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Air Pollution: FAQ’s from patients

1. What do ‘air pollution’ and ‘air quality’ mean?

e ‘Air pollution’ means gases, particles and chemicals in the air that can
damage our health if we inhale them. When we talk about ‘air pollution’ in
a local context, or as a health risk, we're not referring to carbon dioxide or
greenhouse gases as these usually do not directly affect our health.

e Air quality’ is a measure of whether the air we breathe is safe or whether it
has too much air pollution. ‘Poor air quality’ means there is too much air
pollution.

2. What are the air pollutants that affect our health?
e The main air pollutants that we focus on for their health risks are:

o hitrogen dioxide (NO>) a gas formed when we burn fossil fuels for heating
or in engines.

o particulate matter (PM), means airborne particles that are small enough
for us to inhale them. Sometimes written with a number, e.g. PM;, and
PM,s. The smaller the number, the smaller the particle and the deeper it
can reach in our bodies.

o ozone (Os), which is a good thing high up in the atmosphere where it
protects us from UV radiation but is harmful for our health at ground
level.

o Volatile organic compounds (VOCs), which is a term for airborne
chemicals, some of which can affect our health (like formaldehyde).

3. What are the main causes of air pollution?

e Indoors: Cooking, wood burners, fireplaces, candles, incense, chemical
cleaning products, scented room sprays, personal care products, smoking,
and vaping.

e Outdoors: Road transport, restaurants and kitchens, building heating,
construction sites, diesel trains, garden fires (bonfires), fireworks.
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4. How does air pollution affect health?

e Pollution is breathed into our lungs and the smallest particles can cross
into the bloodstream. From here they can travel to all our organs
(including the heart and brain) where they cause inflammation. They can
also cross the placenta affecting developing babies.

e Ifwe spend time in a place with high levels of air pollution, we might feel
some immediate effects such as a tightness of the chest or a wheeze.
People who already have health conditions like asthma might feel more
affected. Even if we are generally healthy and don'’t notice it, air pollution
can still be affecting our health.

e Overthe long term, air pollution can cause asthma and other illnesses
and increases the risk of chronic diseases including lung and heart
conditions, diabetes, neurological conditions, and cancer.

e Children and older people are more vulnerable to air pollution because
their bodies are less able to tolerate the inflammation that it causes.
Children’s lungs and brains are still developing, they breathe more quickly
and can inhale more air pollution relative to their body weight. Lots of
exposure to air pollution early in life can cause a long-term impact on lung
function and development.

5. What can we do to reduce our exposure to air pollution while out and
about?

We can try to avoid polluted environments or reduce the amount of time we
spend in them

o Busy roads - if we walk or cycle, perhaps there is an alternative route that
has less traffic? Maybe we could try walking on the side of the road with
fewer vehicles? Is it possible walk on the pavement farthest from the
road? When we wait at lights or bus stops, can we stand farther away
from the road or idling vehicles?

o Construction sites.
o Restaurants, street food markets and other commercial cooking.
o Train stations with diesel trains.

We might be able to change how we travel
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o Ifwe can walk, cycle or travel actively we will benefit from the physical
exercise this brings, even if we travel along a polluted route. If we travelled
in a car along the same roads, we would most likely be breathing in more
of this pollution, but would not be benefitting from the exercise.

o There are some other small actions that can help to reduce our exposure
to air pollution by reducing our contribution to it. For example, never idling
a vehicle’s engine whilst parked or stationary at the side of the road. This
produces air pollution, carbon emissions, and wastes fuel and money.

e Listening to our bodies is important, and we can also check a pollution
forecast (like UK-AIR) - but it's important to remember that these are not

perfect.

e Some weather apps and exercise tracking apps now incorporate
information about air pollution and some of them might be able to
suggest travel routes that are expected to have lower levels of air pollution.
Again, these are based on predictions and are not perfect; use your
judgement and intuition. If you smell woodsmoke from chimneys, smoke
from garden bonfires, or the smell of grilled food or smoke from cooking,
you are breathing in air pollution from those activities.

6. How worried should | be about outdoor air pollution?

e We should understand that breathing in lots of air pollution can pose a
risk for our health, now and in the future. Think about the environments
where we are exposed to high levels of air pollution and try to avoid those
or reduce the amount of time we spend there.

e Think about the simple ways we can reduce the amount of pollution in our
homes, workplaces, and in schools and learning environments.

e Air pollution is not a new thing, we just know a lot more about it now.
Outdoor air quality is much better than five or ten years ago.

e Don't think of air pollution like a new threat to your health for you to worry
about. Instead, think about how your new knowledge about air pollution
means you may be able to make informed choices or change your
activities slightly to reduce your exposure in a way that can help to ensure
you live healthier for longer.

e You can also use your knowledge to protect and support your family,
people you care for, and others too. Many people are not aware of air
pollution and anything they learn can help them to protect their health.
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7. How worried should I be about indoor air pollution?

e As with outdoors, indoor air pollution is not a new phenomenon, but it is
something we should think about and take action to avoid where
possible.

e There are things we can do to reduce the sources of air pollution indoors —
in our homes especially, but also in workplaces and in schools and
educational environments.

e There are also things we can do to more effectively remove qir pollution
from indoor environments and to prevent air pollutants from
accumulating. Mainly this is through ventilation.

e Ourincreasing usage of chemical products does mean that airborne
chemicals (volatile organic compounds; VOCs) are more common in our
homes now than in the past, but there are often things we can do to
reduce exposure to VOCs:

o adjusting our choice of cleaning products (selecting unscented products
and liquid or gel cleaners rather than sprays)

o avoiding scented room sprays and scented candles

o choosing low-VOC decorative materials and furnishings (like ‘minimal-
VOC’ and ‘low-VOC’ paint)

8. How does cooking produce air pollution indoors?
e There are three main ways:

o Ifwe use a gas hob or oven this produces nitrogen dioxide (NO,) and
particulate matter (PM). Charcoal grills and wood pizza ovens produce
PM.

o When we heat oily or fatty foods, some of these oils become airborne and
form particulate matter (PM) and volatile organic compounds (VOCs).

o When we burn food particulate matter (PM) is formed.

o When we cook with gas indoors, levels of air pollution indoors can build up
to levels similar to a high-traffic roadside environment if we do not
ventilate.

9. What can we do to reduce air pollution from cooking?
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Opening a window for ventilation, if you have an openable window in your
kitchen.

Using an extractor fan if you have one.
Closing doors between kitchens and living spaces and bedrooms.

Using cooking oils that are suitable for the style of cooking, for example,
making sure to use an oil that doesn’t smoke or burn at high
temperatures.

Taking care to avoid burning food, as this produces air pollution.

Make sure you have a carbon monoxide alarm in your kitchen if you have
any gas appliances.

Is damp and mould a type of air pollution?

It's not a type of air pollution (because that usually refers to chemicals and
non-biological particles) but it is still harmful for health.

Exposure to damp and mould may be responsible for the onset or
worsening of asthma symptoms. Severe cases of damp and mould in the
home can be very dangerous if not treated.

Some of the actions to reduce indoor air pollution can also help to reduce
damp and mould. Ventilation is particularly important, especially after
activities that produce water vapour, such as boiling a kettle, cooking,
showering or bathing and drying clothes indoors.

It might not be possible for an occupant to prevent damp and mould in
their home. In some cases, homes are not maintained properly by
landlords, and this can lead to leaks and water penetration or inadequate
ventilation. For some households, the cost of heating a home can be
prohibitively expensive and this might make it more difficult to ventilate
(which can let warmth out, and cold in). it can be easier for damp and
mould to form in cold rooms.

There may be some circumstances where landlords and housing providers
should take action to tackle problems that tenants cannot control. All
people have a legal right to be able to live in safe housing.

Is wood burning bad for air quality?

Yes. Burning wood, wood products and derivatives, and other types of solid
fuels (like coal, coffee logs etc.) unavoidably produces air pollution. Using
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wood for heating releases much more health-damaging particulate
matter (PM) air pollution compared to gas or electric heating.

Even the most efficient, modern wood-burning appliances and kiln-dried
wood fuels release a considerable amount of air pollution. Although some
fuels are marketed as ‘smokeless’, they still release a lot of air pollution
when burned.

Air pollution is created when burning wood and solid fuels, even if we
cannot see any visible smoke.

Should | wear a mask?

There is limited evidence about the effectiveness of masks in preventing
the inhalation of air pollution. Some of them might be able to capture
some larger particles (particulate matter air pollution) but might not filter

smaller particles or gases like nitrogen dioxide (NO>).

If you do purchase a mask, make sure it fits very closely to your face with
no gaps, and choose one that meets an established standard for filtration
(such as N95, KN95 or FFP2, for example).

Should I buy an air purifier?

It depends. Air purifiers can help in some circumstances, but it depends a
lot on whether they have effective filters for the different types of
pollutants that can affect our health. Some of them release ozone (Os) air
pollution so they might be removing one type of pollution but releasing
another.

Air purifiers can be expensive to purchase and to run. They may require
filter changes and maintenance.

It is better to try to tackle the sources of pollution and to use other
methods to remove pollutants, such as natural ventilation, rather than
relying on air purifiers.

Should I get an electric vehicle (EV)?

EVs have lower carbon emissions and produce less air pollution than
petrol and diesel vehicles as they do not have tailpipe emissions.

However, all vehicles — including EVs — release particulate matter (PM) air
pollution from the friction between tyres and the road surface and
between the wheels and the brakes.
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e EVsare typically quite expensive and therefore not a viable option for
everybody.

e Overall, EVis are better for climate and for local air quality when used for
essential trips, when compared to petrol and diesel. However, it is much
better for the environment and for public health if we can use active
transport or public transport whenever possible.



