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HISTORY OF THE SACRAMENTO VALLEY AIR BASIN 
AGRICULTURAL BURNING MANAGEMENT PROGRAM (aka SMP) 

 
The Sacramento Valley is one of the most productive rice growing regions in the world.  Besides prodigious rice 
yields, the fields produce vast quantities of straw residue and have ubiquitous disease problems.  Historically, 
burning was the best method to remove the straw and combat disease.  During the 1970s, occasional, dense, 
smoke incursions into the Sacramento Metropolitan Area from rice straw burning made headlines in the Bee and 
reports included quotes from ARB and local air district officials blaming each other for the problem.  The 
working relationship between State and local air agencies was strained.   
 
This untenable situation from smoke impacts in the Sacramento urban area prompted a proposal in January of 
1981 to the Rice Research Board to fund an experimental program.  The proposal included using new burning 
management procedures and computers to collect, evaluate and share data among all air agencies. The Rice 
Research Board agreed to fund not only Fife Environmental, but also the Basin Control Council, local air districts 
and Nowcasting.  A subcommittee of APCOs was established consisting of Al Perrin, Earnie Vickrey and Ed 
Romano.  Dave McBride, Joe McIntyre and Les Fife provided staff assistance.   We met weekly for three months 
to develop the program details, purchase computer equipment, write software and train air district personnel.   The 
Apple II computers had only two floppy drives for storage and 300 baud modems to transmit data files.  Our 
backup was a programmable HP calculator (which we never had to use). 
 
Significant program elements included more burn days, variable acreage allocations, access to realtime air quality 
and meteorological information, revised burn hours, an intensive educational effort and more local authority and 
responsibility.   The experimental burning management program produced positive results for all concerned.  The 
public saw air quality improvements and growers were pleased by less air impacts and more burn days.   Two 
years after the experimental program began the ARB adopted the program into State regulations.   In 1991 the 
SVAB Control Council was sued as part of an effort to pass a legislative bill to reduce rice straw burning.   The 
1991 Rice Straw Burning Reduction Act was passed with rice industry support.  The phasedown law had a 
schedule of approximately 10 percent reductions in burning each year.  A revision to the law in 1996 modified the 
schedule and instituted separate fall and spring burning acreage limitations.  In 2003, the current program of a 25 
percent limit or 125,000 acres maximum burning became effective.    
 
The following two pages contain: 
 

1) A plot of the smoke hours recorded at Sacramento Executive Airport over three and a half decades 
 

2) A comparison of various air quality, meteorological and burning factors from the fall burn program 
 

3) Information on the rice straw burning phasedown law   
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    24 Hour           Complaints

Year Ave COH #PM10 viol Khrs SAC% ARB APCDs Rainfall AM stability Ave wind # Burn days # Rain days Acs burnedRice plantd
Old program

1980 4.50 NA 23.6 128 NA 0.35 7.00 7.20 17 2 220,000 518,200
1981-Oct 3.40 NA 5.30 24 NA 4.36 7.09 6.02 45 11 167,000 554,500

1982 2.74 NA 4.30 32 NA 3.34 6.48 5.82 46 8 239,000 502,200
1983 3.25 NA 4.00 35 35 2.03 5.85 6.30 45 6 213,000 306,100
1984 1.99 NA 0.20 57 121 3.49 3.30 6.90 43 14 230,000 427,000

1985-Sep 2.77 NA 5.90 51 102 1.91 9.10 6.60 69 11 275,000 370,500
1986 2.52 NA 6.10 59 114 0.88 8.40 6.70 77 14 287,000 345,500
1987 2.97 NA 3.10 13 37 2.09 12.70 5.00 63 15 215,000 357,000
1988 2.50 NA 4.10 11 79 1.00 11.40 6.00 70 13 222,000 410,000
1989 2.53 NA 8.20 4 10 5.85 11.10 6.00 74 14 130,000 395,800
1990 2.04 NA 2.70 148 87 0.53 11.00 6.00 64 8 165,000 361,500
1991 2.36 96 5.90 50 40 1.60 13.90 6.00 53 11 148,000 346,500
1992 2.20 40 3.20 24 35 2.70 12.20 5.40 66 9 165,000 399,443
1993 2.70 43 6.10 36 65 3.19 13.50 5.90 63 14 108,000 441,746
1994 2.10 21 0.10 94 241 3.85 10.20 6.20 50 7 113,000 470,902
1995 2.77 62 0.80 33 100 0.03 13.50 5.70 56 3 90,000 474,736
1996 2.02 15 0.08 17 124 2.40 11.20 6.80 55 8 128,000 498,468
1997 2.20 9 0.00 19 61 1.29 10.40 6.10 50 12 80,000 514,463
1998 1.57 2 0.00 2 40 1.50 7.10 6.90 56 8 86,000 491,578
1999 2.49 63 0.00 1 14 1.12 14.00 6.40 54 7 73,000 535,785
2000 1.42 6 0.00 4 34 2.17 9.30 6.83 67 13 97,000 567,452

PM10 violations increased due to wildfires in 1999
1981-2000
Averages 2.43 35.70 3.00 36 74 2.27 10.09 6.18 58 10 161550 438559

Preliminary phasedown law compliance

FIFE ENVIRONMENTAL

Sacramento Valley - Fall Agricultural Burning Program 1980 - 2000

Comparison of Key Data

A R B /C D F A  R IC E  B U R NING  P H A S E D O W N C H A NG E

                 Y e ar S e p-A ug F all  S e p-Nov

1 992 90 90

1 993 80 80

1 994 70 70

1 995 60 60

1 996 50 50 S B 31 8 c hange s !!!

1 997 50 38 s t i l l  38%  in s pring 98

1 998 40 25 90k  fal l 1 1 0K  s pring

1 999 38 25 90k  fal l 1 1 0K  s pring

2000 35 25 90k  fal l 1 1 0K  s pring

2001 25 25 c an m ove  50k  to s pring

2002 25 25 bac k  to old law  in 2001

2003 - 25 or m ax im um  1 25000 ac re s  

in V al le y  w i th c ondi t ional  pe rm it  for

dis e as e  c ontrol  only  &  A R B /C D F A

c onc urre nc e  of no al te rnat ive s

O C T &  NO V
P re l im inary  phas e dow n law  c om plianc e

plante d ac s unburne d ac tual  % targe t  %

1 992 399,443 56,850 1 4.23 1 0.00

1 993 441 ,746 1 1 5,1 94 26.08 20.00

1 994 470,902 1 74,225 37.00 30.00

1 995 474,736 1 93,71 2 40.80 40.00

1 996 498,468 261 ,849 52.53 50.00

1 997 51 4,463 320,998 62.39 62.00

1 998 491 ,578 31 3,1 83 63.71 60.00

1 999 535,785 337,830 63.00 62.00

2000 567,452 380,469 67.00 65.00

A R B /C D F A  R IC E  B U R NING  P H A S E D O W N C H A NG E


