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Air Pollution Definition 

“Air Pollution is the release of pollutants such as gases, particles, biological 

molecules, etc. into the air that is harmful to human health and the 

environment.” 

 What is Air Pollution? 

Air pollution refers to any physical, chemical or biological change in the air. It is 

the contamination of air by harmful gases, dust and smoke which affects plants, 

animals and humans drastically. 

There is a certain percentage of gases present in the atmosphere. An increase or 

decrease in the composition of these gases is harmful to survival. This imbalance 

in the gaseous composition has resulted in an increase in earth’s temperature, 

which is known as global warming. 
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Types of Air Pollutants 

There are two types of air pollutants: 

Primary Pollutants 

The pollutants that directly cause air pollution are known as primary pollutants. 

Sulphur-dioxide emitted from factories is a primary pollutant. 

Secondary Pollutants 

The pollutants formed by the intermingling and reaction of primary pollutants are 

known as secondary pollutants. Smog, formed by the intermingling of smoke and 

fog, is a secondary pollutant. 

Classifications of Air Pollutants:  

   There are 6 principal, or “criteria” pollutants regulated by the US-EPA and most 

countries in the world:  

1- Particulate Matter (PM), with additional subcategories of particles smaller then 

10 μm in diameter (PM10), and particles smaller than 2.5 μm in diameter (PM2.5). 

PM can exist in solid or liquid form, and includes smoke, dust, aerosols, metallic 

oxides, and pollen. Sources of PM include combustion, factories, construction, 

demolition, agricultural activities, motor vehicles, and wood burning. Inhalation of 

enough PM over time increases the risk of chronic respiratory disease.  

2- Sulfur dioxide (SO2). This compound is colorless, but has a suffocating, pungent 

odor. The primary source of SO2 is the combustion of sulfur-containing fuels (e.g., 

oil and coal). Exposure to SO2 can cause the irritation of lung tissues and can damage 

health .  

3- Nitrogen oxides (NO and NO2). NO2 is a reddish-brown gas with a sharp odor. 

The primary source of this gas is vehicle traffic, and it plays a role in the formation 

of tropospheric ozone. Large concentrations can reduce visibility and increase the 

risk of acute and chronic respiratory disease.  
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4- Carbon monoxide (CO). This odorless, colorless gas is formed from the 

incomplete combustion of fuels. Thus, the largest source of CO today is motor 

vehicles. Inhalation of CO reduces the amount of oxygen in the bloodstream, and 

high concentrations can lead to headaches, dizziness, unconsciousness, and death.  

5- Ozone (O3). Tropospheric (“low-level”) ozone is a secondary pollutant formed 

when sunlight causes photochemical reactions involving NOX and VOCs. 

Automobiles are the largest source of VOCs necessary for these reactions. Ozone 

concentrations tend to peak in the afternoon, and can cause eye irritation, 

aggravation of respiratory diseases, and damage to plants and animals.  

• Lead (Pb). The largest source of Pb in the atmosphere has been from leaded 

gasoline combustion, but with the gradual elimination worldwide of lead in gasoline, 

air Pb levels have decreased considerably. Other airborne sources include 

combustion of solid waste, coal, and oils, emissions from iron and steel production 

and lead smelters, and tobacco smoke. Exposure to Pb can affect the blood, kidneys,  

and nervous, immune, cardiovascular, and reproductive systems.  

Causes of Air Pollution 

Following are the important causes of air pollution: 

1- Burning of Fossil Fuels 

The combustion of fossil fuels emits a large amount of sulphur dioxide. Carbon 

monoxide released by incomplete combustion of fossil fuels also results in air 

pollution. 

2- Automobiles 

The gases emitted from vehicles such as jeeps, trucks, cars, buses, etc. pollute the 

environment. These are the major sources of greenhouse gases and also result in 

diseases among individuals. 

https://byjus.com/biology/fossil-fuel/
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3- Agricultural Activities 

Ammonia is one of the most hazardous gases emitted during agricultural activities. 

The pesticides and fertilisers emit harmful chemicals in the atmosphere and 

contaminate it. 

 

 

4- Factories and Industries 

Factories and industries are the main source of carbon monoxide, organic 

compounds, hydrocarbons and chemicals. These are released into the air, 

degrading its quality. 

5- Mining Activities 

In the mining process, the minerals below the earth are extracted using large pieces 

of equipment. The dust and chemicals released during the process not only pollute 

the air, but also deteriorate the health of the workers and people living in the 

nearby areas. 

Domestic Sources 
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The household cleaning products and paints contain toxic chemicals that are 

released in the air. The smell from the newly painted walls is the smell of the 

chemicals present in the paints. It not only pollutes the air but also affects 

breathing. 

 


