Fact Sheet
Wildfires and Water Quality

USEPA

Impacts from the Alameda Fire near Bear Creek in Jackson County.

Fires during the 2020 Oregon wildfire
season have or could impact waterways
including the North Santiam River,
McKenzie River, White River, and Bear
Creek in Jackson County.

Drinking water impacts

Wildfires can directly affect drinking water
systems by damaging treatment facilities
and other infrastructure. Wildfires can also
cause significant chemical and physical
changes in the watersheds, including
streams, rivers, and reservoirs, that serve as
the sources for drinking water. Through
erosion and runoff during rain or storm
events, these changes can indirectly impact
drinking water quality by increasing inputs
of chemical constituents such as:

e Total organic carbon;

e Nutrients such as phosphate, nitrate, and
nitrite, particularly if fire retardants
were widely applied within the
watershed during firefighting efforts;

e Heavy metals, including lead and
chromium, which may be contained in

ash and the remnants of burned homes
or other structures; and

o Suspended sediment, which can cause
elevated turbidity (water cloudiness) and
decrease water clarity

These and other fire-related inputs may alter
the taste, odor, and appearance of drinking
water, particularly following the first large
rain events that occur after a major fire.
Over longer time periods, wildfires can
increase the susceptibility of watersheds to
flooding and erosion, which can result in
increased treatment costs, the need to
identify alternative water supplies, and
diminished reservoir capacity.

How do I know if my drinking water is safe?

If you get your water from a community
water system, your supplier should contact
you if your water has been impacted in any
of the ways described above, particularly
when the concentrations of any chemical
constituents exceed of any of the drinking
water standards. Water suppliers who source
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their water from watersheds affected by the
2020 wildfires are conducting testing in
accordance with state and federal
regulations.

If your drinking water comes from your own
private well or surface water source, some
signs your water supply may have been
impacted by wildfires include

e Fires at or upstream of your water intake

e Changes in water color, odor, or taste

e Electricity/power outages or fire damage
to your well, which could cause a loss in
water pressure. This could allow
pollution to enter the system, or lead to

stagnant water lines that may need to be
flushed.

Other short-term impacts
Other short-term impacts of wildfires on
water quality include:

e Flows of debris and/or ash following
rain events or with spring snowmelt

o Significant erosion of slopes, including
the banks of streams or rivers, due to the
destruction of existing vegetation by
fires

Ecological impacts

The same effects of fire that can hurt
drinking water quality can also impair or
destroy the quality of vital aquatic habitats
that support fish, mammals, invertebrates
and other species. Particular ecological
impacts include:

e Death or injury to aquatic species from
the acute toxicity of materials contained
in ash, debris or fire retardant

e The likelihood of more algal blooms in
lakes, slow-moving rivers, or reservoirs

Long-term impacts

e The continuing erosion of slopes and
other areas denuded of vegetation,
including river and stream banks, can
present a challenge to water quality long
after a wildfire occurs. You can assist
DEQ and other agencies in mitigating
the impact of erosion by following best
practices including:

e Following appropriate procedures when
cleaning ash or debris, such as never
washing ash or debris into streets or
storm drains

e Stabilizing soils on impacted sites using
straw, erosion fabric, straw wattles or
other sediment-retention methods as
appropriate

e  When re-seeding soils after a fire, using
approved seed mixtures and appropriate
concentrations of fertilizer
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Impacts of Holiday Farm fire in Lane County.

What is being done?

DEQ is working with EPA and other

Federal, state, local and tribal partners to

eliminate and remove toxic threats to surface

waters. Specific efforts currently underway

or scheduled to begin this fall include:

e EPA’s household hazardous materials
removal program

e Debris and ash removal

e (Coordination of site stabilization and
erosion control activities

Alternative formats

DEQ can provide documents in an alternate
format or in a language other than English
upon request. Call DEQ at 800-452-4011 or
email deginfo(@deq.state.or.us.
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