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City of Sonoma 
Building Department Informational Handout 

 
Wood Burning Appliance Regulations Handout No: 21 

Revised: 12/18//08 

 
  
Chapter 14.28 of the Sonoma Municipal Code regulates the Installation and 
Replacement of Wood-Burning Appliances in Sonoma 

 
The installation of any new wood-burning appliance1 within the City of Sonoma is prohibited unless: 

a. It is a pellet-fueled wood heater; or 

b. It is an EPA-certified wood heater; or 

c. It is a wood-burning appliance 
approved for use by the 
Northern Sonoma County Air 
Pollution Control District; or 

d. It is a fireplace certified by 
the EPA should the EPA 
develop a fireplace 
certification program; or 

e. It is a wood-burning appliance 
specifically designed for 
cooking; or 

f. It is a wood-burning appliance 
for use outdoors (where the 
firebox opens directly to the 
outdoors); or 

g. It is a repair, replacement or 
reconstruction of a wood-
burning appliances located within a qualified historic structure or property. 

The ordinance also prohibits using certain fuels, such as garbage, chemically-treated wood or paper, 
rubber, waste petroleum products and plastics, in a wood-burning appliance. 
 
The ordinance also applies to replacements or reconstruction of more than 25% of the firebox of an 
existing fireplace, insert or stove.  It would also apply to a conversion of an existing gas-burning fireplace 
to a wood-burning appliance. 
 
NOTE:  Unless otherwise exempted by BAAQMD regulations, it is illegal to burn wood, pellets, 
or manufactured fire logs when a Winter Spare the Air Alert is issued by the Bay Area Air 
Quality Management District. 

                                                 
1 "Wood-burning appliance" means any fireplace, wood heater, or pellet-fired wood heater or any similar device burning any 
solid fuel used for aesthetic or space-heating purposes. 
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Woodsmoke Fact Sheet 
 

Health Effects of Woodsmoke 

Wood burning is a major source of particulate matter (PM) air pollution in the Bay 
Area in winter months and has been a health concern in the Bay Area for many 
years.   

Particulate matter is a mixture of solid and liquid particles in the air. The smaller-
sized particles - those 10 micrometers or less in diameter (PM10) - are of greatest 
health concern because they can pass through the nose and throat and lodge deep 
in the lungs. Included in PM10 is a subset of very tiny particles 2.5 micrometers or 
smaller (PM 2.5), sometimes called "fine" particles. For comparison, a particle 10 
micrometers in diameter is about one-seventh the diameter of a human hair.  

Since the 1980’s, many scientific studies have been published that correlate rising 
PM levels with serious health effects, such as asthma symptoms, decreased lung 
function, increased hospital admissions and even premature death.  

Wood-Burning Appliances 

Restricting the emissions of unregulated wood-burning appliances will substantially 
reduce the PM levels within the community.  The national PM emission standard 
established by the EPA for woodstoves is 7.5 grams of PM per hour.  Unregulated or 
non-EPA certified woodstoves average 60 grams of PM per hour.  Appliances that 
meet the EPA PM emission standard include: 

• Natural gas fireplaces which are the cleanest air quality option. Natural 
gas fireplaces generate a fraction of a gram of PM per hour.  

• EPA certified wood heaters which meet EPA's particulate emission 
standard of 7.5 grams per hour. They incorporate combustion controls -- 
generally a secondary combustion zone, or use catalysts akin to the catalytic 
converters used in motor vehicles.  

• Pellet-fueled wood heaters which burn cleaner because they control the 
mixing of fuel and air more tightly than conventional woodstoves. Emissions 
of virtually all pellet stoves are substantially lower than EPA standards.  

• Fireplaces certified by EPA to have emissions no greater than those of an 
EPA certified wood heater. At present, EPA does not have such a certification 
program. However, the Northern Sonoma Air Pollution Control District has 
developed a protocol for testing fireplaces. As of September 2003, no 
fireplace manufacturers have submitted data to the Air Pollution Control 
District that indicates they can meet the 7.5-gram per hour PM standard.  
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Air Quality Index 
The Air Quality Index, or AQI, much like an air quality "thermometer", translates 
daily air pollution concentrations into a number on a scale between 0 and 500. The 
numbers in this scale are divided into six color-coded ranges, as seen below.  
 

 
Good - No health impacts are expected when air quality is in 
this range. 

 
Moderate - Unusually sensitive people should consider limiting 
prolonged outdoor exertion. 

 
Unhealthy for Sensitive Groups - Active children and adults, 
and people with respiratory disease, such as asthma, should 
limit outdoor exertion. 

 
Unhealthy - Active children and adults, and people with 
respiratory disease, such as asthma, should avoid prolonged 
outdoor exertion; everyone else, especially children, should 
limit prolonged outdoor exertion.  

 
Very Unhealthy - Active children and adults, and people with 
respiratory disease, such as asthma, should avoid all outdoor 
exertion; everyone else, especially children, should limit 
outdoor exertion. 

 

The AQI numbers refer to specific amounts of pollution in the air. It’s based on the 
federal air quality standards for six major pollutants - ozone, carbon monoxide, 
nitrogen dioxide, sulfur dioxide, and two sizes of particulate matter.  

In most cases, the federal standard for these air pollutants corresponds to the 
number 100 on the AQI chart. If the concentration of any of these pollutants rises 
above its respective standard, it can be unhealthy for the public. 

 

Wintertime "Spare the Air Tonight" 

From November to February, particulate matter - especially particulate matter 2.5 
microns or smaller in size (PM2.5) - can become a problem in the Bay Area. The Bay 
Area Air Quality Management District (BAAQMD) issues Spare the Air Tonight 
advisories on nights when AQI readings for PM2.5 are expected to exceed 150. On 
these nights, it is illegal to burn wood, pellets, or manufactured fire logs in solid 
fuel burning appliances unless otherwise exempted by BAAQMD regulations. Wood 
burning produces about 30 percent of the particulate pollution on a typical winter 
night. 
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