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Extremely High Levels of PM2.5: Steps
to Reduce Your Exposure

 (/)

The U.S. AQI does not include recommendations for PM2.5 levels above 500, but

levels are sometimes worse (“beyond index”).

(via AirNow.gov)

What should I do?
ollution is hazardous at these levels. Everyone should take steps to reduce their exposure when particle
llution levels are in this range.
aying indoors – in a room or building with filtered air – and reducing your activity levels are the best ways to
duce the amount of particle pollution you breathe into your lungs. Read on for more information on steps to
lp reduce your exposure to short episodes of high levels of PM2.5.

nks to recommendations for reducing exposure to smoke from fires are available below. These
commendations may help reduce exposure during short-term pollution episodes in which PM2.5 levels are
ove 500, since fine particles (PM2.5) are the primary pollutant in wildfire smoke.

Who needs to take steps to reduce exposure when PM2.5
evels are “hazardous” or above on the AQI?
veryone needs to take steps to protect themselves when pollution levels are “hazardous” and above. Some
ople are at higher risk from PM2.5 exposure. People most at risk from particle pollution exposure

clude those with heart or lung disease (including asthma and chronic obstructive pulmonary
sease-COPD), older adults, and children. Research indicates that pregnant women, newborns, and
ople with certain health conditions, such as obesity or diabetes, also may be more susceptible to PM-
ated effects.

ot sure if the heart disease category applies to you? People with heart disease includes all people with
own coronary artery disease, ischemic heart disease, history of angina and/or heart attack, stent
acement, by-pass operation, heart failure, ventricular arrhythmia, peripheral vascular disease, history of
oke, transient ischemic attack (TIA), or cerebrovascular disease. This group also includes older adults,
cause they are more likely to have undiagnosed cardiovascular disease, along with people with multiple
k factors for cardiovascular disease, such as high blood pressure, elevated cholesterol, smoking, and
abetes.
hy are children more at risk? Children are more likely to be exposed to air pollution, because they often
end more time outdoors engaged in activity and play, and they breathe more air per pound of body weight
an adults. They are more susceptible to the effects of air pollution, because their airways are still
veloping. In addition, children are more likely than adults to have asthma, which increases their risk.
you are in an at-risk group, if you have heart or lung disease, if you are an older adult, or if you have
ildren, talk with your doctor in advance about when and whether you should leave the area or move to a
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cation with better indoor air quality. When PM2.5 concentrations are high for a prolonged period of time, fine
rticles can build up indoors even though you may not be able to see them.
you are in an at-risk group, don’t wait until pollution reaches the “hazardous” category to take action to
duce your exposure. Air quality is unhealthy for you when particle pollution levels reach the “unhealthy for
nsitive groups” range, so you will need to take steps to reduce your exposure earlier and more often. If you
e healthy, begin taking steps when air pollution reaches the “unhealthy” category.

How can I tell if particle pollution is affecting me?
ven if you are healthy, you may experience temporary symptoms such as irritation of the eyes, nose, and
roat; coughing; phlegm; chest tightness; and shortness of breath. These symptoms should go away when
quality improves.

you have lung disease – including asthma and COPD – you may not be able to breathe as deeply or as
gorously as normal, and you may experience coughing, chest discomfort, wheezing, shortness of breath,
d unusual fatigue. Make sure you follow your doctor's directions about taking your medicines and following
ur asthma management plan. If you have any of these symptoms, reduce your exposure to particles and
low your doctor's advice. Contact your doctor if symptoms persist or worsen. In the event of an

mergency, anywhere in the U.S., dial 911.
you have heart or vascular disease, particle exposure can cause serious problems – including worsening
your disease – in a short period of time. Do not assume that you are safe just because you do not have
mptoms.

ymptoms that may indicate a serious heart problem include: Chest discomfort (uncomfortable pressure,
lness, squeezing, or pain in the center of the chest that lasts more than a few minutes or goes away and
mes back), discomfort in other areas of the upper body (pain or discomfort in one or both arms, the back,
ck, jaw or stomach), shortness of breath, or other signs may include breaking out in a cold sweat, nausea
light-headedness. Seek emergency medical treatment if you experience these symptoms. In the event of
 emergency anywhere in the U.S., dial 911.

ymptoms of a stroke include: Sudden numbness or weakness (in the face, arm or legs especially on one
de of the body), confusion, trouble speaking or understanding, problems seeing in one or both eyes,
zziness, loss of balance or coordination or trouble walking, or severe headache with no known cause may
dicate symptoms of a stroke. Seek emergency medical treatment if you experience these symptoms. In the
ent of an emergency anywhere in the U.S., dial 911.

What can I do to reduce my exposure to fine particle
ollution when levels are extremely high?
ay indoors in an area with filtered air. Particle pollution can get indoors, so consider purchasing an air

eaner if you live in an area with high levels of particle pollution. (See information on selecting an air cleaner
low.)
r cleaners that remove particles include high-efficiency mechanical filters and electronic air cleaners, such
electrostatic precipitators. Avoid using an air cleaner that works by generating ozone, which will increase

e pollution in your home.
you do not have air cleaners in your home, try to go somewhere that does have air filtration. This could, for
ample, be a friend’s home, if it has air filtration.

eep your activity levels low.
void activities that make you breathe faster or more deeply. This is a good day for indoor activities, such as
ading or watching TV.
you cannot buy filters for your entire home, create a clean room for sleeping.
good choice is a room with as few windows and doors as possible, such as a bedroom.
he room has windows, keep them closed.

un an air conditioner or central air conditioning system if you are certain your air conditioner does not draw
from outdoors and has a filter. If the air conditioner provides a fresh air option, keep the fresh-air intake

osed. Make sure that the filter is clean enough to allow good air flow indoors.
se an air filter in that room. Avoid using an air cleaner that works by generating ozone. Those types of
eaners will increase the pollution in your home.
ollow steps for keeping pollution in your home low (see next section).
ke additional steps to keep pollution in your home low. Air cleaners alone may not be enough.

ecause particle pollution from the outdoor air can easily get inside, take steps to avoid adding even more
llution indoors when outdoor PM2.5 levels are high:

void using anything that burns, such as wood fireplaces, gas logs and even candles or incense.
eep the room clean – but don’t vacuum unless your vacuum has a HEPA filter. That stirs up particles
eady inside your home. Wet mopping can help reduce dust.
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on’t smoke.
e cautious when the weather is hot. If it is too hot to stay inside with the windows closed, or if you are in an
-risk group, go somewhere else with filtered air.
hen air quality improves, open the windows and air out your home or office.
electing an air cleaner:
r cleaners that remove particles include high-efficiency mechanical filters and electronic air cleaners, such
electrostatic precipitators. Avoid using an air cleaner that works by generating ozone, which will increase

e pollution in your home.
e California Air Resources Board has information on selecting portable and central air cleaners– including
ormation on choosing the correct size for your room(s). See Air cleaning devices for the Home
ttp://www.arb.ca.gov/research/indoor/acdsumm.pdf) (PDF, 11 pg, 400 KB)
PA also provides detailed technical information on air cleaners in the home. See the Indoor Air Quality
uide (http://www.epa.gov/indoor-air-quality-iaq/guide-air-cleaners-home).
hould I wear a dust mask if I have to go outside?
o not rely on dust masks for protection. Paper "comfort" or "dust" masks are designed to trap large particles,
ch as sawdust. These masks will not protect your lungs from small particles such as PM2.5. Scarves or
ndanas won’t help either.
sposable respirators known as N-95 or P-100 respirators will help if you have to be outdoors for a
riod of time. It’s important that you wear the respirator correctly, however. For information on how to use
e, see:
ldfire (p.17-20) (http://oehha.ca.gov/air/risk_assess/wildfirev8.pdf) (PDF, 54 pgs, 1.4 MB)
ce Masks and Filters Information

ttp://www.placer.ca.gov/Departments/Air/InfoAndEducation/~/media/apc/documents/WildfireSmoke/FaceMasks-
tersInfo.ashx) (PDF, 1 pg, 184 KB)

How will I know when conditions are better?
r quality conditions can change rapidly. Check the Air District's Air Monitoring Data web page (/utils/404?
m=web%3a%7b5ACF30D5-5EF9-4464-B575-B90BDBF6D57B%7d%40en) for the most recent hourly air
llution readings. These readings can help you determine when to take steps to reduce your exposure.
so pay attention to weather forecasts; these can help you plan your activities for times when air quality
proves, such as when winds are forecast that clear the air. When the air clears, and AQI readings are low,
ke advantage of these times to get outdoors.

nformation sources:
ld�re Smoke, A Guide for Public Health O�cials, 2016: Wild�re May 2016

tp://www.epa.gov/airnow/wild�re_may2016.pdf) (76 pgs, 1.5MB)

is document is designed to help local public health o�cials prepare for smoke events, to take measures to

otect the public when smoke is present, and communicate with the public about wild�re smoke and health. It

as updated in 2016 with the assistance and expertise from a number of federal and state agencies.

rNow's (https://www.airnow.gov/index.cfm?action=topics.smoke_events)information on wild�re smoke

tps://www.airnow.gov/index.cfm?action=topics.smoke_events)

DC information: Protect yourself from wild�re smoke (http://www.cdc.gov/features/wild�res/)

alifornia Air Resources Board:

ct Sheet on Ozone-Generating Air Cleaners
ttp://www.arb.ca.gov/research/indoor/ozone_gen_fact_sheet-a.pdf) (PDF, 4 pgd, 312 KB)
st of California Certified Air Cleaning Devices
ttp://www.arb.ca.gov/research/indoor/aircleaners/certified.htm)
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