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Smog: an annual unwelcome arrival
Ventura County, CA – While picnicking, camping or enjoying the outdoors this summer, you could be spending time with an unwelcome visitor – one that can make you cough, trigger an asthma attack or even aggravate an existing heart or lung ailment.  And chances are you won’t even be able to see this unwelcome visitor.  What is it?  It’s OZONE and the month of May signals the beginning of smog season in Ventura County, which lasts through October.

Smog’s primary ingredient is a pollutant known as ozone.  Ozone levels are worse during summer with Simi Valley, Ojai, Piru and Thousand Oaks “smoggier” at times than other areas in the county.  Why do we have more ozone during summer months?  APCD meteorologist Kent Field explains, “We have longer days, more sunshine and higher temperatures.  Ozone is formed in the air.   All those emissions from autos, trucks, factories, and businesses chemically react in sunlight and heat to form ozone.  You could think of it as smog soup.  With the change in the season we also see a change in our weather.  The winter storm track moves to the north as high-pressure systems form overhead, producing hotter, hazier days.  The high-pressure system causes warmer temperatures and light winds, which we call stagnant air.  During the summer we have more ozone in the afternoons on stagnant days.”  Field explains why some areas tend to be smoggier, “The answer is geography and topography.  Our inland valleys not only have the pollution produced locally but additional pollution is brought in from other areas which adds to their afternoon ozone levels.  Sea breezes bring air in from the ocean and carry pollutants from coastal locations in the afternoon.  But some areas like Simi Valley are hit with a double whammy – pollution from the Los Angeles area moves in during the morning and pollution from local coastal regions arrives in the afternoon.  Simi Valley, Ojai, Piru and Thousand Oaks are also surrounded by mountains that can trap the pollutants.”
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In 2004, Ventura County experienced no exceedances of the federal one-hour ozone standard, which is a vast improvement from 1977 when this standard was exceeded on 115 days.  As Mike Villegas, Air Pollution Control Officer states, “Even with this tremendous progress, we have more work to do as medical studies are showing adverse health effects at lower ozone levels. We are now working toward meeting the new more stringent federal 8-hour ozone standard and we are making good progress.  There were 17 days last year that exceeded the federal 8-hour standard was exceeded; down from 157 in 1977.  Recently, the California Air Resources Board approved the nation’s most health protective ozone standard with special consideration for children’s health.  I’m sure it will be challenging to meet the new State standard, but APCD staff is committed to working to meet all health-based air quality standards.”
To help residents know when the air is clean or unhealthful, the District predicts “expected” air pollutant concentrations each day.  These forecasts are published in local newspapers and on the APCD website at www.vcapcd.org.  They are reported in the form of the uniform Air Quality Index, a numerical color-coded scale ranging from 0 to 500.  The higher the AQI value for a pollutant, the greater the health concerns.  At levels above 100, air quality becomes unhealthful and smog-sensitive individuals should minimize outdoor activity.  People sensitive to the effects of air pollution include children, older adults, anyone who suffers from heart, lung or respiratory problems, and those who exercise vigorously outdoors.
So how can you help the air quality this summer?

· Rideshare whenever possible.

· Consider buying a hybrid or super ultra low emission vehicle for your next car.  Check out the Zero and Near-Zero Emission Vehicle Guide at www.driveclean.ca.gov.

· Think about purchasing an electric lawn mower or a propane barbecue.

· Don’t top off when refueling your vehicle.  Spilling a shot-glass (1 oz.) of gasoline creates the same smog-forming compounds as driving a car 56 miles.  Watch for the Don’t top off! cards when you shop at Vons this summer.  
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