
 

 

Living Healthy: Air Quality 

Air quality can impact lung and heart health. Temperature inversions and acts of nature, such as the 

wildfires recently experienced in Colorado, can impact the quality of air, causing health challenges. 

  

What is Air Pollution? 

Air pollution is basically when the air is dirty. The two most common types of air pollution that affect 

people are ozone and particulate matter. 

 

Ozone is a gas and ozone pollution comes from things like automobiles and power plants. It can be 

confusing to think about ozone pollution because we also hear about protecting the ozone layer. The 

natural ozone higher up in the atmosphere protects us from UV light. But when ozone gas is in the lower 

level of the atmosphere where we breathe it can irritate and injure our lungs. Ozone pollution is usually 

more of an issue on warmer days and is worse in the afternoon and evening. 

 

Particulate Matter pollution is caused by things like smoke, soot, dust, and chemicals. For example, 

wildfires in Colorado are source of particulate matter pollution. Temperature inversions occur in Colorado 

and can make pollution worse. 

 

Temperature inversions occur when there is warmer air higher in the atmosphere where there should 

normally be cooler air. This warm air acts like a lid to trap the pollution. 

 

Who is at risk to get sick from Air Pollution? 

People with heart disease, Chronic Obstructive Pulmonary Disease (COPD), asthma, the elderly and 

children are at the most risk to have health problems related to Particulate Matter pollution. 

If air pollution levels get too high they can affect healthy people as well, especially if they are outdoors a 

lot or doing heavy activity outside. 

 

What can I do to protect myself from Air Pollution? 

Visit this website regularly to determine the air pollution in the area you live in: http://airnow.gov/ 

There is a map of the U.S. that shows areas with poor air quality or you can put your zip code in for more 

specific information. This information is also often provided with local weather forecasts. 

When you hear air pollution is high where you live, you should limit your time outdoors and keep 

windows shut, if possible. When outside avoid heavy activity that makes you breathe heavily. Try to 

breathe through your nose- it’s your body’s natural filter. 

 

When do I need to see my Family Physician? 

If you or someone you are taking care of has increasing shortness of breath, difficulty breathing, 

coughing, wheezing, or poor energy seek medical care. Especially if you or someone you care for has 



COPD, asthma, heart disease, is elderly or a child as air pollution can cause breathing difficulties for these 

people. 
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This information is provided as a public service by the Colorado Academy of Family Physicians. For more 

information on asthma, COPD, or other diseases and conditions, visit the American Academy of Family 

Physicians’ consumer website at www.familydoctor.org 

 


