Schwartz.Final.Rev1

7/9/03

3:46 PM

Page 22

ENVIRONMENT

Despite negative public perception and misleading portrayals,
American air quality has improved dramatically.

Clearing the Air
B Y J OEL S CHWARTZ
Reason Public Policy Institute

T

tions around the United States. epa has two ozone standards: The
matic progress in reducing air pollution
first, known as the “one-hour standard,” requires that daily ozone
over the last few decades, and most Amerlevels exceed 125 parts per billion (ppb) on no more than three
ican cities now enjoy relatively good air
days in any consecutive three-year period. Ozone levels are deterquality. But polls show that most Amerimined based on hourly averages (hence the name of the standard).
epa’s “eight-hour standard,” promulgated in 1997, is more strincans believe air pollution has grown worse
gent. It requires that the average of the fourth-highest daily, eightor will become worse in the future, and
hour average ozone level from each of the most recent three years
that most people face serious risks from air pollution.
not exceed 85 ppb. The standards are difficult to compare because
This disconnect between perception and reality is, in part, the
of their different forms, but the one-hour standard is roughly
result of environmental activists’ exaggerations of air pollution
equivalent to an eight-hour standard set at about 95 ppb.
levels and risks, which make air pollution appear to be increasing when in fact it is has been declining. State and
federal regulatory agencies sometimes also resort
FIGURE 1
to such tactics, and the media generally report
those claims uncritically. As a result, public fears
over air pollution are out of all proportion to the
Trend in the number of days per year that the worst ozone locations in the
actual risks posed by current air pollution levels,
nation exceeded the federal one-hour, 125 ppb ozone benchmark.
and there is widespread but unwarranted pessimism about the nation’s prospects for further air
160
Worst Location
pollution improvements.
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99th Percentile
If people overestimate their exposure to and
140
98th Percentile
risk from air pollution, they will demand stricter,
130
95th Percentile
more costly air pollution regulation. We face many
120
90th Percentile
threats to our health and safety, but have limited
110
85th Percentile
resources with which to address them; by devot100
ing excessive resources to one exaggerated risk, we
90
are less able to counter other genuinely more seri80
ous risks. People can make informed decisions
70
about air pollution control only if they have accu60
rate information on the risks they face.
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In the early 1980s, half of the nation’s
monitoring stations registered ozone in
excess of the federal one-hour health
standard, and they averaged more than
12 such exceedances per year. But as of
the end of 2002, only 13 percent of the
stations failed the one-hour standard
and they averaged just four exceedances
per year. Figure 1 displays national ozone
trends and shows that even the most polluted areas of the country achieved
impressive ozone reductions during the
last 20 years. About 40 percent of monitoring locations currently exceed the
more stringent eight-hour standard, but
peak eight-hour ozone levels are also
declining in most areas.
The nation’s success with air quality
extends beyond ozone to other pollutants. For example, between 1981 and
2000, carbon monoxide (CO) declined 61
percent, sulfur dioxide (SO2) 50 percent,
and nitrogen oxides (NOx) 14 percent.
Only two among hundreds of the nation’s
monitoring locations still exceed the CO
and SO2 standards. All areas of the country meet the NOx standard. For all three
pollutants, pollution levels are well below
the epa standards in almost all cases.
Likewise, airborne particulate matter
(PM) has also registered large declines.
PM2.5 (PM up to 2.5 microns in diameter)
dropped 33 percent from 1980 to 2000,
while the soot emissions rate from
diesel trucks is down almost 85 percent
since 1975.
This downward trend in pollution levels will continue. On-road pollution
measurements show per-mile emissions
from gasoline vehicles are dropping by
about 10 percent per year as the fleet
turns over to more recent models that start out and stay much
cleaner than vehicles built years ago. Diesel truck emissions are
also declining, albeit about half as fast. Although motorists are
driving more miles each year and population growth means
more motorists on the roads, the increases in driving are tiny
compared to the large declines in vehicle emission rates and will
do little to slow progress on auto pollution.
Emissions from industrial sources will also continue to
drop. Starting in 2004, epa regulations require a 60 percent
reduction in warm-season NOx emissions from coal-fired
power plants and industrial boilers — the major industrial
sources of ozone-forming pollution. The federal Clean Air Act
requires a 20 percent reduction in PM-forming SO2 from
power plants between 2000 and 2010. Those reductions are in
addition to substantial declines in industrial NOx and SO2
emissions over the last 30 years.

Misperceptions Despite past success in reducing air pollution
and the positive outlook for the future, polls show most Americans think air pollution is getting worse. For example:
■ A January 2002 Wirthlin Poll found that 66 percent of
Americans believe air pollution has gotten worse during the
past 10 years, up from 61 percent two years before, while a
poll commissioned by Environmental Defense in 2000
found that 57 percent of Americans believe environmental
conditions have gotten worse during the last 30 years.
■ Americans also believe that environmental quality will
decline in the future. The 2000 Environmental Defense
poll found that 67 percent of Americans believe air pollution will continue to get worse. Likewise, a March 2001
Gallup Poll found that 57 percent of Americans believe
R EG U L AT IO N S U M M E R 2 0 0 3
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environmental quality is deteriorating. A 1999
Washington Post poll found that 51 percent of
Americans believe pollution will greatly increase
in the future, up from 44 percent in 1996. Statebased surveys have found similar results. The Public Policy Institute of California recently reported
that 78 percent of Californians believe the state has
made only “some” or “hardly any” progress in
solving environmental problems.
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a serious threat to their health. Some 80 percent of
New Yorkers rate air pollution as a “very serious”
or “somewhat serious” problem, as do 77 percent
of Texans. When asked about the most serious
environmental issue facing California, a 34 percent
plurality chose air pollution, with “growth” coming in a distant second at 13 percent.

L.A. Air
The American Lung Association’s claim as to the air quality
in Los Angeles County compared to the results from monitoring
stations in various parts of the county.

Number of days

■ Most Americans also believe air pollution is still

FIGURE 2

According to the old saying, “It’s not the things
we didn’t know that hurt us; it’s the things we knew
for sure that turned out to be wrong.” When it
comes to air pollution, why do most Americans
SOURCES: The American Lung Association’s “State of the Air: 2003”; EPA’s AIRData web site.
“know” so much that is not so? Americans consider environmental groups the most credible sources
show the actual number of elevated ozone days per year at the
of information on the environment, yet those activist groups
worst, average, and best location in each county, reading from
consistently provide misleading information on air pollution
top to bottom. The average location in a county typically has
levels, trends, risks, and prospects. Americans also trust inforless than half as many ozone exceedances as the report claims
mation from regulatory agencies, yet the agencies often paint
for the entire county.
a misleadingly pessimistic picture. At the same time, the media
The Public Interest Research Group (pirg) took the American
often provide extensive coverage of air pollution reports and
Lung Association’s techniques to the state level. In its 2002 report
press releases from environmentalists and government regu“Danger in the Air,” pirg claimed that California exceeded the
lators, yet the press reports rarely include critical examination
eight-hour ozone benchmark on 130 days in 2001. Yet almost half
or context on the claims those organizations make.
of the state’s monitoring locations had no exceedances, while the
INFLATING AIR POLLUTION EXPOSURE
average location had seven. Even the worst location in California
In its report “State of the Air 2003,” the American Lung Associhad only about half as many ozone exceedances as pirg claimed
ation claimed that between 1999 and 2001, Los Angeles Counfor the whole state. pirg similarly claimed fictionally large ozone
problems for every other state it scrutinized.
ty averaged 35 days per year with ozone in excess of epa’s eightRegulatory agencies often take a similar tack in reporting
hour ozone benchmark of 85 ppb. Yet, as shown in Figure 2, none
ozone levels. For example, epa recently downgraded California’s
of L.A. County’s 14 ozone monitors registered anywhere near
San Joaquin Valley air district — a multi-county region — from
that many ozone exceedances. Indeed, the average L.A. County
“serious” to “severe” for the one-hour ozone standard. The change
location averaged six exceedances per year — 83 percent less
gave the region more time to attain the standard, but also required
than the report claims — while the most densely populated areas
more stringent air pollution controls. In its press release on the
of the county never exceeded the epa benchmark at all.
The American Lung Association derived its inflated value
action, epa stated, “Air quality data from 1997 through 1999 indicates the San Joaquin Valley experienced 80 days of unhealthy levby assigning an ozone violation to the entire county on any day
els of ozone air pollution.” Yet Clovis, a suburb of Fresno and the
in which at least one location in the county exceeded 85 ppb.
most polluted location in the valley, had 40 days above the oneFor example, if ozone was high one day in Glendora and the
hour benchmark, while nearly half of the valley’s monitoring
next day in Santa Clarita, 50 miles away, the report counted two
locations actually complied with the one-hour ozone standard.
high-ozone days for all 9.5 million people in L.A. County. The
One might argue that talking about the number of days smog
logical fallacy here is obvious — it is like failing an entire class
is elevated somewhere in a region is not misleading and paints
when one student does poorly.
a fair picture of the nature of the regional pollution problem. But
The American Lung Association method exaggerates ozone
the health effects of smog depend on how often a given person
exposure for tens of millions of people all across the country,
is exposed. Because no one is exposed to smog anywhere near
as shown in Figure 3. For each county, the dash at the top marks
as often as the activists’ reports claim, the public is being encourthe report’s artificially inflated claim, while the other markers
24
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aged to vastly overestimate its risk from air pollution.
Though dozens of newspapers covered one or more of those
reports, most did not include any critical analysis of the proponents’ assertions. Only about one in 10 papers flagged concerns regarding the fictional ozone exposure claims.

misleading countywide, or even statewide, summaries of air
pollution data. Indeed, most areas given an “F” grade for air
quality by the American Lung Association actually comply
with epa’s one-hour ozone standard, and many comply with
the more stringent eight-hour standard.

HOW WIDESPREAD IS AIR POLLUTION?

BUCKING THE TRENDS

In the latest installment of its annual air pollution trends report,
Air pollution, as noted earlier, has been on the decline for
epa claimed that 133 million Americans breathe air that decades, and emission trends from vehicles and industrial
exceeds one or more federal air pollution health standards —
sources confirm that pollution levels will continue to decline
mainly the tough new annual PM2.5 and eight-hour ozone stanin the future. Yet activists have gone to great lengths to condards. Yet epa’s claim is a substantial exaggeration.
vince the public otherwise. One technique is to ignore longThe agency classifies Clean Air Act compliance status at the
term trends and instead highlight years in which air pollution
county level. For example, if any air pollution monitor in a
levels rose when compared with the previous year.
county registers ozone in excess of federal requirements, that
For example, in “Danger in the Air,” pirg reported a 23 percent increase in eight-hour ozone exceedances between 2001
county is classified as “non-attainment.” Regional classification
and 2002, while a recent National Environment Trust press
often makes sense because pollution can be transported many
release proclaimed “new survey finds massive smog problem
miles from its source. The problem arises because epa also uses
county non-attainment status when counting the number of
in 2002.” Ozone levels did indeed rise between 2001 and 2002,
people who breathe polluted air. Because only one location in
mainly because mild weather in 2001 made it an unusually lowa county need exceed an air standard for the entire county to
smog year. In fact, despite a substantial overall decline in smog
be classified as non-attainment, many people in a non-attainbetween 1990 and 2002, there were actually five years during
ment county might still breathe clean air. Indeed, this situation
this period in which ozone levels rose compared to the previis the norm, rather than the exception.
ous year in most parts of the country. Ozone levels are strongTable 1 lists the percentage of monitoring locations that comly affected by weather, which varies from year to year much
plied with the one-hour and eight-hour ozone standards (as of the
more than pollution emissions. As a result, single-year changes
end of 2001) in a selection of populous ozone non-attainment
in either direction cannot be used to infer long-term trends in
counties. As the table shows, most counties have at least some
air pollution. The national-average number of eight-hour ozone
areas with clean air based on the federal standards. For some
exceedances actually declined almost 50 percent between 1999
counties, the vast majority of locations have
clean air based on either standard. The perFIGURE 3
centage of people breathing clean air is also
often greater than the monitoring data suggest. For example, the San Diego County
Number of days per year that various locations exceeded EPA’s 85 ppb, eight-hour
town of Alpine, which has a population of
ozone benchmark compared with the American Lung Association’s claims.
about 13,000, is the only location that violates the eight-hour ozone standard. The
100
Artifically inflated ALA claim
county’s other 2.8 million people — 99.6
Actual worst location in county
90
percent of the population — breathe air that
Average of all county locations
80
meets both of epa’s ozone standards.
Actual best location in county
A detailed geographic analysis would
70
be necessary for a precise estimate, but it
60
is likely that epa has overestimated by
50
about a factor of two the number of people exposed to ozone in excess of the eight40
hour standard. The agency has confused a
30
system for classifying non-attainment
20
areas based on convenient political boundaries with a measure of actual air pollution
10
exposure. Although epa’s trends report
0
does highlight declines in emissions and
pollution levels, it nevertheless greatly
exaggerates the number of Americans
exposed to polluted air.
The American Lung Association and
pirg also exaggerate the geographic
SOURCE: The American Lung Association’s “State of the Air: 2003”; EPA’s AIRData web site.
extent of high air pollution levels through
Kern, CA
San Bernardino, CA
Fresno, CA
Riverside, CA
Harris, TX
El Dorado, CA
Los Angeles, CA
Ventura, CA
Sacramento, CA
Mecklenburg, NC
Tarrant, TX
Blount, TN
Maricopa, AZ
San Diego, CA
Dallas, TX
Wake, NC
Fairfax, VA
Allegheny, PA
Baltimore, MD
New York, NY
Philadelphia, PA
Jefferson, AL
Jefferson, KY
Cook, IL
Essex, MA
Hamilton, OH
Queens, NY
St. Louis (city), MO
Alameda, CA
Orange, CA
El Paso, TX
Clark, NV
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and 2000 because the weather in 1999 was unusually favorable
to smog formation. This single-year change is as meaningless
for inferring long-term trends as the rise in ozone between 2001
and 2002 highlighted by pirg. Nevertheless, it is worth noting
that large single-year decreases in air pollution have failed to
inspire laudatory reports or press releases from environmental groups on the nation’s success in fighting pollution.
Figure 4 displays the average number of days exceeding epa’s
eight-hour ozone benchmark in 1993-95 and 1999-2001 for the
worst 50 locations in the country, while Figure 5 does the same
for a random sample of 50 additional locations. As the figures
show, among areas with the worst ozone, most achieved substantial pollution reductions during the 1990s, as did many
areas with more modest pollution problems. The American
Lung Association, pirg, and other environmental groups simply omit air pollution trend data from their reports. As shown
below, regardless of annual fluctuations in smog levels caused
by weather, the long-term trend is downward because pollution
emissions from all sources continue to decline.

Environmentalists seem to think that pollution from vehicles will inevitably increase. They cite rising population,
increased vehicle travel, and the popularity of sport-utility vehicles (suvs), and conclude that air pollution will therefore
increase in the future. For example, in “Clearing the Air with
Transit Spending,” the Sierra Club asserts that past pollution
improvements are now being “canceled out” by suvs and suburban development. Environmentalists appear to be unaware
that technological progress is reducing automobile emissions
far more rapidly than driving is increasing.
On-road pollution measurements show that average emissions from gasoline vehicles are declining by about 10 percent
per year, even as suvs make up an increasing fraction of cars on
the road. (See Figure 6.) Because of technological advances, newer
cars continue to start out and stay cleaner as they age, when compared with previous models. epa regulations that take effect with
the 2004 model year require additional reductions of 70 percent
for hydrocarbons and 80 percent for NOx below current newcar standards, along with increased durability requirements.
Similar regulations for diesel trucks require a 90 percent reducTHE FUTURE IS CLEAR
tion in NOx and soot emissions starting in 2007, in addition to
Although often unacknowledged by environmentalists, Amertougher NOx standards already implemented this year.
ica’s past success in combating air pollution actually occurred
As far as suvs are concerned, data from vehicle inspection
programs and on-road emission measurements show suv
in spite of rapid growth in vehicle travel. For example, the subemissions have been converging with those of cars since the late
stantial pollution reductions achieved since 1980 occurred at
1990s. epa’s 2004 standards also make no distinction between
the same time that total vehicle-miles increased 75 percent. But
suvs and compacts; Chevy Suburbans must meet the same low
can improvements in vehicle pollution control keep pace with
emissions requirements as Geo Metros. Going forward, the
increased vehicle use?
growing popularity of suvs will therefore make
no difference for future air quality.
TA B L E 1
Based on observed emission trends and the
requirements of new regulations, per-mile emissions will decline about 90 percent during the
Percent of monitoring locations in selected counties complying with the federnext 20 years, as twenty-first century vehicles
al eight-hour and one-hour ozone standards, and their corresponding grade
make up an ever-larger portion of the fleet. Thus,
from the American Lung Association.
even if Americans drive, say, 50 percent more
miles 20 years from now (a greater increase than
County
Major city
Percent of monitoring
American Lung
locations that comply with:
Association
most metro areas project), total emissions would
Federal 8-hour
Federal 1-hour
air quality grade
still decline by 85 percent from current levels.
ozone standard ozone standard
for entire county
Despite the evidence of substantial ongoing
Manhattan
New York
100%
100%
F
emission reductions from all major pollution
Cook
Chicago
94%
100%
F
sources, the American Lung Association asserts
San Diego
San Diego
90%
100%
F
in its “State of the Air: 2003” report that “much
Maricopa
Phoenix
77%
100%
F
air pollution cleanup has been stalled during the
Ventura
Ventura, Calif.
75%
86%
F
past five years” because of a lack of effort by epa.

Failing Grades?

Queens

New York

75%

75%

F

Philadelphia

Philadelphia

50%

75%

F

THE DOSE MAKES THE POISON

Los Angeles

Los Angeles

50%

50%

F

Sacramento

Sacramento

43%

71%

F

Dallas

Dallas

33%

33%

F

Jefferson

Louisville

33%

100%

F

Both the number of people affected by air pollution and the severity of the effects decline with
decreasing exposure. Exposure depends not only
on ambient pollution levels, but also on time
spent outdoors and level of physical activity.
Epidemiologic studies have found permanent
reductions in lung function in people exposed to
several dozen days per year or more of ozone in
excess of the one-hour standard. Environmentalists use those studies to claim that ozone

San Bernardino

San Bernardino

8%

33%

F

Wake

Raleigh

0%

100%

F

Fresno

Fresno, Calif.

0%

17%

F

NOTE: The American Lung Association gave an “F” grade to Manhattan based on measurements of ozone at the top of
the former World Trade Center, 1,300 feet above ground level. Manhattan has clean air based on monitoring data at
ground level, where people live and breathe. Compliance with ozone standards is as of December 31, 2001.
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FIGURE 4

Improvements in the Worst Places
Trend in the number of days per year exceeding EPA’s 85 ppb, eight-hour ozone benchmark
at the 50 most polluted monitoring locations across the nation.
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Oildale, CA
Merced, CA
Fort Meade, MD
Parlier, CA
Camden Co., NJ
Shafter, CA
Burbank, CA
Placerville, CA
New Castle Co., DE
Mercer Co., NJ
Conyers, GA
Charlestown, IN
Tarrant Co., TX
Edgewood, MD
Harford Co., MD
Greenbelt, MD
Atlanta, GA
Sumner Co., TN
Houston, TX
Anne Arundel Co., MD
Gloucester Co., NJ
Ocean Co., NJ
Bristol, PA
Eastlake, OH
Cecil Co., MD
Kent Co., MD

10

NOTE: Monitoring locations are ranked from worst to best based on eight-hour ozone levels for
1993-95. The chart displays the top 50 out of more than 600 locations with data for both periods.
All locations in the U.S. with data for both 1993-95 and 1999-2001 are included. The horizontal
axis gives the name of the city where the monitor is located. For locations that are not in an incorporated city (almost always a rural area), the county name is given instead. Ozone varies from place
to place, so larger cities with several monitoring locations can appear more than once in the chart.

remains a threat to lung development and long-term health. However, Figure 1 shows that even in the most polluted areas, the number of high-ozone days each year is now only a fraction of past
levels, suggesting that past studies are not applicable to current
pollution levels. Indeed, Figure 1 also shows that hardly any areas
of the country have ever had the frequent high ozone levels associated with irreversible reductions in lung function.
Short-term exposure to high ozone levels can also harm
health. Studies with human volunteers have shown that ozone
levels of about 120 ppb and above, especially when combined
with exercise, can cause both decreases in objective measures of
lung function and increases in subjective symptoms such as
coughing and pain while breathing deeply. However, at moderate ozone levels — 80 to 100 ppb — people generally do not
experience measurable reductions in lung function or subjective
respiratory symptoms. Laboratory studies have only found
measurable respiratory effects at those ozone levels when subjects are exercising and exposed for more than two to three
hours, even in people with pre-existing respiratory disease. Even
here, many people are unaffected and the effects that do occur
are transient and reversible, and do not harm long-term health.
Studies have also found that acute increases in ambient ozone
likely cause additional emergency room visits for respiratory con-

The California locations that experienced substantial increases in ozone during the 1990s are all
in the southern portion of California’s San Joaquin Valley. Note that California has by far the highest ozone levels in the country. The apparent increase in Atlanta’s ozone is due to uniquely high
ozone levels in 1999. Atlanta averaged about 13 days per year exceeding the eight-hour benchmark
for 2000-2002. (National ozone data for 2002 were not available as of this writing, but data for
Atlanta were supplied by the Georgia Department of Environmental Protection.)

ditions such as asthma. Nevertheless, this effect is relatively small
at current ozone levels. For example, based on the epidemiologic research, epa projected that going from attainment of the onehour ozone standard to attainment of the eight-hour standard
would reduce emergency room visits for asthma by 0.6 percent,
even though the eight-hour standard is significantly more stringent. There are two reasons for this: First, the one-hour ozone
standard is health-protective for most people, and the eight-hour
standard provides only a modest additional increment of protection. Second, only a few percent of respiratory aggravations, such
as asthma attacks, are caused by air pollution in the first place.
Environmental activists exaggerate the frequency and geographic extent of harmful pollution levels and also blur the distinction in health risk between modest and severe pollution
problems. That misleads Americans to expect serious and permanent harm from current, relatively low levels of air pollution. For example, in “State of the Air,” the American Lung
Association asserts that 40 percent of Americans are “at risk”
from ozone and suffer serious health damage even when ozone
barely exceeds the eight-hour, 85 ppb benchmark just a few
times per year, in spite of health research suggesting that this
is a vast exaggeration.
pirg’s “Danger in the Air” declares without qualification that
R EG U L AT IO N S U M M E R 2 0 0 3
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FIGURE 5

Nationwide Changes
30

1993-1995

20

1999-2001

10

NOTE: Monitoring locations are ranked from worst to best based on eight-hour ozone levels from
1993 to 1995. The chart displays 50 randomly selected locations out of several hundred locations
that were not in the top 50. All locations in the United States with data for both the 1993-95 and
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of several other communities in the Children’s Health Study for
which there was no association between ozone and asthma
incidence in very active children. The study also does not apply
anywhere else in the country because no other area of the United States has ever had ozone levels anywhere near those of the
high-ozone communities that were part of the carb study.
Despite the irrelevance of the study’s results to current air pollution levels, carb officials and the usc scientists asserted in
newspaper reports that many cities have ozone levels high
enough to cause people to develop asthma. Several news stories
also quoted local public health officials and activists who echoed
FIGURE 6

Cleaner Cars
Automobile emissions trends as measured from 1994 to 2001
in the Caldecott Tunnel in the San Francisco Bay Area.
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“our cities, suburbs and even our national parks are shrouded
in smog for much of the summer,” while the American Lung
Association decries “the smog that regularly blankets many
urban areas during the summer months,” implying that most
people are frequently exposed to air pollution at levels that could
cause permanent harm. In reality, among areas exceeding federal ozone standards, the average location exceeds the one-hour
benchmark about four times a year and the eight-hour benchmark about 11 times a year. Most areas of the United States now
meet federal ozone standards, and high ozone levels have
become infrequent in most areas that do exceed the standards.
Regulators can also be guilty of risk exaggeration, encouraging inordinate public fear of current air pollution levels. Last year,
the California Air Resources Board (carb) and researchers from
the University of Southern California (usc) held a press conference to release the latest results of the Children’s Health Study,
carb’s ongoing assessment of respiratory health in 12 California communities with a wide range of pollution levels. In this case,
researchers found that very active children — about eight percent
of all children — in the four communities with the highest ozone
levels were more than three times as likely to develop asthma as
similar children in the other eight communities with lower ozone
levels. Despite the results for very active children, the study also
found that higher ozone was associated with a 30 percent lower
rate of asthma overall, and there was no relationship between
asthma and levels of other pollutants.
It is worth noting that epidemiologic reports like the Children’s Health Study can only identify a correlation between
ozone and induction of asthma, rather than definitively
demonstrate a causal relationship. But the carb study suffers
from a more fundamental problem: Its results do not apply to
current pollution levels. The study was based on ozone levels
from 1994 to 1997 in southern California — a period when the
four high-ozone communities averaged about 50 days per year
exceeding the one-hour ozone standard. Ozone has declined
substantially in southern California since then, and the highozone communities now average 80 percent fewer one-hour
ozone exceedance days per year — ozone levels more typical

1999-2001 time periods were included. All but a couple of the locations shown in the figure comply
with the one-hour ozone standard, and most comply with the eight-hour standard.

Grams/gallon (HC and NOx)
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Trend in the number of days per year exceeding EPA’s 85 ppb, eight-hour ozone benchmark at 50 randomly selected locations.
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SOURCE: “Trends in Exhaust Emissions from In-Use California Light-Duty Vehicles, 1994-2001,”
by Andrew J. Kean et al. Society of Automotive Engineers, 2002.
NOTE: Emissions are reported in grams of pollutant emitted per gallon of fuel burned. Gasoline
consumption increased 13 percent between 1994 and 2001, so, for example, while the HC emission rate decreased 67 percent, total emissions decreased 63 percent after taking account of
increased gasoline use. HC = hydrocarbons, CO = carbon monoxide, and NOx = nitrogen oxides.
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those claims. The idea that current ozone levels could be causing
asthma has now attained the status of “conventional wisdom” and
health professionals and journalists naively cite the carb study
results in news stories on air pollution. Indeed, earlier this year
the editors of the Sacramento Bee cited both the study and “State
of the Air: 2003” in an editorial entitled “Smog and asthma: The
link and threat are real.” Yet if reporters and health experts
checked ozone levels in their area against the much higher ozone
levels associated with asthma in the Children’s Health Study findings, they would see that those claims are incorrect.
GETTING REAL ON AIR POLLUTION

Activists and regulators do not produce reports and press
releases on air quality for their own sake, but to influence public opinion. The reports and regulatory activities described
above were accompanied by substantial public relations efforts,
and often received coverage in many newspapers across the
country. In most of those articles, reporters did not compare
regulators’ and activists’ claims to actual pollution data and did
not provide information on past trends and future prospects
that would put the claims in context. As a result, activists and
regulators have likely contributed to Americans’ misperceptions on the state of the nation’s air.
The battle against air pollution is actually a great success story
in environmental protection and public health. The worst air pollution problems have been greatly reduced or eliminated, while
parts of the greater San Bernardino and Fresno-Bakersfield areas
in California are the only places that still frequently exceed the
new eight-hour ozone benchmark. Rather than air pollution
being a worsening national crisis, the vast majority of the country has attained the original federal health standards, and only a
few regions are still a substantial distance from meeting the
tougher new standards. Recent trends in ozone and particulate
levels and in pollutant emissions, along with already-adopted new
requirements, show that air pollution will continue to decline.
Whom the public trusts Most Americans trust information

from environmentalists and government agencies. A 1999 poll
commissioned by the American Lung Association found that
90 percent of people trust environmental information provided
by the association (59 percent of them a “great deal”) while 79
percent trust epa. A 2002 poll commissioned by the Sierra
Club found that 57 percent of Americans trust environmental groups for information on environmental issues. As we have
seen, that trust is misplaced.
Exaggerating health risks from air pollution can be as bad as
minimizing them. Either extreme results in wasted resources and
diversion of people’s attention from more serious risks. Unwarranted alarmism also causes unnecessary public fear. The public’s
interest is in an accurate portrayal of risk. People ultimately bear
regulatory costs through reductions in their disposable income
because regulations increase the costs of producing useful goods
and services. A large body of research shows that, on average, people use their disposable income to increase health and safety for
themselves and their loved ones. A regulation will improve people’s health only if the health benefits of the regulation exceed the
harm caused by the regulation’s income-reducing costs.

Regulators and environmentalists no doubt appear to be more
credible sources of objective information when compared with,
say, politicians or industry lobbyists. But, like other interest
groups, the goals of regulators and activists often do not coincide
with the interests of the vast majority of Americans. Environmental groups want to increase support for ever-more-stringent
regulations and bring in the donations that support their activism.
And while regulators want to show the success of their efforts to
reduce air pollution, they also want to justify the need to preserve
or expand their powers and budgets. Maintaining a climate of crisis and pessimism meets those institutional goals, but at the
expense of encouraging the public to exaggerate its risk.
Air pollution levels, trends, and health effects are complex
issues, yet journalists and editors face many constraints in trying
to interpret environmental information for the public. Reporters
often do not have specific subject expertise, and may not feel comfortable trying to sort out the nuances and complexities that lie
behind proponents’ portrayals of environmental data. Time and
space limitations often prevent or discourage efforts to seek out
experts who could critically evaluate particular claims.
Yet if the media are unable or unwilling to improve environmental reporting, the public is likely to remain misinformed. At
the very least, reporters and editors must begin to treat claims
by ostensible “do-gooders” — environmentalists, regulators, and
even university researchers — with the same skepticism approR
priate for other interested parties in regulatory debates.
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