
Outdoor Air Pollution in Utah:  Protecting Your Health  
 

Because the quality of the air we breathe directly impacts our health, air pollution poses a serious threat. Air pollution along 
the Wasatch Front shortens the lifespan of its residents by an estimated 2 years and results in 1000 premature deaths every 
year. People with heart or lung disease and children react more severely to polluted air and are at increased risk.  
 

What is air pollution? 

Air pollution is a mixture of solid particles and gases in the air. Particles can be natural (dust, fires, soil) or human produced 
(industrial and vehicular emissions, fossil fuel and wood burning). Certain geographic and weather conditions are conducive 
to the accumulation of particles. In Utah, our valleys trap particles in the air, a problem worsened by temperature inversions. 
Normally, temperature decreases as you go up in altitude. This normal decrease helps to mix the air and disperse pollutants. 
The most common way inversions develop is through cooling of air near the ground at night. This occurs most commonly with 
calm winds, clear skies, and long nights, as in the winter. Once the air at altitude is warmer than the air at ground-level, it can 
no longer mix and pollutants are trapped and continue to accumulate until a storm comes in to disperse the particles.     

Ozone, a gas, is another major part of air pollution in most cities. It is created when gases already in the air (industrial and 
vehicular emissions, gasoline vapors, chemical solvents and paints) interact with sunlight. When ozone forms air pollution, it 
is also called smog. In Utah, the highest ozone concentrations usually occur between 2 p.m. and 8 p.m. from May until 
September. Ground-level ozone should not be confused with the "good" ozone that is miles up in the atmosphere and 
protects us from the sun's harmful radiation.   

What symptoms does air pollution cause? 
 
Air pollution can irritate the eyes, throat and lungs. Burning eyes, cough and chest tightness are common with exposure to 
high levels of air pollution. Different people can react very differently to air pollution. Some people may notice chest tightness 
or cough, while others may not notice any effects. Because exercise requires faster, deeper breathing, it can make symptoms 
worse. People who have heart disease, such as angina (chest pain), or lung disease, such as asthma or emphysema, may 
be very sensitive to air pollution exposure, and may notice symptoms when others do not. 
 

Is air pollution bad for my health? 
 
For most healthy people, the immediate symptoms caused by air pollution usually go away when the air quality improves. 
Certain groups are more sensitive to the effects of air pollution, including children and people with heart or lung disease.   
 
Because of their faster breathing rates and increased outdoor activity, children often experience symptoms at lower levels of 
pollution than adults. They also experience more illness, including colds, ear infections, and asthma attacks, in areas of high 
pollution. Long-term exposure to low levels of air pollution has been shown to be of particular concern. Recent studies show 
stunted lung development and more new cases of asthma for children growing up in areas with more polluted air.   
 
People with heart or lung disease also react more severely to polluted air. During times of heavy pollution, their condition may 
worsen to the point that they must limit their activities or even seek additional medical care. Air pollution has been linked to 
death from heart attacks and strokes, increased emergency room visits and hospitalizations, and increased breathing 
difficulties, including asthma attacks.  
 

What can I do to protect my family and myself? 
 

Know what the current air quality is in your area. This information is available at the Utah Division of Air Quality website 
(www.airquality.utah.gov). Use extra caution if there are high-risk weather conditions like a hot, sunny day or a wintertime 
temperature inversion. If you begin to develop symptoms like chest tightness, difficulty breathing, burning eyes or a cough, 
consider whether these might be due to air pollution. You can better protect yourself and your family by doing the following: 

• Avoid exercise on congested streets, especially during rush hour. Pollution levels can be high even at a distance from 
roadways. 

• In the summertime, when ozone conditions prevail, limit outside activity to the early morning hours or after sunset.  

• Don't exercise or strenuously exert yourself outdoors when air quality reports indicate unhealthy conditions. The faster 
you breathe, the more pollution you take into your lungs.  

These steps will generally prevent symptoms in healthy adults and children. However, if you are very sensitive to air pollution, 
or if you have a chronic heart or lung problem, talk with your doctor about other ways to protect yourself. 
 



What can I do to improve air quality? 
 

Vehicular exhaust is a major part of air pollution. More people driving means more pollution. Fortunately the reverse is also 
true, which means there is something you can do to improve air quality. When air quality is deteriorating, try to drive less. 
That means walking, biking, taking public transit, carpooling, telecommuting, anything that results in less vehicle miles on the 
road. The way we drive also makes a difference. Stop idling your car, don’t speed, avoid drive thrus, drive your newest and 
most fuel efficient vehicle, and maintain your car properly.  
 
The primary source of the electricity you use in your home comes from burning coal. That means thinking about ways to be 
more energy efficient improves air quality. When you aren’t using a light or appliance, turn it off. Buy energy efficient 
appliances and compact fluorescent lighting. Consider renewable sources of energy like wind or solar power for your home. 
 
During the summertime when ozone is a problem, gasoline vapors are a major source of ground-level ozone. Avoid using 
gas powered lawn and other equipment during the daytime hours when the sun is at its peak. Gas up your car in the morning 
or evening and don’t top off your fuel tank. Properly seal all volatile chemicals in airtight containers. Avoid painting on days 
when pollution levels are high or use low VOC paints.  
 

Where can I go for more information? 

 
Current and forecasted air pollution levels throughout Utah and other useful information are available from several sources: 

• Utah Division of Air Quality at www.airquality.utah.gov  

• Choose Clean Air at www.cleanair.utah.gov 

• United States Environmental Protection Agency at www.airnow.gov 

• Local radio, television and newspapers 
 
Several health-related and medical organizations are actively advocating for more protective air pollution standards: 

• American Lung Association at www.lungusa.org   

• American Heart Association at www.americanheart.org   

• Physicians for Social Responsibility at www.psr.org  

• Utah Physicians for a Healthy Environment at www.uphe.org  

• Utah Moms For Clean Air at www.utahmomsforcleanair.org   
 
   


