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“Pittsburgh’s air quality is among the worst in the nation, study says.”1

“Pittsburgh region’s air pollution worsening, report says.”2

“Pittsburgh’s air quality gets failing grade — again.”3

Those headlines, in turn, drive the community conversation. “A livable city must have 
breathable air,” says one letter to the editor.4 “We need better air quality, now,” says another.5

The Headlines Can Hardly Be Avoided.

But does the reality justify the headlines? 

This isn’t to say we should be content. Or that there is no further work that can be done to 
improve air quality in the region. Or that there are not specific areas or communities where 
the air quality tends to be worse than the region’s typical conditions.

But the overriding civic discussion has been one that assumes the overall air quality in the 
Pittsburgh region is poor and unique to this area. Much of the discussion has been driven 
by the American Lung Association’s (ALA’s) annual State of the Air report, which for years 
has mischaracterized the region’s air quality.

Why is this problematic? It can lead people to believe that they live in a uniquely bad locale 
and are putting their health at risk unnecessarily. It sends an inaccurate message to people 
and companies considering living or investing in the region. And mischaracterizing the 
problem puts political pressure on regulators and public officials to solve “problems” that 
certain segments of the public think exist, rather than those that actually do.

For instance, critics have used the poor grades and rankings in the State of the Air report to argue 
against construction of the Shell ethane cracker plant in Beaver County. But deep in the data tables 
of the 2020 State of the Air, beyond the headlines, the report itself gives Beaver County a grade of B 
and “Pass” for the two levels of soot that it analyzes. For ozone, EPA data shows that Beaver is well 
below the federal standards, despite the American Lung Association giving the county a grade of F.

An analysis of decades of data from the US Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) as well as the 
studies and data that environmental activists use to justify their claims leads to several conclusions:

In the not-so-distant past, the Pittsburgh region suffered from relatively poor air quality.

Over the past 20 years and particularly in the last decade, the region has made tremendous 
strides in air quality, improving faster than most big-city regions in the country.

Environmental activists stretch their claims beyond what the data supports.

Far from being at the bottom of the class, the Pittsburgh region is actually more like a C+ 
student on air quality—better than some areas, worse than others. In other words, the 
region is pretty typical for one of the country’s largest metropolitan areas.

•

•

•

•
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This report will look at:

THE REGION’S AIR QUALITY  
IMPROVEMENTS SINCE 2000

HOW THE NEW YORK TIMES  
RANKS THE REGION’S AIR

HOW THE PITTSBURGH REGION  
COMPARES TO OTHER BIG-CITY REGIONS

HOW CRITICS OVERSTATE THE PROBLEM

EPA REGULATORY STATUS

I. 

II.

III.

IV.

V.
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I. AIR QUALITY IMPROVEMENT SINCE 2000 
The federal Clean Air Act requires the EPA to set air quality standards6 for six common pollutants 
that can harm human health and the environment: particulate matter (PM), ozone, sulfur dioxide, 
nitrogen dioxide, carbon monoxide, and lead.7 Environmentalists have focused primarily on the 
levels of PM—tiny invisible soot—and ozone, as they are most likely to cause or trigger health 
issues. This report also looks at sulfur dioxide and nitrogen dioxide. Carbon monoxide and lead 
levels have been well below the national air quality standards throughout the Pittsburgh region 
for years. Average lead levels in the region are essentially at zero, as they are in most places, since 
the advent of unleaded gasoline.

Particulate Matter8

Particulate matter can come from sources such as smoke from wildfires or dust from agriculture 
operations. Particulates also form when emissions from sources such as vehicle traffic and 
industrial sites trigger chemical reactions in the air. The EPA looks at both annual year-round 
averages and the worst individual days in an area for these tiny particles that float in the air.9 
Most health concerns are focused on PM2.5, or particles so small that 30 of them stacked equal 
the thickness of a human hair. Particulate matter can get deep into the lungs or blood. It has 
been linked to health effects such as heart and lung disease, difficulty breathing, and aggravating 
asthma.

In 2000, the average of the worst 24-hour levels measured around the region10 were more 
than 10% above the EPA standard.11 Since then, the peak 24-hour levels measured at different 
locations around the region have dropped an average of 46%.12 Only one of 15 monitors in the 
region recorded a level above the EPA standard in 2019,13 at 4.4 micrograms per cubic meter 
above the standard of 35. The peak level at that individual monitor has dropped 19% since 2010. 
(Please see Section V for preliminary 2020 results.)
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Ozone15

As recently as 2010, the year-round PM2.5 levels in the Pittsburgh region averaged about 6% higher 
than the current EPA standard.14 Since 2000, the PM2.5 average across the region has dropped by 
45%. Only one of 15 monitors in the region measured above the EPA standard in 2019, with an 
average level that was 1.3% above the EPA standard of 12 micrograms per cubic meter. Annual 
PM2.5 levels at that individual monitor have dropped 24% since 2010.

High in the stratosphere, ozone provides a protective layer against ultraviolet rays from the sun. 
At ground level, it can trigger respiratory problems, especially for children, the elderly, and people 
of all ages with asthmas or other lung diseases.

As recently as 2012, the average of ozone peaks measured across the Pittsburgh region was 10% 
above the EPA standard.16 Since 2000, the average of ozone peaks across the region has dropped 
by 25%, and the ozone measured at every monitor in the Pittsburgh region was below the EPA 
standard in 2019.17
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Sulfur dioxide is released into the atmosphere through the burning of fossil fuels in power plants, 
industrial plants, and heavy vehicles, such as locomotives. Exposure can harm the respiratory 
system and make breathing difficult. It can also react with other chemicals in the air to form 
particulate matter.

In 2000, the average of SO2 peaks measured across the Pittsburgh region was nearly twice as high 
as the current EPA standard.19 Since 2000, the average of SO2 peak levels measured around the 
region has dropped by 82%. Only one of the monitors in the Pittsburgh region recorded SO2 levels 
above the EPA one-hour standard in 2019, recording a level 6.7% higher than the EPA standard 
of 75 parts per billion.20 Annual levels at that individual monitor have dropped 43% since 2010. 
(Please see Section V for preliminary 2020 results.)

Sulfur Dioxide (SO2)
18
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Nitrogen dioxide21 forms from vehicle emissions, some power plants, and off-road equipment. 
Alone, high concentrations can cause respiratory problems. NO2 can also react with other chemicals 
in the air to form ozone and particulate matter.

Nitrogen dioxide has not been a problem in the Pittsburgh region. In 2000, average levels were well 
below the EPA standard.22 Since 2000, the average NO2 levels in the region have declined 60%.

Nitrogen Dioxide (NO2)
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At the same time that the region’s air was improving, the regional economy was expanding. Between 
2010 and 2020, the period of greatest improvement in air quality, the number of jobs in the region 
grew by 7.6%. Manufacturing jobs were also up slightly. And the region’s gross domestic product, 
a measure of the size of economy, grew 40% during the decade.60 

The fracking of natural gas in Pennsylvania is one element that helps partially explain both the 
cleaner air and the expanding economy. Natural gas extraction and related businesses, such as 
the construction of pipelines and Shell’s investment in the Beaver County cracker, created jobs 
and helped boost the economy. At the same time, abundant natural gas supplies lowered prices 
dramatically, allowing gas to replace coal-fired power plants in Pennsylvania and the industrial 
Midwest. Natural gas burns cleaner than coal, producing less particulate matter and other 
pollutants such as SO2 that would otherwise drift into the Pittsburgh air.

In 2005, before the fracking revolution, the United States generated 50% of its electricity from 
coal and only 19% from natural gas. By 2019, only 23% of U.S. electricity came from coal, while 
cleaner-burning natural gas had doubled to 38%.61 

Other reasons for air quality improvements include better technology in industrial processes, 
producing fewer emissions and less waste overall; improved vehicle technology, producing fewer 
emissions per mile driven; and in some areas, an overall reduction in heavy industry.

These trends have had an impact on other parts of the country as well. But the air in Pittsburgh over 
the past decade has improved more rapidly than most other major metro areas (See Section III.)

Cleaner Air, Expanding Economy
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II. NEW YORK TIMES COMPARATIVE ANALYSIS
The New York Times in December 2019 developed an interactive air quality analysis tool to compare 
regions in the United States to each other and to regions around the world. The basis for the analysis 
is the worst hour of PM2.5 pollution in the previous year.

https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2019/12/02/climate/air-pollution-compare-ar-ul.html

The particles are too small for the eye to see — each about 35 times smaller than a grain of fine beach 
sand — but in high concentrations they cast a haze in the sky. And, when breathed in, they wreak havoc 
on human health.

PM2.5 can evade our bodies’ defenses, penetrating deep into the lungs and even entering the bloodstream. 
It has been shown to exacerbate asthma and other lung disorders, and increase the risk of heart attack 
and stroke. This microscopic pollution, named because each particle is smaller than 2.5 micrometers 
across, has also been linked to developmental problems in children and cognitive impairment in the 
elderly, as well as premature labor and low birth weights.

This is how the Times described the pollutant:
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The article notes that the high levels in San Francisco and the Bay Area are a result of devastating 
forest fires during the study period. The same air quality problems are hitting San Francisco, Los 
Angeles, and other West Coast areas because of 2020’s fires. PM2.5 pollution can come from natural 
phenomenon as well as man-made activities.

The standard that The New York Times selected for comparison – the worst hour – illustrates how 
bad conditions can get, but it may not be indicative of an area’s typical air quality. However, the 
EPA does regulate some pollutants, including PM 2.5, based on short-term peak levels. 

The Times article also notes that overall PM2.5 pollution levels in the US increased 5.5% from 2016 
to 2018, according to an analysis by two Carnegie Mellon University researchers.23 During that 
period where PM2.5 levels increased in the country overall, the Pittsburgh regional average went 
down 4.3%.

Here’s how the Pittsburgh region compares to the other 
US metropolitan areas included in the Times’s analysis: 
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III. EPA DATA SET
The EPA follows a precise process for determining whether an area meets the requirements of 
the federal Clean Air Act. It bases its regulatory actions on the worst readings in a particular 
geographic area.

But the EPA also maintains separate data sets specifically intended to “provide air quality status and 
trends for counties and cities.”24 For instance, with PM2.5 and other pollutants, the EPA develops 
an average from all monitors across the region to provide a comprehensive regional picture, rather 
than using the monitor with the worst reading, as it does to measure regulatory compliance.59

Pittsburgh’s air was better than nearly 40% of the Top 50 metro regions for which EPA data is 
available. Since 2010, Pittsburgh’s 24-hour PM2.5 peak levels have fallen faster than 75% of the 
Top 50 regions.27 That makes Pittsburgh not only cleaner, but improving faster, than areas such 
as Seattle, Denver, and Philadelphia.

24-Hour PM2.5 (2019):

Here is how the Pittsburgh region25 compares to 
the 50 largest metropolitan areas in the country:26
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The Pittsburgh region in 2019 was better than 20% of the Top 50 regions. Since 2010, Pittsburgh’s 
average annual PM2.5 levels have fallen faster than 82% of the Top 50 regions. That makes Pittsburgh 
not only cleaner, but improving faster, than areas such as Indianapolis, Raleigh, and Atlanta.

Average Annual PM2.5 (2019):
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Only 5 of the Top 50 regions had lower average ozone levels than Pittsburgh in 2019. At the same 
time, only three regions have seen their ozone levels drop faster than Pittsburgh since 2010. That 
makes Pittsburgh not only cleaner, but improving faster, than nearly every other big-city metro 
area in the country.

Ozone (2019):
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The Pittsburgh region’s NO2 levels were better than 75% of the Top 50 metro regions for which 
EPA data is available. And since 2010, Pittsburgh’s NO2 levels have improved faster than any other 
region except for Tampa-St. Petersburg and Nashville. That makes Pittsburgh not only cleaner, 
but improving faster, than nearly every other big-city metro area in the country.

NO2 (2019):
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Of the big-city regions for which EPA trend data is available, only the Detroit had higher levels of 
sulfur dioxide (SO2) than the Pittsburgh region, though all of regions had average levels well below 
the EPA standard. Since 2010, the average SO2 levels in the Pittsburgh region have dropped by 
nearly 70%, better than half of the big-city regions for which EPA trend data is available.

SO2 (2019):
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Rate of Change Tables

Washington
Richmond

Virginia Beach
Pittsburgh

Philadelphia
Milwaukee

New York
Baltimore

San Jose
New Orleans

Buffalo
Columbus
Louisville
Memphis
Nashville

Raleigh
Providence

Sacramento
Detroit

St. Louis
Cleveland

Austin
Boston

Kansas City
Miami-Fort Laud

Dallas
Charlotte

Birmingham
Cincinnati

Atlanta
Minneapolis

Houston
Jacksonville

Seattle
San Diego

Indianapolis
Las Vegas

Oklahoma City
Hartford
Orlando

Riverside
San Antonio

Tampa-St. Pete
Denver

Phoenix

2010-19REGION

O3 RATE OF CHANGE

-22.2%
-21.8%
-20.3%
-20.0%
-18.3%
-17.9%
-17.5%
-16.7%
-16.2%
-16.2%
-15.3%
-14.9%
-14.7%
-14.5%
-13.7%
-13.7%
-13.3%
-13.0%
-12.2%
-12.0%
-11.7%
-11.1%
-10.1%
-10.1%
-9.4%
-9.2%
-9.2%
-8.1%
-8.0%
-8.0%
-7.8%
-7.6%
-7.5%
-7.1%
-7.0%
-5.9%
-5.7%
-5.6%
-5.1%
-4.4%
-4.3%
-4.2%
-3.0%
-2.8%
-2.8%

Louisville
Salt Lake City

Chicago
Cincinnati

Providence
Columbus
VA Beach

Pittsburgh
Buffalo

Richmond
Cleveland

Washington
Charlotte

Baltimore
St. Louis

Indianapolis
Atlanta

Birmingham
Philadelphia
Kansas City

New York-NJ
Milwaukee

Minneapolis
New Orleans

Boston
Houston

Jacksonville
San Fran-Oakland

San Diego
Dallas

Detroit
Raleigh

Hartford
Orlando

Denver
Phoenix

Los Angeles
OK City

Riverside
Tampa-St. Pete

Miami
Portland

Seattle
Sacramento 

Las Vegas

2010-19REGION

AVERAGE ANNUAL PM2.5 LEVELS

-37.0%
-35.4%
-34.4%
-34.3%
-32.1%
-32.0%
-31.0%
-30.7%
-30.0%
-29.9%
-29.8%
-29.1%
-29.1%
-28.3%
-28.0%
-27.9%
-27.8%
-27.6%
-27.5%
-25.3%
-22.8%
-22.7%
-21.5%
-21.3%
-20.7%
-17.1%
-17.1%
-16.7%
-15.6%
-14.6%
-13.3%
-12.7%
-11.8%
-10.7%
-9.7%
-9.6%
-9.3%
-6.7%
-5.1%
-4.9%
-2.9%
3.2%
4.2%
8.8%
14.7%

Salt Lake City
Providence

Louisville
Buffalo

Hartford
San Fran-Oakland

Columbus
Cincinnati

Milwaukee
Richmond

Pittsburgh
Boston

Birmingham
Indianapolis

Chicago
Minneapolis

Charlotte
VA Beach
Cleveland

New York-NJ
Detroit

Jacksonville
Kansas City

Philadelphia
Washington

Raleigh
Atlanta

New Orleans
Baltimore

Los Angeles
St. Louis
Phoenix

San Diego
Dallas

Las Vegas
Houston

Seattle
OK City

Tampa-St. Pete
Orlando

Sacramento 
Riverside
Portland

Miami
Denver

2010-19REGION

PM2.5 24-HOUR PEAK LEVEL

-46.0%
-41.7%
-40.0%
-39.3%
-37.5%
-37.0%
-36.7%
-34.4%
-33.3%
-33.3%
-32.3%
-31.8%
-30.8%
-30.3%
-30.0%
-29.0%
-26.1%
-26.1%
-25.0%
-24.0%
-22.2%
-22.2%
-21.7%
-21.4%
-20.8%
-19.0%
-17.4%
-16.7%
-16.0%
-15.4%
-15.4%
-11.1%
-10.5%
-10.0%
-10.0%
-4.3%
4.8%
5.9%
6.3%
7.1%
9.1%
13.0%
17.6%
30.8%
47.1%
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Rate of Change Tables Continued

Tampa-St. Pete
Nashville

Pittsburgh
Sacramento

Charlotte
Cincinnati
Cleveland

New Orleans
Atlanta
Boston

Los Angeles
Dallas

San Diego
Orlando

Buffalo
Chicago

Kansas City
Miami

Baltimore
Riverside

Detroit
Philadelphia

St. Louis
Washington DC

Minneapolis
Houston

Jacksonville
Oklahoma City

New York
Hartford

San Francisco
Denver

Salt Lake City
Phoenix

Richmond
San Antonio

Las Vegas

2010-19REGION

NO2 RATE OF CHANGE

-50.0%
-46.2%
-45.5%
-42.9%
-41.7%
-40.0%
-37.5%
-37.5%
-35.7%
-35.7%
-33.3%
-33.3%
-33.3%
-33.3%
-30.8%
-30.0%
-28.6%
-28.6%
-26.7%
-26.7%
-25.0%
-25.0%
-25.0%
-25.0%
-25.0%
-22.2%
-22.2%
-22.2%
-20.0%
-20.0%
-20.0%
-18.2%
-17.6%
-16.7%
0.0%
0.0%
30.8%

Indianapolis
Providence

Kansas City 
Louisville

Boston 
Atlanta 
Denver

Tampa-St.Pete
Philadelphia

New York 
Cleveland

St. Louis
Birmingham
Jacksonville
Pittsburgh

Dallas
Richmond

Houston
Minneapolis

Nashville 
Chicago
Orlando
Phoenix

Detroit
Riverside

Kansas City
Buffalo 

San Francisco
Sacramento

2010-19REGION

SO2 RATE OF CHANGE

-96.1%
-95.2%
-94.5%
-90.9%
-90.0%
-84.8%
-82.9%
-80.0%
-76.7%
-75.0%
-73.5%
-73.0%
-69.7%
-69.0%
-68.8%
-68.8%
-68.2%
-65.2%
-65.0%
-64.3%
-63.2%
-57.1%
-50.0%
-43.0%
-40.0%
-31.3%
-13.3%
-9.1%
200.0%
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IV. THE CRITICS
As this report has shown, Pittsburgh’s current air quality is fairly typical of large, developed 
metropolitan areas—better than some, worse than others.

Two organizations are generally responsible for the creation and continuation of the “worst air 
in America” narrative: the American Lung Association through its annual State of the Air report, 
and the Breathe Project, created by the Heinz Endowments in 2011. Their claims, in turn, have 
been reported credulously by local media and are repeated by well-intentioned citizens who 
unknowingly take the claims at face value.

For instance, in the 2020 report, the ALA says 
“Pittsburgh-New Castle-Weirton, PA-OH-WV” 
is #16 on the list of “25 U.S. Cities Most Polluted 
by Short-Term Particle Pollution,” putting 
2.6 million people, including 47,773 pediatric 
asthma suffers, “at risk.”

But, flip ahead 11 pages in the report, and 
you’ll learn that Armstrong, Washington, and 
Westmoreland counties, along with Hancock 
and Brooke counties in the West Virginia 
panhandle, are all praised for being on the list 
of “Cleanest Counties for Short-Term Particle 
Pollution.” In fact, for the eight counties in 
the Pittsburgh region for which the ALA has 
pollution data, the report awards grades of 5 As, 
two Bs, and one F (Allegheny). To the American 
Lung Association, that equates to one of the  
“25 U.S. Cities Most Polluted by Short-
Term Particle Pollution.”

No group has done more to establish the 
“polluted Pittsburgh” narrative than the 
American Lung Association and its annual State 
of the Air report. The group does useful work in 
aggregating some county-level pollution data 
from the EPA. But the methodology it uses to 
make its headline-grabbing conclusions grossly 
overstates the conditions it is trying to highlight.

The fundamental problem is that the ALA takes 
the worst readings in any particular metro area 
and uses them to describe the air in the entire 
region, no matter how large the area or how 
limited the pollution readings. 

So to describe “the state of the air” in the 
“Pittsburgh region”—12 counties covering an 
area nearly the size of New Jersey28—the ALA 
for the most part relies on the readings from a 
single air monitor located at South Allegheny 
Middle/Senior High School in Liberty Borough 
located about 11 miles southeast of the Point.
As a result, the ALA’s own findings are often 
confusing.

The American Lung Association’s “State of the Air”
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Because for the ALA, ranking only the worst monitors is what’s best. We say that based 
on the common marketing strategy that a group stands to raise millions more dollars 
through fear than facts. Politicians do it and advocacy groups do it, manipulating the 
public and distorting their view of reality. Talk about fouling the air.30

Why does the American Lung Association use its approach? 
The Post-Gazette editorial board had an explanation in 2009:

Other environmental groups have rejected the ALA approach, purposefully looking at air quality 
readings across the entire region to draw its conclusions. (See the description of PennEnvironment’s 
Trouble in the Air report later in this section.)

That comes from a 2015 Pittsburgh 
Post-Gazette editorial which also says:
The American Lung Association has the ability to convey air quality data with more accuracy and 
sophistication. Yet it refuses, favoring instead annual reports that alarm and deceive. Talk about a 
pollution source in need of cleanup.       

29

“ “

“ Thank goodness this isn’t a report on education. If Mrs. Brown had a classroom with 20 students, one 
of whom was illiterate, the American Lung Association would say Mrs. Brown’s class can’t read. 

As one critic put it:

“

5/11/14

Dead air: The lung association  
and its gross simplification

5/26/15

Pollution source: The lung  
association’s air report deceives again

Let’s clear the air: The lung 
association’s pollution spin is bogus
5/4/2009

Sample Pittsburgh Post-Gazette  
editorials on the State of the Air report

“

“

“
“

“

“
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In describing the 2019 report, the ALA said, “Nationwide, the best progress in this year’s report 
came in reducing year-round levels of PM2.5 particle pollution, but Pittsburgh’s results ran counter 
to that trend,”31 which the Post-Gazette repeated.32

In fact, the country was experiencing an increase in average PM2.5 levels between 2016 and 2017,33  
the exact period covered by the 2019 State of the Air report. The national trend would continue the 
following year. The increase caught the attention of Carnegie Mellon University researchers who 
examined why levels were increasing after years of declines.34

Other Media Coverage

In fact, the 24-hour PM2.5 level at the worst-scoring monitor in 2015 was 52% higher than the 
regional average. The year-round average PM2.5 level at the worst-scoring monitor was 29% higher 
than the Pittsburgh regional average.36 For sulphur dioxide (not examined in the ALA report), the 
worst-scoring monitor in 2016 was almost three times higher than the regional average.37

By attributing greater credibility to the State of the Air report than it deserves—in Seattle, another of 
the report’s “Most Polluted” cities, the Seattle Times hasn’t covered the annual release of the report 
since 2016—the Post-Gazette coverage has helped skew the region’s civic discussion.

And consider the Post-Gazette coverage of 
the 2017 report,35 which includes this passage:

John Graham of the Clean Air Task Force, an environmental group, said that 
although ALA reports have been criticized by some for using the worst air 
monitoring site readings, all Pittsburgh area monitors show similar air quality 
problems.”

“
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The coverage over the past year is a case in point. The Post-Gazette ran its coverage of the 2019 
report with the headline “Pittsburgh region’s air quality gets an ‘F’ grade,” and the opening 
sentence: “The Pittsburgh region’s bad air history isn’t history after all, according to the 
American Lung Association’s 20th annual ‘State of the Air’ report released Wednesday.”37 
The report covered data through the end of 2017.

Five days later, the Allegheny County Health Department released new up-to-date 2018 data 
showing that the key Liberty air monitor – the one that drives the ALA analysis – recorded its 
lowest-ever PM2.5 readings, at a level below the EPA standard for the first time.

Bad News, Good News, No News

The Post-Gazette’s coverage of the 2020 State of the Air report covering data through 2018 carried 
the headline “Pittsburgh’s air quality gets failing grade – again”40 and made no mention that 
the Liberty monitor reading for 2018 was below the EPA standard for the first time.

“Cleaner air, but not clean enough for Mon Valley residents.”39

The very next day, the Post-Gazette ran a story 
nearly three times as long under the headline:

“Allegheny County: Key air quality measure improved last year.”38

and a brief story without a byline that was about one-third the length of the earlier State of the 
Air story.

That prompted the following headline:
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The Breathe Project was formed in 2011 under the leadership of Bobby Vagt, then president of the 
Heinz Endowments, as a broad-based community-business-government-academic coalition to 
focus on air quality in the Pittsburgh region. At the time, there was ample reason to be concerned.

The average of PM2.5 readings across the entire region in 2010 (12.7, according to EPA data41) was 
higher than what is now the current EPA standard (12.0). 

The 2010 regional average was higher than the level reported at the region’s single highest 
monitoring site in 2019 (12.16 at the Liberty monitor.42) The Endowments commissioned its own 
study to understand the situation and concluded that action was necessary. 

“While more research is needed to document the specific negative health effects resulting from 
exposure to various pollutants, there is more than enough evidence to warrant public officials 
taking immediate action to protect public health, the Heinz Endowments wrote in its 2011 air 
quality report Clearing the Haze.”43

 
Vagt was no radical environmentalist, having spent decades as an oil and gas industry executive. 
Early grants included money to analyze the conversion of Port Authority’s diesel buses to cleaner-
burning natural gas and seed funding to install smart traffic signal technology in East Liberty to 
reduce congestion and the resulting exhaust pollution.44

Since the Breathe Project was launched, nitrogen dioxide—which is an irritant that can combine 
with other chemicals in the air to form ozone and particulate matter (PM)—is down an average of 
45% across the region. Ozone is down 20%. Average PM2.5 is down 31%. Sulfur dioxide is down 
69% on average, and lead is down 100% to a zero reading across the region.45 Only seven of the 
country’s 50 largest regions reduced their average PM2.5 readings more than the Pittsburgh region 
over the past decade.

Most any other group would be trumpeting success and celebrating its role in the improvement.

But not the Breathe Project, which is now dominated by environmental activist groups, though 
several university research centers are listed as members of the “Breathe Collective.”

If the good news is available on the website (breatheproject.org), it’s not easy to find. Instead, the 
claims in the “Get the Facts” section of the website are taken out of context and can leave a false 
impression about the region’s air quality.

The Breathe Project
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Consider the first two of the “10 Health Facts You Need to Know”.

The Breathe Project cites the Lung Association’s State of the Air report in support. But the Lung 
Association makes its claims about the region’s air, while the Breathe Project makes a specific claim 
about the City of Pittsburgh. 

This is not just semantics. To understand a problem and take the appropriate steps, it is essential 
to define the problem correctly. The Breathe Project’s claim can be tested by comparing air quality 
data collected within the Pittsburgh city limits with data collected from within other cities around 
the country.46

How does Pittsburgh compare, when looking at annual PM2.5 levels averaged over the last three 
years? Two dozen major cities had monitors that registered higher pollution readings than the 
City of Pittsburgh’s monitor in Lawrenceville. The Pittsburgh Lawrenceville site also measured 
less PM2.5 pollution than the monitor located in the California wine capital of Napa and the one 
placed along the Pacific coast in Berkeley, the birthplace of the modern environmental movement.

https://breatheproject.org/resources/public-health/#health-facts.

Pittsburgh ranks as one of the top 10 cities in the 
nation in regard to year-round particle pollution.

CLAIM:
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Allegheny County ranks 63rd out of 3,225 U.S. counties in terms of cancer risk 
from HAPs, placing it in the top 2 percent nationally. This lifetime risk estimate is 
comparable to many other major urban centers in the United States,

When the Breathe Project launched, the Lawrenceville monitor in 
the City of Pittsburgh was registering 12.247,  on par with the worst 
readings in the region today and higher than the EPA’s current 
annual PM2.5 limit. But Lawrenceville readings have dropped 
more than 25% over the past decade.

This lacks the appropriate context to understand the significance 
of the claim. For instance, Allegheny County is the 36th largest 
out of 3,225 counties in the United States. To the extent that 
pollution follows population and development, Allegheny County 
being in the top 2%, while it might sound shocking, is completely 
understandable since it’s in the top 2% by size.

That broader context was provided by the researchers who made 
the finding. But the Breathe Project chose not to include it.

The Allegheny County finding comes from a 2013 report produced 
by the University of Pittsburgh Graduate School of Public Health 
Center for Healthy Environments and Communities on hazardous 
air pollutants (HAPs).

according to the report, which is cited by the Breathe Project as the source for the claim.

Allegheny County ranks in the top 
2 percent of counties in the U.S. 
for cancer risk from air pollution.

CLAIM:

Los Angeles
Cincinnati

Detroit
Indianapolis

Oakland
San Jose
Houston

Sacramento
Cleveland

Austin
San Francisco

Louisville
Atlanta

Washington DC
Philadelphia

Denver
NYC/Manhattan

Oklahoma City
Nashville

Ft. Lauderdale
Columbus

Phoenix
Chicago

Dallas
St. Louis

Pittsburgh

2017-19CITY

AVERAGE ANNUAL PM2.5

11.9
11.8
11.6
11.3
11.1
10.5
10.4
9.9
9.9
9.8
9.7
9.7
9.7
9.5
9.4
9.4
9.4
9.3
9.3
9.3
9.3
9.2
9.2
9.2
9.1
9.1
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Pittsburgh was 42nd out of 532 regions, 
large and small, tracked by the EPA.50 
Below is a comparison of Pittsburgh to 
some other regions. Pittsburgh had more 
“satisfactory” air days than notable spots 
such as the outdoor havens of Provo, 
Utah, and Boulder, Colorado; the popular 
vacation locale of Asheville, North 
Carolina; and Fairbanks, Alaska.

HOW DO THOSE 25 “UNSATISFACTORY” 
DAYS COMPARE WITH THE REST OF THE 
COUNTRY?

Los Angeles
Phoenix

Sacramento
Denver

Las Vegas
Salt Lake City

Fairbanks
Dallas

San Diego
Houston

Provo
Asheville, NC

Boulder, CO
New York

Chicago
Pittsburgh

DAYS “NOT SATISFACTORY” % SATISFACTORYREGION NAME

110
85
69
57
49
43
39
36
35
35
32
30
29
27
26
25

70%
77%
81%
84%
87%
88%
89%
90%
90%
90%
91%
92%
92%
93%
93%
93%

An expanded version of the fact sheet available 
on the Breathe Project website48 makes this 
claim.

This is a reference to the region’s performance 
on the EPA’s Air Quality Index (AQI),49 a 
0-500 index used to measure an area’s daily air 
quality. A region’s daily AQI score is the worst 
measurement by any monitor in the region for 
any of five pollutants based on the impact on 
human health.

The best category is 0–50, rated by the EPA 
as good or green. The next category is 51–
100, rated by the EPA as moderate or yellow. 
Categories above 100 range from unhealthy for 
sensitive groups to unhealthy to very unhealthy 
to hazardous.
 
The Breathe Project claim is that in 2018, only 
136 days fell into the good category, in which all 

monitors in the region scored 50 or less for all 
pollutants. Which is true, as far as it goes.
 
But here is how the EPA describes the AQI 
measurements that the Breathe Project is using: 
“AQI values below 100 are generally thought of 
as satisfactory.” In the 51–100 range, which the 
Breathe Project considers “NOT GOOD,” the 
EPA says: “Air quality is acceptable.”

What happens when you only count days when 
the Pittsburgh region’s AQI score was 101 or 
above, in the range that the EPA considers 
unsatisfactory? In 2018 the Pittsburgh region 
had 24 days classified as Unhealthy for Sensitive 
Groups and 1 day classified as unhealthy. 
In other words, for 93% of the days in 2018, 
nowhere in the Pittsburgh region did the air 
quality fall below what the EPA considers 
“acceptable” and “satisfactory.”

In 2018, air quality in the Pittsburgh region was considered 
NOT GOOD for 229 days (2/3 of the time).     

CLAIM:
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Trouble in the Air
In January 2020, PennEnvironment, PennPIRG Education Fund, and Frontier Group collaborated 
on a study of the country’s air pollution problem, Trouble in the Air51. 

People across America regularly breathe polluted air that increases their 
risk of premature death, and can also trigger asthma attacks and other 
adverse health impacts.

In 2018, 108 million Americans lived in areas that experienced more 
than 100 days of degraded air quality. That is equal to more than three 
months of the year in which ground-level ozone (the main ingredient in 
smog) and/or particulate pollution was above the level that the EPA has 
determined presents “little to no risk.” These Americans live in 89 large 
and small urban areas, and in 12 rural counties.

But don’t look for the 2.3 million people in the Pittsburgh region in 
that group, because the Pittsburgh region did not make the list. To 
people who are familiar with years of Lung Association and Breathe 
Project commentary, that must be quite a shock. How could that 
possibly be?

Because Trouble in the Air took a more sophisticated approach to 
analyzing the problem.

It used the same Air Quality Index data used by the Breathe Project. 
Like the Breathe Project, it considered days in the moderate category 
as a problem. But rather than categorize an entire region based on 
the results from a single monitoring station, it only counted days 
when half or more of the monitors in a region recorded scores of 51 
or higher.

As the chart indicates, Pittsburgh performed better than many 
major metros and is comparable to other large regions, including 
Philadelphia. According to the criteria used by Trouble in the Air, 
the Pittsburgh region also had as good or better air quality as Napa, 
California; Provo, Utah; and the North Carolina college towns of 
Durham-Chapel Hill and Winston-Salem.

In the state of Pennsylvania, the Pittsburgh area reported better air 
than Lancaster (119), Harrisburg (114), Lebanon (105), Allentown-
Bethlehem (99), Reading (96), and York (96).

The opening sentences:

How Others Evaluate the Pittsburgh Region

Riverside, CA
Tulsa

San Diego
Los Angeles

Phoenix
Salt Lake City

Boulder, CO
Las Vegas

Denver
Sacramento

Austin
Detroit

Oklahoma City
Atlanta

Chicago
Louisville

Houston
Indianapolis

Dallas-Ft. Worth
Omaha

Baltimore
St. Louis

Cleveland
Dayton

Pittsburgh
Milwaukee

San Francisco
San Jose

Memphis
Washington DC

Philadelphia

DAYSREGION

NUMBER OF DAYS IN 2018 WHEN

HALF OR MORE MONITORING 

STATIONS REPORTED ELEVATED 

OZONE AND/OR PM2.5

227
162
160
156
153
152
143
140
131
124
124
118
116
114
113
113
110
109
106
106
102
101
98
97
90
90
88
88
87
86
85
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Asthma Capitals 2019: The Most Challenging Places to Live with Asthma
The Asthma and Allergy Foundation of America releases an annual report on the most asthma-
challenged regions in the United States. It ranks metropolitan areas on an index of consisting of 
asthma prevalence, crude death rate from asthma, and emergency department visits due to asthma.

In its most recent report,52 the foundation ranked the Pittsburgh #54 for asthma problems out of 
the 100 largest metro regions in the country. Pittsburgh ranked worse than average on estimated 
asthma prevalence, average for the asthma death rate, and better than average for asthma ER visits. 
It did not land on any of the report’s lists of communities ranking highest for individual risk factors 
that can worsen asthma or influence asthma rates.

Pittsburgh lies between two high-risk corridors, one through the Ohio valley (including Dayton 
#2, Cleveland #5, and Columbus #18) and one along the mid-Atlantic/Northeast coast (including 
Philadelphia #4, Boston #8, and Baltimore #19).
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V. EPA REGULATORY STATUS
The federal Clean Air Act requires the EPA to set air quality standards for six common pollutants 
that can harm human health and the environment: particulate matter, ozone, sulfur dioxide, 
nitrogen dioxide, carbon monoxide, and lead.53

The EPA sets standards for the pollutants based on the human health effects of exposure and 
monitors an area’s compliance with each of the standards. For regulatory purposes, the EPA relies 
on each monitor’s worst readings. If the agency used an area-wide average, then hot spots with 
higher exposure could get missed in the data. 

When the worst reading in a region does not meet EPA air standards, the area is classified as “non-
attainment,” and the regulatory agency is required to develop a plan outlining how it intends to 
reduce pollution levels. For instance, new companies wanting to move into a non-attainment area 
might need to install more stringent pollution control devices, or communities could encourage 
transit usage to cut back on vehicle emissions that cause ozone and PM2.5.

Allegheny County is considered a non-attainment area for annual average PM2.5 levels based 
on readings from the air monitor located in Liberty Borough. The EPA annual standard is 12 
micrograms per cubic meter. The three-year rolling average at the Liberty monitor for 2017-2019, 
the value that the EPA uses to measure compliance, is 12.4, about 3% above the standard.

The rolling three-year average PM2.5 levels at the monitor are down more than 22% since 2010.54  The 
monitor’s reading in 2018 was under the EPA standard for the first time ever. Based on preliminary 
data from the Allegheny County Health Department through Dec. 7, 2020, the annual average is 
currently at 10.4,55  and it appears likely that the three-year average (2018–2020) used for regulatory 
purposes will be under 12 and will meet the EPA standard for the first time. 

A small area centered around the Liberty monitor is non-attainment for the 24-hour PM2.5 standard. 
The three-year rolling averages at the monitor, the value that the EPA uses to measure compliance, 
have declined by 27% since 2010 and have met the EPA standard for the past two years. According 
to preliminary Allegheny County Health Department data for 2020, the 24-hour PM2.5 levels at 
the Liberty monitor were significantly below the EPA standard. The Pennsylvania Department 
of Environmental Protection (DEP) has submitted to EPA a plan to ensure PM2.5 levels are in 
compliance with federal standards, but it has not yet received final approval.56 



pg 34

A portion of Allegheny County (22 municipalities in the Mon Valley) is a non-attainment area for sulfur 
dioxide (SO2). The 2019 reading at the Liberty monitor was less than 10% above the EPA standard, 
and the three-year rolling average that the EPA uses to determine compliance is down more than 30% 
since 2017.57 According to preliminary Allegheny County Health Department data, the SO2 levels at the 
Liberty monitor were below the EPA standard in 2020 and the three-rolling average that the EPA uses 
for regulatory purposes is expected to be in compliance in 2021. A plan to bring the area into compliance 
with the EPA standard has been approved by Pennsylvania DEP and the EPA.58

Indiana County and a portion of Beaver County are also considered non-attainment areas for SO2. Though 
their current readings are below the standard, they have not yet been reclassified.

Similarly, the entire Pittsburgh metro area is classified as a non-attainment area for the old 2008 ozone 
standard, even though it is actually in compliance with the more stringent 2015 ozone standard. This is 
not an issue of air quality, but of procedure. In 2013, the EPA determined that the 2008 standard had 
been met. However, the Pennsylvania Department of Environmental Protection has not yet submitted 
the paperwork seeking to change the designation.
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https://www.epa.gov/criteria-air-pollutants53.

https://www.epa.gov/sites/production/files/2020-05/pm25_designvalues_2017_2019_final_05_26_20.xlsx54.

Allegheny County Health Department, Monitored Data and SIP 
Updates, Criteria Pollutant/Air Monitoring Subcommittee, Dec. 8, 2020

55.

https://www3.epa.gov/airquality/urbanair/sipstatus/reports/pa_areabypoll.html56.

https://www.epa.gov/sites/production/files/2020-05/so2_designvalues_2017_2019_final_05_05_20.xlsx57.

https://www3.epa.gov/airquality/urbanair/sipstatus/reports/pa_areabypoll.html58.

https://www.epa.gov/sites/production/files/2020-06/airqualitytrendsbycity1990-2019.xlsx59.

https://fred.stlouisfed.org/series/NGMP3830060.

https://www.eia.gov/electricity/data/state/annual_generation_state.xls61.

https://www.aafa.org/asthma-capitals/52.

https://breatheproject.org/app/uploads/2019/11/Breathe_health_facts102819-3.pdf48.

https://www.airnow.gov/aqi/aqi-basics/49.

https://aqs.epa.gov/aqsweb/airdata/annual_aqi_by_cbsa_2018.
zip. 167 metro areas reported zero “unsatisfactory” days in 2018.

50.

https://pennenvironment.org/reports/pae/trouble-air-051.

https://www.epa.gov/sites/production/files/2020-05/pm25_designvalues_2017_2019_final_05_26_20.xlsx46.

2008-2010 Annual Design Value for the Pittsburgh Lawrenceville monitor47.

https://www.post-gazette.com/local/2019/04/24/Pittsburgh-
regional-air-quality-gets-failing-grades-again/stories/201904230099

37.

 https://www.post-gazette.com/news/2019/05/01/Cleaner-air-but-not-clean-enough-
Clairton-Coke-Works-Allegheny-County-Health-Department-PM-2-5/stories/201905010161

39.

https://www.post-gazette.com/news/environment/2019/04/30/PM-2-5-Monitors-
Allegheny-County-air-quality-particulate-matter-pollution/stories/201904300283

38.

https://www.post-gazette.com/news/environment/2020/04/21/American-Lung-Association-
State-of-the-Air-quality-Pittsburgh-Allegheny-County-pollution/stories/202004200118

40.

https://www.heinz.org/userfiles/library/2011-air_quality-the-response.pdf43.

https://www.epa.gov/sites/production/files/2020-06/airqualitytrendsbycity2000-2019.xlsx41.

https://www.post-gazette.com/local/region/2011/10/27/Breathe-
group-tackles-Pittsburgh-s-air-quality/stories/201110270549

44.

https://www.epa.gov/sites/production/files/2020-06/airqualitytrendsbycity2000-2019.xlsx45.

https://www.epa.gov/sites/production/files/2020-05/pm25_designvalues_2017_2019_final_05_26_20.xlsx42.

32. https://www.post-gazette.com/local/2019/04/24/Pittsburgh-
regional-air-quality-gets-failing-grades-again/stories/201904230099

https://www.lung.org/media/press-releases/air-quality-in-pittsburgh 2019 State of the Air press release31.

https://www.epa.gov/air-trends/particulate-matter-pm25-trends33.

https://www.heinz.cmu.edu/media/2019/October/fine-particulate-matter-more-premature-deaths34.

https://www.post-gazette.com/local/region/2017/04/19/Pittsburgh-air-quality-failing-
pennsylvania-pollution-american-lung-association-report/stories/201704190081

35.

https://www.epa.gov/sites/production/files/2018-07/pm25_designvalues_20152017_final_07_24_18.xlsx, 
https://www.epa.gov/sites/production/files/2020-06/airqualitytrendsbycity2000-2019.xlsx

36.

https://www.post-gazette.com/opinion/editorials/2015/05/26/Pollution-source-
The-lung-association-s-air-report-deceives-again/stories/201505300017

29.

https://www.post-gazette.com/opinion/editorials/2009/05/04/Let-s-clear-the-air-
The-lung-association-s-pollution-spin-is-bogus/stories/200905040194

30.

One of the tricky aspects of comparing pollution levels is that different reports and different 
EPA databases report findings at different geographic levels. Some data is aggregated at the 
county level, some at the regional level, and the definition of “region” can vary as well. The 
ALA definition of the Pittsburgh region is the Census Bureau’s consolidated metropolitan area, 
consisting of Armstrong, Allegheny, Beaver, Butler, Fayette, Indiana, Lawrence, Washington, and 
Westmoreland counties, along with Jefferson in Ohio, and Brooke and Hancock in West Virginia.

28.

https://www.epa.gov/air-trends/air-quality-cities-and-counties24.

The seven-county Pittsburgh region (Allegheny, Armstrong, 
Beaver, Butler, Fayette, Washington, Westmoreland)

25.

PM2.5 data is not available for Austin, Nashville, Memphis, San Antonio, and San Jose out 
of the Top 50 metro areas. NO2 and SO2 data is not available for all regions in the Top 50.

26.

See Rate of Change Tables at the end of this section.27.

https://www.nber.org/papers/w2638123.

https://www.post-gazette.com/news/environment/2018/04/18/Pittsburgh-s-air-
quality-among-worst-in-nation-study-lung-association/stories/201804180109

1.

https://archive.triblive.com/local/pittsburgh-allegheny/
pittsburgh-regions-air-pollution-worsening-report-says/

2.

https://www.post-gazette.com/news/environment/2020/04/21/American-Lung-Association-
State-of-the-Air-quality-Pittsburgh-Allegheny-County-pollution/stories/202004200118

3.

https://www.post-gazette.com/opinion/letters/2018/05/12/A-
livable-city-must-have-breathable-air/stories/201805110029

4.

https://www.post-gazette.com/opinion/2019/12/29/
We-need-better-air-quality-now/stories/201912270108

5.

12 micrograms per cubic meter.14.

https://www.epa.gov/ground-level-ozone-pollution15.

https://www.epa.gov/pm-pollution/particulate-matter-pm-basics#PM8.

https://www.epa.gov/criteria-air-pollutants7.

National Ambient Air Quality Standards (NAAQS), https://www.epa.gov/criteria-air-pollutants/naaqs-table6.

9. A review of the region’s regulatory compliance status with NAAQS can be found in Section V.

10. Different databases and studies vary on what they mean when they say “Pittsburgh.” It can refer to the City 
of Pittsburgh, the federal Office of Management & Budget’s seven-county Pittsburgh Metropolitan Statistical 
Area or MSA (Allegheny, Armstrong, Beaver, Butler, Fayette, Washington, and Westmoreland counties), or its 
12-county Pittsburgh-New Castle-Weirton Consolidated Metropolitan Statistical Area or CMSA, consisting 
of the seven counties in the MSA, along with Indiana and Lawrence in Pennsylvania, Jefferson in Ohio, and 
Brooke and Hancock in West Virginia. In Sections I and III, “Pittsburgh region” refers to the seven-county MSA.

11. Generally speaking, the EPA 24-hour PM2.5 standard requires that the level measured on 
the seventh worst day of the year must be at 35 micrograms per cubic meter or below. 

12. https://www.epa.gov/air-trends/air-quality-cities-and-
counties is the source for all the trend data in this section.

13. https://www.epa.gov/sites/production/files/2020-05/pm25_designvalues_2017_2019_final_05_26_20.xlsx

https://www.epa.gov/sites/production/files/2020-05/o3_designvalues_2017_2019_final_05_26_20.xlsx17.

Somewhat oversimplified, the EPA standard is 70 parts per billion as measured 
during an 8-hour period on the fourth worst day during a given year.

16.

An average annual level of 53 parts per billion.22.

https://www.epa.gov/no2-pollution/basic-information-about-no221.

18. https://www.epa.gov/so2-pollution

20. https://www.epa.gov/sites/production/files/2020-05/so2_designvalues_2017_2019_final_05_05_20.xlsx

19. Somewhat oversimplified, the EPA standard is that the worst hour measured each 
day must be at or below 75 parts per billion 99% of the time during a calendar year.

ENDNOTES


