Air Quality Gains Could Be Eroded by Drought, Climate Change
by Steve Scauzillo
April 30, 2014 - Almost 15 years of steady improvement to the air breathed by Southern Californians is being threatened by a statewide drought, causing the release of lung-damaging particles from dry riverbeds, home fireplace chimneys and local wildfires, according to a national health organization.
The American Lung Association’s 2014 State of the Air report released Tuesday found short-term levels of particle pollution decreased by 70% and ozone levels dropped by 36% for Riverside, San Bernardino, Orange and Los Angeles counties, since the organization’s 1st “air report card” in 2000.  Pollutant levels from last year to this year remained about the same.
Overall, 47% of the nation — about 147 million people — live in areas where air pollution levels can make breathing a public health problem, the report stated.  In California, 80% of residents battled unhealthful air in 2012.
But a combination of climate change patterns — plus much harder-to-achieve emission reduction targets — will make further attempts at cleaner air a more difficult task.  “While the nation continues to clean up air pollution, we also see a change in climate that will make it harder for us to protect human health,” said Janice Nolan, assistant vice president of the association.
Local regulations for cleaner-burning diesel trucks and “no burn days” during winter have brought Southern California to the brink of compliance for PM2.5, a tiny particulate that escapes the body’s defenses and can enter the lungs and blood stream.  Lung Association and U.S. Environmental Protection Agency studies say PM2.5 can cause heart attacks and lung disease.  It is responsible for thousands of premature deaths each year in Southern California.
Reaching the federal safe level for ozone, a harmful but invisible gas created when nitrogen oxides and hydrocarbons from refineries, paint and vehicles are cooked in the atmosphere via sunlight, is still decades away, and that is after nearly every vehicle in the region were to switch from burning combustible fuels to plug-in hybrid or fully battery powered, according to the South Coast Air Quality Management District and the Lung Association.
The next SCAQMD air quality plan set for adoption in 2016 says the region will meet the 75 parts per billion ozone standard set by the EPA by 2032.  The AQMD must reduce NOx emissions from the top three: heavy-duty diesel trucks, off-road equipment and ships and commercial boats entering the twin ports of L.A.  Next and in order of emissions from high to low, are passenger cars, light-duty and medium-duty trucks, locomotives and fuel combustion from homes, such as water heaters, according to the SCAQMD.
“This is a much tougher challenge,” said Sam Atwood, SCAQMD spokesman.
The 4-county region ranked as the #1 polluted region in the nation for ozone, with 122 days a year on average as unhealthy for sensitive populations, unhealthy or very unhealthy for the period between 2010 and 2012.  About 18 million people in the 4-county region remain at risk of lung damage from the caustic gas, which can age the lungs prematurely.  The next 4 polluted cities were all from California: Visalia, Bakersfield, Fresno and Sacramento.
L.A. region placed 4th in the nation for year-round particle pollution, behind Fresno, Visalia and Bakersfield.  The L.A. region had 5 fewer days of particle pollution this period than during the period in last year’s report, said Bonnie Holmes-Gen, senior director of policy and advocacy for the Lung Association of California.
The cleanest U.S. cities in terms of annual levels of particles were, in order: Prescott, Ariz.; Cheyenne, Wyoming; Farmington, New Mexico; Casper, Wyoming; St. George, Utah; Flagstaff, Arizona; and Redding-Red Bluff, Calif.  The #1 and #2 cleanest cities for ozone were Anchorage and Bangor, Maine.
By county, California had the worst 8 counties for yearly ozone pollution.  San Bernardino County ranked worst, followed by: Riverside, Tulare, Kern, Los Angeles, Fresno, Sacramento and Kings counties.  For year-round particle pollution, Los Angeles County was 20th, while counties in the San Joaquin Valley constituted the top four.
The Lung Association report predicts ozone pollution will get worse in many cities as global climate change drives up air temperatures and causes more fires.  “Rising temperatures are creating conditions for more ozone,” Nolan said.
Jack Broadbent, chief executive officer of the Bay Area Air Quality Management District and president of the California Pollution Control Officers Association, said the Bay Area has seen more particle pollution due to the drought, which creates more stagnant air that settles pollution closer to the ground.
The report’s data did not include data from 2013, one of the worst drought years in the state.  He expects next year’s report to reflect the drought’s effect on air quality through rising frequency and concentration of ozone and particle pollution.
“The drought could erode our air quality gains we’ve made in California,” he said Tuesday.
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