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Air	  Quality	  and	  Our	  Health	  
What is air quality? 	  

Air quality is simply the state of the air 
around us.  Clean, unpolluted, clear air 
would be considered good air quality. 
Whereas the presence of pollutants in the 
air, whether the result of natural or 
human causes, can reach high enough 
concentrations leading to poor air 
quality. Thereby air quality may describe 
the healthiness and safety of the 
atmosphere.   
 
What is smog? 
Generally, pollution is unseen or 
invisible.  However, at times the 
pollutants in an airshed can reach such 
high concentrations that the air may 
actually appear polluted. In larger urban 
centres, particularly in the summer, 
pollution may form smog, a brownish 
yellow or greyish white haze hovering 
over the skyline.  Smog consists of 
particulate matter and ground level 
ozone. 

 
 
 
 

What is particulate matter?  
Particulate Matter (PM) defined as either 
PM10 (1/8 the width of a human hair) or 
PM2.5 (1/20 the width of a human hair). 
These minute particles are released into 
the air in liquid or solid form and can 
include dust, dirt, soot and smoke. The 
sources of PM are vehicles, factories, 
construction activity, fires, naturally 
occurring windblown dust and 
vegetation. 
Other hazardous air pollutants may 
adhere to PM and increase their toxicity. 
PM can also be formed in the air by 
chemical reaction of gases such as 
nitrogen oxides, sulphur dioxide and 
carbon monoxide. 
PM, especially PM2.5, can penetrate deep 
into the lungs, damaging lung tissue and 
reducing lung function. 
 
What is ground level ozone? 
Ground Level Ozone (O3) is the main 
component of smog. It is not a primary 
air pollutant within the Prince George 
region. 
Ground level ozone is a compound 
formed in the lower atmosphere through 
the reaction of nitrogen dioxide (NO2) 
and other airborne substances, in the 
presence of ultraviolet light. Ground 
level ozone is the same as the ozone in 
the upper atmosphere. The only 
difference is elevation. 
Ground level ozone in low 
concentrations can irritate the eyes, nose 
and throat and can decrease lung 
function and physical performance. 
 
How is air quality measured? 
Currently Prince George, BC has sixteen 
monitoring stations, the newest of which 
was installed at The Exploration Place 
Museum.  A wide variety of pollutants in 
are being measured in the Prince George 
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airshed including PM2.5, PM10, sulphur 
dioxide (SO2), nitrogen oxides (NOx), 
total reduced sulphur (TRS), ozone (O3), 
carbon monoxide (CO), and volatile 
organic compounds (VOCs).  Data from 
the monitoring sites is collected and 
published by the Ministry of 
Environment.  Air quality readings are 
updated throughout the day and are 
accessible at: 
http://www.bcairquality.ca/readings/inde
x.html 
 
 
How does air pollution affect health? 
Your lungs take in the air around you.  
PM2.5 can be made up of a mixture of 
microscopic solids, combustion 
products, metals and other toxins; this 
mixture is cause for a serious health 
concern.  The small particles we breathe 
deep into the lungs become lodged in the 
alveoli, eventually damaging lung 
function. Even low concentrations of 
PM2.5 can cause an array of both short- 
and long-term health effects. 
 
Individuals with sensitivity to high 
pollution may experience a range of 
symptoms from uncomfortable to life 
threatening. People with pre-existing 
illness such as diabetes, lung disease 
(such as asthma, chronic bronchitis, 
emphysema, lung cancer) or heart 
disease will have greater sensitivity to 
air pollution than the average Canadian. 

Other groups of people at higher risk 
include the elderly, children and athletes.  
With age comes the weakening of the 
heart, lungs and immune system and 
increase in health problems such 
cardiovascular disease or respiratory 
illness. 

A child’s respiratory system and 

immunity is less-developed and air 
intake is more per kilogram of body 
weight than an adult.  Youth have a 
tendency to spend more time being 
physically active outdoors, which can 
increase their exposure to air pollution. 
Similarly, athletes who may train and 
perform strenuous activity outdoors 
breathe more deeply and rapidly, 
allowing more potentially polluted air to 
enter the lungs.  Symptoms they may 
experience may include cough, difficulty 
breathing and irritation of the throat, 
nose and eyes.   

 
What is the Air Quality Health Index 
(AQHI)?  
 
The Air Quality Health Index or AQHI 
for short is a scale to help increase 
understanding of what air quality means 
in terms of health impacts.  It is a tool 
designed to help make decisions to 
protect personal health.  The AQHI is 
particularly useful to those who are 
sensitive to air pollution or are 
considered at risk populations.   
 

 
 
1-3 Low health risk 
4-6 Moderate health risk 
7-10 High health risk 
10+ Very high health risk 
 
Current ratings can be found at 
www.airhealth.ca 
 
The AQHI is calculated measuring: 
• Ozone (03) 
• Particulate Matter (PM2.5/ PM10) 
• Nitrogen Dioxide (NO2)


