Bay Area Air a Little Smoggier in 2014; Heat Blamed
by Denis Cuff
Nov. 25, 2014 - The Bay Area had slightly smoggier air this year, and warmer temperatures were at least partly to blame, air pollution officials report.
Bay Area concentrations of ozone, the lung-stinging ingredient in smog, violated the federal health standards on 5 days this year, the highest total in 4 years.  There were 3 excessively smoggy days in 2013, 4 days a piece in 2012 and 2011, and 9 days in 2010.  The 2004 season had no unhealthy days, winning recognition as the cleanest year on record.
Officials attributed the smog uptick this year to an abundance of hot, stagnant weather -- ideal conditions for brewing auto and factory missions into smog.
"We feel pretty good about the smog season, given the warmer meteorological conditions," said Eric Stevenson, the director of technical services at the Bay Area Air Quality Management District.  "We have more work to do in reducing emissions, but we're making progress."
An improved economy also may have added pollution this year, as more people at work meant more cars on the road and more traffic congestion.
Livermore led the Bay Area with 4 unhealthy air days this year.  San Ramon and San Martin were next highest with 3 bad air days, according to air district figures.
Ozone, a mixture of auto, factory and other emissions brewed by sunlight, causes lungs to ache and eyes to water.  It aggravates asthma, emphysema other respiratory problems.
The effect of fewer emissions can be canceled out if rising temperatures turn pollutants into smog faster, said Jenny Bard, advocacy program director for the American Lung Association of California.  The Bay Area and California must work harder to reduce smog emissions, because global warming converts pollutants into ozone more readily, she said.
"We've seen significant declines in ozone in the Bay Area over several decades, but the improvements are slowing down," Bard said.  Despite a large reduction in smog since the late 1960s, the Bay Area still falls short of attaining the public health standard for smog, based on a formula tied to a 3-year average for unhealthy days in a region.
But smog in the Bay Area is much less than in many urban areas, including Southern California.  The South Coast air district recorded 94 unhealthy air days this year, up from 88 in 2013.
The Bay Area has the advantage of summer breezes that sweep in from the ocean, to stir up and sweep out pollutants before they turn into smog.
Stevenson said smog readings this year suggest rising global temperatures might be lengthening the Bay Area's ozone season, which is now considered from April through October.
In winter, pollution regulators worry about a different problem -- smoke and fine particle pollution trapped near the ground on stagnant air days.
The 1st unhealthy air day this year was April 30 and the last 2 unhealthy air days were relatively late -- Oct. 4 and 5.  "This indicates the ozone season is getting a little longer, " Stevenson said.  "But it's tough to draw a conclusion after just a year."
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