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[bookmark: _Toc241564960]Introduction
This introduction explains the purpose and scope of this document and the objectives of the communication activities behind it. 
[bookmark: _Toc241564961]Extreme Heat and Wildfire Smoke Background Document Purpose & Scope
Extreme heat and wildfire smoke can cause sudden and long-term health impacts on the individuals and communities that experience them. Extreme heat events, like the 2021 Washington State heat dome, can exacerbate chronic conditions such as cardiovascular, respiratory, metabolic, or renal disease. Extreme heat events are often correlated with high rates of hospitalization and can be fatal for patients with and without chronic health conditions. Prolonged heat exposure, such as that from occupational or outdoor exposure, can also have long-term health effects, such as more frequent occurrence of chronic kidney disease in outdoor workers.
In the past decade, Washington State has experienced more regular extreme heat events and begun to experience wildfire and wildfire smoke events with increasing frequency and severity. Across the state, many organizations are supporting Washingtonians by sharing preventive health and safety information, as well as resources to help Washingtonians prepare for or respond to these extreme weather events. These groups include State agencies like Health Care Authority and Department of Health, healthcare organizations, public health and safety organizations, multiple universities and school-based programs across the state, as well as community groups and local response teams.  
In 2023, the Bree Collaborative convened its Extreme Heat and Wildfire Smoke Workgroup to review current evidence, draft a report of the findings, and offer suggestions for responding to and addressing the health impacts of Heat and Wildfire Smoke. The workgroup identified five focus areas: 1) education, 2) planning and preparedness, 3) equity, 4) incentives and investments, and 5) tracking and measurement. In 2024, the Bree Collaborative published its report, Health Impacts of Extreme Heat and Wildfire Smoke. This report aimed to reduce morbidity and mortality related to extreme heat and wildfire smoke. A guideline for interest holders accompanied the report and included recommendations that health plans can implement to address these health concerns. This communication plan and the accompanying scripted talking points address the recommendation to educate health plan members. This document focuses on Managed Care Organization Health Plans.
[bookmark: _Toc241564962]Document Purpose & Scope 
The Extreme Heat and Wildfire Smoke (EHWS) Managed Care Organization (MCO) Communication Plan outlines the overall approach for communication with your membership about the health threats of EHWS in Washington. It outlines key messages, provides timelines for different levels of messaging, identifies target audiences, describes communication activities and proposes opportunities for future outreach regarding EHWS. This document, paired with the Scripted Talking Points, will provide concise, uniform language and education across MCOs when speaking with Washingtonians. 
The EHWS MCO Communication Plan focuses on external communications from the MCO to your members; it also identifies internal or lateral communication opportunities to help connect your members to resources or tools on this topic. 
[bookmark: _Toc241564963]Communication Objectives
Alert MCO members to EHWS risks in Washington
Help MCO members identify their personal health risks associated with EHWS
Help MCO members identify protective health activities they can put into place against EHWS
Direct MCO members to resources they can access to prepare for and mitigation against EHWS
[bookmark: _Toc241564964][Insert MCO] Objectives and Outline
This is a space where each organization should describe its specific objectives and introduce its program or plan for identifying health risks and responding to the health needs of its clients caused by Extreme Heat and Wildfire Smoke. 


[bookmark: _Toc241564965]Communication Plan
The EHWS MCO Communications Plan outlines key message timelines, recommended target audiences, member requests, and planned communications events and activities.
[bookmark: _Toc241564966]Key Messages – from MCOs to members
EHWS are harmful for your health
Some health conditions may cause you to be more seriously impacted 
There are actions you can take before the warm weather, and wildfire seasons begin to make it easier for you to withstand any EHWS events. 
You should talk to your doctor, pharmacist, case manager, healthcare POA, or other healthcare team members before the summer begins about what your plan will be, in case of EHWS events in your area.
[bookmark: _Toc241564967]Member Feedback
The MCO is encouraged to connect with members to further tailor the communication plan. Please use this space to include member feedback as it becomes available. 
[bookmark: _Toc241564968]Recommended Target Audiences
	Who?
	Why?

	General Membership
	Changing climate conditions have resulted in more frequent heatwaves, drier Washington weather and more severe wildfires.  All Washingtonians are at more risk of experiencing EHWS than they were a decade ago.

	Caregivers of infants and children
	Infants and children are less resilient to heat and more sensitive to wildfire smoke. Because infants and children can't regulate their own environments, caregivers should understand the risks they face. 

	Pregnant people
	EHWS increases the risk of complications during pregnancy, including preterm labor, low birthweight, and in some cases, miscarriage. Many pregnant people may not recognize these environmental exposures as risky, especially if they have been healthy before pregnancy, if they have not had complications during their pregnancy, or if they had limited medical care before becoming pregnant.

	Adults 65+ yrs old
	Older adults commonly have multiple health conditions which put them at greater risk of health complications during EHWS events. For example, many medications can make it harder to stay hydrated or regulate body temperature, and managing several medications can add challenges. In some cases, older adults cannot make their own medical decisions or make changes to their environment that would impact their health – such as investing in an air filter or preparing for hot summer weather. Care coordination with the whole care team is important.

	People with Asthma, COPD, etc.
	Wildfire smoke is an irritant for people with lung disease and can cause people to be more reliant on medication, seek emergency care, or be admitted to the hospital. People recognize the connection between smoke, air quality, and their ability to breathe well. However, they may not recognize that extreme heat can have a similar impact on people with lung conditions, even without wildfire smoke. These conditions, if poorly managed during severe weather events, can be costly for individuals and health plans in the best case and can lead to poor health outcomes or even death in the worst case.

	People with Cardiovascular Disease
	EHWS puts strain on the heart. During wildfire smoke events, people with Coronary Artery Disease (CAD) have an increased risk of ischemic events, arrhythmias, and exacerbation of heart failure. CAD or congestive heart failure (CHF) can also complicate the normal recommendations we advise the public for managing extreme heat – specifically, increasing hydration or electrolyte replacement. Many of the medications used for people with heart disease can impact a person’s ability to regulate body temperature and hydration status. Medications such as diuretics, beta blockers, calcium channel blockers, ACE inhibitors, and ARBs specifically should be reviewed between the prescriber and patient. 

	People with 
Kidney Disease
	Wildfire smoke can impair kidney function and is associated with increased risk of same-day fatality for people who need dialysis. Extreme heat stresses the kidneys, and kidney failure can complicate traditional recommendations to increase hydration or fluid intake for people with decreased kidney function or who are on dialysis. Urine output is an easy at-home indicator of hydration status that may not be reliable for people with kidney disease. 

	Caregivers of People with Dementia
	Patients with dementia may not understand or remember the risks associated with EHWS. They may also not be able to regulate their environment or fluid intake to protect themselves from these health risks. These individuals may need additional support from other people.

	People with limited mobility or disability
	People with limited mobility may overheat because of their medical equipment, may be more likely to overheat because of their medical condition, or may not recognize the signs of overheating because of their limited mobility or disability. These patients may have difficulty regulating their environment and may need additional support to reach safe spaces or access resources to stay safe during extreme heat and wildfire smoke events. 

	People with Mental Health Conditions
	Hot weather can disrupt sleep. Wildfire smoke or being near wildfires may require relocation or evacuation for safety and can increase emotional stress and uncertainty for everyone. For people with mental health conditions, sleep disturbances, increased emotional stress, and disturbance of routine can exacerbate some mental health conditions. Additionally, antipsychotics, stimulants used for ADD/ADHD, and some types of antidepressants can all make it harder to regulate one’s body temperature and hydration. 

	People experiencing homelessness or housing instability
	People without regular housing spend more time outdoors or may have trouble accessing safe spaces to stay cool, hydrated, or away from wildfire smoke. These individuals are also unlikely to have the resources to control their environment or to stay safe, such as extra water or a proper respirator mask. 

	Outdoor & Factory workers
	Outdoor workers have few resources to mitigate extreme heat or wildfire smoke exposure. Factory workers are at risk of overheating in extreme heat because of limited ventilation and. Refer clients to Washington Labor and Industries for more information on how to protect themselves and work with their employers to stay safe while at work during extreme weather events. 

	Members of Tribal Nations or those living on Tribal Lands
	Severe weather disrupts the relationship between the land and these native communities. Many tribal communities also live in more rural parts of Washington that may have fewer resources to prepare for and respond to these events. Individual capacity to prepare may be limited by knowledge or funding. 


[bookmark: _Toc241564969]External Interest holders 
Preparing your members to be resilient against Extreme Heat and Wildfire Smoke is a group effort. It requires effort from across the healthcare ecosystem. Many organizations across Washington also share an interest in and responsibility for your members' health and well-being. Many of these organizations have their own messaging and activation thresholds. While this document aims to create a uniform response across MCOs, identifying outside organizations doing similar work can offer useful perspective and insight. Depending on the type of event, these organizations are also helpful references if additional messaging is needed, such as emergency response or evacuation notifications.
	External Interest Holders

	Who
	Resource

	Health Care Authority
	https://www.hca.wa.gov/about-hca/news/announcements/hca-wildfire-response-information-and-resources 

	WA Dept
 of Health
	https://doh.wa.gov/emergencies/be-prepared-be-safe/severe-weather-and-natural-disasters/extreme-heat
https://doh.wa.gov/community-and-environment/air-quality/smoke-fires

	WA Dept
 of Ecology
	https://ecology.wa.gov/air-climate/air-quality/smoke-fire/wildfire-smoke

	Seattle & King Co Public Health
	Recommended Heat Thresholds:
 https://cdn.kingcounty.gov/-/media/king-county/depts/dph/documents/safety-injury-prevention/emergency-preparedness/phskc-recommended-heat-measures.pdf?rev=9b6d8bca0e964e448cf98da74a02bc6d&hash=987098D59326E977B78EFEBB80FB4101 

	Bree Collaborative
	Implementation Guide Resources: https://www.qualityhealth.org/bree/general/#1682016959438-5ce8f90c-6fc1 


[bookmark: _Toc241564970]Future Considerations
In the future, Health Plans can expand messaging beyond general membership, risk identification, or best practices. Health Plans can also expand support for this project through other partnerships or priorities. These future considerations could include:
Prioritized messaging to target members based on a history of high resource utilization for respiratory conditions, heart conditions, etc.
Prioritized messaging to target audiences based on high-risk health conditions or locations
Establishing a tool to standardize risk screening and resource support protocols.
Collaboration with clinicians or healthcare organizations to establish screening and referral processes for patients identified as at-risk during clinic or hospital visits. 
Collaboration with alert networks to monitor how the state is responding to heat and wildfire smoke events and how hospitals or clinics across the state are managing increased capacity.
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[bookmark: _Toc241564971]Recommended Key Messaging Timeline
	
	Heat & Wildfire Season
	

	Month
	J
	F
	M
	A
	M
	J
	J
	A
	S
	O
	N
	D

	Planned, Scheduled Messaging

	Remind members about the upcoming warm weather and wildfire season. Prompt members to take preparedness steps, talk to their health teams, and learn about local resources.
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Remind members to talk to their doctors or care teams about refills of respiratory medications ahead of major fire season.
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Remind members of routine heat-health tips – NWS HeatRisk, at-home preparedness, and local resources. “Call us if you have questions about how the heat can affect your health.”
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Planned, Unscheduled Messaging

	General message in response to increasingly hot weather. Prompt members to take precautions, follow safety recommendations, stay well hydrated, and seek medical treatment if they feel unwell. 
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	General message in response to increased statewide wildfire smoke. Prompt members to take measures to keep their home smoke-free, contact their provider if they need extra medication.	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Targeted message to members in concentrated wildfire-smoke area. Assess member needs, determine whether MCO can supply/facilitate resources, and refer to outside resources as appropriate.
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	AQI Prompted Messages - either sent as a general member message or targeted based on regional changes. Reminder to check the AQI, with a link to airnow.gov and advise on what the levels mean.
Yellow – 51 to 100. If you are very sensitive to air pollution, you may be at more risk today. People without health problems will probably feel fine. Avoid spending extra time outdoors and go to the hospital if you feel sick.
Orange – 101 to 150. People with heart and lung problems are at higher risk of sickness. Children, older adults and pregnant people can also get sick because of the air quality. Avoid spending extra time outdoors and get medical care if you feel sick.
Red – 151 to 200. Everyone is at risk of getting sick from this air quality. If you have health problems, you can get very sick more easily. 
Purple – 201 to 300. Health alert: all people are at risk of severe sickness. 
Maroon – 301 and higher. Health warning of emergency conditions. 
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



[bookmark: _Toc241564972]Recommended Key Messaging Timeline Key

	Color
	Description 

	
	Green
	Low likelihood of extreme heat or wildfire smoke event

	
	Yellow 
	Moderate likelihood of extreme heat or wildfire smoke event

	
	Orange 
	High likelihood of extreme heat or wildfire smoke event

	
	Red
	Very high likelihood of extreme heat or wildfire smoke event

	
	Dark Red 
	Extremely high likelihood of extreme heat or wildfire smoke event




	Color
	Action 

	
	Light orange
	Organization begins to prepare information to members

	
	Medium orange
	Organization finalizes information for members

	
	Dark Orange
	Organization send information to members
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