As Temperatures Rise, Damaging Ozone Expected to Increase
by Suzanne Laurent
July 16, 2013 - As a heat wave smothers the Seacoast, the American Lung Association urges residents and visitors to be aware of the increased risk of ground-level ozone, and to take health precautions when levels are high.
According to the Lung Association’s State of the Air 2013 report, more than 8.6 million people in the Northeast live in counties with dangerous levels of ozone or particle pollution, the 2 most widespread air pollutants.  The stretch of land from the New Hampshire Seacoast to as far north as Acadia National Park in Maine has often been dubbed the “tailpipe of the country,” said Ed Miller, senior vice president of public policy at the ACA’s northeast division in Augusta, Maine.  “There is a lot of pollution from cars and power plants that comes up the coast,” he said.  “When it mixes with the sun and temperature, it causes high levels of ozone pollution.”
Ozone is the most widespread air pollutant.  It can cause health problems such as wheezing, coughing, asthma attacks and even premature death.  Miller likened it to “a sunburn on the lungs,” for susceptible people — the very young, the elderly and those with conditions such as asthma.  “In general, the quality of air is improving from cleaner emissions over the years, but the effects on health, at levels we once thought was safe, are no longer safe,” Miller said.  “It’s particularly worse on the northeast coastal area.”
The National Weather Service reported that heat is the #1 killer in weather-related deaths in the country.  “It’s especially hard on the elderly and those with circulation issues,” said Grant Turpin, emergency medical services coordinator at Portsmouth Regional Hospital.  “We are seeing a few elderly people each day who don’t have air-conditioning or their fans can’t keep up with the heat.”
Turpin reminds people to stay hydrated, wear light-colored clothing, and use broad-spectrum sunscreen.  “It’s important to drink lots of water and no alcohol or caffeinated beverages, including energy drinks,” he said.  “We’ve also been seeing a couple of young people each day suffering from heat exhaustion, because they are not drinking enough water.”
Also, Turpin said to never leave children — or anyone — in a car.  “It can go from 80° to 180° in an hour,” he said.  “In 2012, there were 32 deaths in the country of kids from heat stroke after being left in a car.”
One valuable resource for monitoring current levels of ozone and particle pollution is the ALA’s free State of the Air smartphone application.  “Air pollution threatens the health of millions in the Northeast alone.  With these increased temperatures comes the increased threat of hazardous levels of ozone pollution, that can make people sick and even send people to the hospital,” said Jeff Seyler, president and chief executive officer of the American Lung Association of the Northeast.
“We are happy to be able to provide the State of the Air app so that those with lung disease, and without, can effectively monitor their local air quality and take action to limit their exposure to dangerous levels of air pollution,” Seyler said.
The State of the Air app enables users to enter their zip code or use the geo-locator function to get current air quality conditions and the next-day air quality forecast.  The app tracks levels of both ozone and particle pollution, and sends alerts if local air quality is code orange — unhealthy for sensitive groups — or worse.  Depending on the severity of the day’s air pollution, the app will provide vital health recommendations, advising that outdoor activities should be rescheduled or that people who work outdoors should limit extended or heavy exertion.
Miller said he believes the ozone levels have not been as bad yet this season, because there have been a lot of winds coming in from the northwest that have blown the pollution away.  “But if the wind shifts around, it can easily change,” he said.  “It’s kind of cruel because we’re indoors so much the rest of the year.”
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