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INNOVATIVE ADVERTISING ALERTS AMERICANS TO WOODSMOKE DANGER

Innovative Advertising Alerts Americans to 
Woodsmoke Danger

The 30 second advert shows smoke, like that from a cigarette, rising in 
a slow stream. “We all know it’s bad for you. It makes you cough, and 
it damages your lungs.”  The camera pans down to reveal the roof of 
a house with a cigarette replacing the chimney: 

“This winter, rethink your wood fire and protect the air inside and 
outside your home. If your home is smoking, it’s time to quit. It’s your 
air. Protect it. Visit SpareTheAir.org.” 

‘Spare the Air’ billboards also remind people of the impact on 
children’s health, with slogans advising that wood fires are the number 
one cause of winter air pollution in the San Francisco Bay Area and 
that children feel the effects of pollution from wood fires in their 
lungs.   

  Further north, the Puget Sound Clean Air Campaign has taken a 
slightly different approach, suggesting that people are “over” wood 
stoves and letting people know about the impact of wood smoke on 
neighbours.

 Launceston’s successful woodsmoke-reduction program that 
led to estimated reductions, for men, of 11.5% in annual all-cause 
mortality, 17.9% in cardiovascular and 22.8% in respiratory mortality 
also used innovative advertising.  As well as explaining the health 
effects of woodsmoke and pointing out that woodsmoke is made up 
millions of particles small enough to penetrate the deepest recesses of 
the lungs, TV adverts warned: “once they are in there, they stay there. 
This winter, isn’t it time you gave up smoking?” Other adverts applied 
social pressure, including a video parodying the Godfather scene 
where a horse head is found in the bed, except this time it’s a wood 
heater flue.

Recent Australian campaigns have tended to gloss over the health 
effects and lack comparisons of the amount of pollution from new 
wood-heaters versus other sources of pollution. Most have failed 
to achieve their desired objectives. Attempts to persuade people 
to operate heaters correctly rather than switch to non-polluting 
heating could have the perverse outcome of normalising and even 
encouraging wood heating. In Armidale, NSW, PM2.5 measurements 
from May to August averaged 14.9 μg/m3 at the CBD in 2012-14, 
compared to an average of 13.9 μg/m3 from June to August 1999.  

Submissions to the National Environment Protection Council 
expressed overwhelming public support for stricter PM2.5 standards. 
Given the failure of woodsmoke-affected cities such as Armidale to 
meed current air quality standards, let alone potential new ones, 
and with Armidale’s air pollution now worse than in 1999 despite 
spending over $300,000 (excluding wages) on woodsmoke-reduction, 
it may be time to revert to the simpler messages used in successful 
campaigns elsewhere, focussing on the health costs of using 
wood heating, explaining that there are affordable non-polluting 
alternatives, and comparing annual PM2.5 emissions from wood-
heaters with other sources of pollution.  This was achieved in Montreal 
in 2009 by not permitting the installation of new wood stoves.  The 
number of smoggy days in winter (where PM2.5 concentrations 
exceed 35 μg/m3 for more than 3 hours over 75% of Montréal) has 
fallen from 29 in 2009 to 10 in 2013.

Links to the videos and other supporting information is available 
at: woodsmoke.3sc.net/policies-elsewhere.
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