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2003:  Another good year for clean air

Ventura County, CA (December 29, 2003) – It’s been a remarkable year for Ventura County’s air – high-pressure systems, stagnant air and light winds during the summer followed by wildfires and strong Santa Ana winds during the fall.  Even with such fluctuating weather conditions, Ventura County has experienced another good year for clean air.  Only two days exceeded the 1-hour National Ambient Air Quality Standard for Ozone.  “Since the early 1970s when we averaged 122 bad air days, our air quality has improved to such a degree that we’ve only experienced one or two exceedance days each year for the past several years,” says Michael Villegas, Air Pollution Control Officer.  “If this trend continues, we should meet the 1-hour ozone standard by our due date of November 2005 and that’s ‘healthy’ news for Ventura County residents.”

Ventura County is classified as a severe non-attainment area for ozone by the U.S. EPA.  To reach attainment, air quality in the County must not exceed the federal 1-hour ozone standard more than three times in three consecutive years.  With an exceedance of only two days in 2003, and one day in 2002, Ventura County is on the right track for attainment.  But weather plays a significant role in ozone production.

Dominating high-pressure weather systems brought in stagnant air, light winds and warmer temperatures, causing an increase in days violating the more stringent standards.  High pressure with low inversion layers traps air pollutants near the surface, sometimes causing a multi-day buildup, increasing ozone concentrations in inland valleys.  Although the 2003 smog season (May through October) had only two days exceeding the federal 1-hour standard, almost twice as many days exceeded the more stringent state 1-hour and federal 8-hour ozone standards as the year before.  


The two days with the highest readings were the result of large and strong high-pressure systems covering the Southwestern U.S.  Elevated Southeast winds carried polluted air from the Los Angeles Basin into Ventura County.  Then in late October wildfires presented a completely different air quality problem -- particulate pollution, which can cause harmful health effects.

Ventura County rarely experiences unhealthy air related to particulates but during the week of the fires, daily Air Quality Advisories were issued by APCD.  As the wildfires widened in the Eastern part of the County, easterly Santa Ana winds spread the particulate pollution in the air throughout populated areas.  And after the fires, periodic strong Santa Ana wind episodes have caused dust and ash left from the fires to re-enter the air, again causing unhealthy levels of particulate pollution.

Despite the short term occurrences of very elevated smog and fire-related particulates, and because of the continuing low number of days exceeding the federal 1-hour ozone standard, the County continues on a track of improving air quality.  “A 30-year trend analysis shows a steady decline in the number of days each year that Ventura County exceeds all of the state and federal ozone standards,” Air Monitoring Manager Doug Tubbs said.  “There is a similar decline in the maximum measured levels of ozone on the worst days.  So we are experiencing long-term, significant improvement in our air quality, both in the frequency and magnitude of the smoggiest days.”

Ozone, the main ingredient in smog, is not directly emitted from individual sources.  It’s formed when pollutants in the air, such as hydrocarbons and oxides of nitrogen, react chemically in the presence of sunlight and heat.  Summertime weather, plus emissions from motor vehicles, industry, business, consumer products, and other sources lead to the production of ozone.  Elevated ozone levels cause lung and respiratory irritation and damage, as well as oxidation damage to plants and materials.

For additional air quality information and daily forecasts, visit the District’s website at www.vcapcd.org.  The District also has many publications available, including our newest, 7 Days to Cleaner Air.  To request a set, call 805/645-1482. 
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