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A Thick Haze Called Smog

We know clean air is important for animals and humans. But air pollution is a growing problem around the 
world. It has serious consequences for our health.

Smog, a type of visible air pollution, is a big concern 
in many cities around the world. The term smog was 
introduced in the early 1900s. It described how smoke 
(sm-) from coal-burning factories mixed with fog 
(-og) to create a thick haze that made it hard to see. 
This type of smog is called sulfurous smog. However, 
most of the smog we encounter today is called 
photochemical smog. This doesn’t require fog or 
smoke. Instead, it’s created when sunlight reacts with 
chemicals in the atmosphere. These chemicals are 
released by coal-fired power plants, as well as by cars, 
forest fires, paint, and cleaning products. The result 
of this reaction is ozone. Ozone can be a good or bad 
thing. When it’s high up in the atmosphere, ozone is a 
good thing, because it offers a protective layer against 
harmful UV rays from the Sun. But when it’s close to 
ground level, ozone can cause serious health problems.

What Causes Air Pollution?

Air pollution can be caused by natural events, 
like volcanic eruptions, forest fires, or dust storms. 
However, most air pollution is the result of human 
activities. These include driving cars, flying airplanes, 
and burning fossil fuels (coal, oil, and natural gas). 
Fossil fuels are used to generate electricity and 
power factories that manufacture things like clothing, 
electronics, and household goods. Since the Industrial 
Revolution in the mid-1700s, these activities have 
become an increasingly important part of modern life. 
The result is alarming increases in air pollution around 
the world.

Smog can make it difficult to breathe. It can cause 
people to cough or wheeze. Smog can also cause 
burning eyes and itchy throats. It’s especially 
dangerous for children, seniors, and people with 
lung conditions like asthma or emphysema. Doctors 
and scientists think there may be even more serious 
long-term consequences of breathing in smog. These 
include cancer and other potentially fatal illnesses. 
Further research will be needed to prove these long-
term effects.

How Is Air Pollution Harmful?
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Beijing: A Basin of Smog

Smog is most common in big cities with lots of traffic and industrial areas. You may have heard that Beijing, 
China has a serious smog problem. Scientists think close to a third of all deaths in China could be linked to 
pollution. China’s pollution problem is caused by several factors. First, it’s a region with lots of manufacturing. 
The factories release harmful pollutants into the air. Second, China’s cities are densely populated. Emissions 
from all of the cars on the road contribute to air quality problems. In winter, families have to crank up the heat 
to stay warm. The energy used to heat their homes is produced by coal-fired power plants that emit pollutants 
into the air. The problem is made worse since Beijing is surrounded by two mountain ranges —the Xishan and 
Yanshan mountains. As Beijing is in a valley, polluted air gets trapped around the city. This means residents 
keep breathing in poor-quality air.

New Delhi: Beating Beijing for the Title of Most Polluted City

The problem is even worse in New Delhi, India. Air 
quality readings recently showed pollution levels that 
were 10 times worse than Beijing’s. They were also 
40 times more than the World Health Organization’s 
recommended safe level. The air pollution was so bad 
that going outside was roughly the same as smoking 
44 cigarettes a day. The government temporarily 
closed 6,000 schools and banned most trucks from 
entering the city for a week. Construction projects 
were suspended and children were discouraged from 
playing outdoors. The pollution was so serious that it 
also caused visibility problems, which delayed flights 
and trains and caused car accidents.
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air pollution—when a harmful or poisonous substance is released into the air
atmosphere—the gases surrounding the Earth
Clean Air Act—a law that limited car and factory emissions, regulating how much pollution was put into 
the air, as well as providing funding to monitor air quality and research the impacts of air pollution on 
human health
construction—the process of building something
fossil fuels—natural fuels, such as coal, oil and natural gas, formed in the Earth from ancient plant or 
animal remains
Industrial Revolution—the rapid development of industry in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, 
caused by the introduction of machinery (during this time, new technologies such as steam power and 
electricity were first used, factories grew, and goods began to be mass produced)
ozone—the result of a reaction between sunlight and chemicals released into the atmosphere from coal-
fired power plants, cars, forest fires, paint, and cleaning products
smog—visible air pollution
valley—a low area of land between hills or mountains
World Health Organization—a specialized agency concerned with international public health

Glossary

Air pollution is a major problem, but there’s still hope. For Beijing, New Delhi, and other cities with serious 
smog problems, environmental researchers recommend looking at how other cities have cleaned up their act. 
They point to Los Angeles, California as a good example. Like Beijing, Los Angeles has faced serious pollution 
problems, caused by a growing population and increased economic activities. Los Angeles sits in a basin 
surrounded by mountains too. As in Beijing, polluted air gets trapped and lingers over the city. But thanks to 
changes in government policies, the city’s air quality has seen big improvements. These started around 1970 
with the introduction of the Clean Air Act. This law put limits on car and factory emissions. It regulated how 
much pollution was put into the air. It also provided funding to monitor air quality and research the impacts 
of air pollution on human health. The law required states to set goals for improving their air quality, as well as 
developing plans for how they would achieve those goals. 
To continue reducing air pollution, many environmental activists support policies to increase public transportation. 
These would reduce the number of cars on the road. They also favor laws to ensure cars and factories emit as 
little air pollution as possible. In addition, those who care about clean air are encouraging governments to invest 
in alternative energy sources like solar and wind power. These reduce our dependence on fossil fuels.

New Delhi: Beating Beijing for the Title of Most Polluted City


