

LEADERS

EVENTS

Newsletters

Jobs

Site Map

Store

Copyright 2021 © U.S. News & World Report L.P.
Terms & Conditions/Privacy Policy/California Privacy Notice/California Do Not Sell My Personal Information Request

11/27/21, 4:38 PM

