Air Quality Glossary of Terms
Acid rain: A general term referring to acid falling to earth in rain, snow, frost, fog or mist. Acid rain occurs when sulfur dioxide and nitrogen oxides emitted into the atmosphere become acid through chemical reactions and then fall to earth. 
Air Pollution: The presence of contaminants in the air in high enough concentrations to harm humans, wildlife, plants or man made things. 
Air Quality Index (AQI): A color-based scale developed by the government to measure how much pollution is in the air. The AQI is often used in weather reports. 
Atmosphere: The layer of air that surrounds the earth. 
Benzene: Compounds found in motor fuels, dry cleaning processes; antifreeze; resins, perfumes, medicines, varnishes, lacquers and solvents. Vaporization of benzene into the atmosphere facilitates the creation of harmful ozone (O3). 
Buffer: The ability to neutralize acid or alkaline solutions in soils and water. 
Carbon Monoxide (CO): A colorless, odorless, deadly gas created mainly by the incomplete combustion of fuels. 
Combustion: Burning; a chemical reaction that releases energy and produces heat, light, and other byproducts. For example, in a gasoline engine, when oxygen and gas mix and are ignited by spark, heat, light, carbon monoxide, and water are produced. 
Emissions: Substances discharged into the air, often by human activities such as burning fossil fuels. 
Fossil fuels: Buried deposits of decayed plants and animals that over millions of years have been converted to oil, coal, or natural gas by heat, and pressure in the earth's crust. 
Glycols: Compounds found in motor fuel, antifreeze, dry cleaning, resins, perfumes, medicines, varnishes, lacquers and solvents. When evaporated, applied, spilled, or combusted they emit hydrocarbons into the atmosphere, which contribute to the creation of harmful ozone (O3). 
Hydrocarbons: Compounds produced by the incomplete burning of gasoline and the evaporation of such things as industrial solvents and oil paints. Hydrocarbons contribute to smog and ozone. 
Lead (Pb): A metal once added to some gasoline to improve engine performance. As the engine runs, lead particles escape through the exhaust pipe. 
Nitrogen oxides (NO & NO2): Gases produced during higher temperature combustion in motor vehicles and in power plant and industrial furnaces. 
Ozone (O3): A harmful form of oxygen which is produced when sunlight stimulates a reaction between nitrogen oxide and hydrocarbons. Near the earth's surface, ozone is a major component of smog. 
Ozone Layer: A layer of atmospheric gases located in the stratosphere (12 to 30 miles above the earth's surface). The ozone layer protects life on earth by filtering out harmful, cancer-causing ultraviolet radiation from the sun. 
Particulate: A tiny bit of solid or liquid matter (soot, dust, fumes, aerosols, mist, etc) suspended or carried in the air. 

PM2.5:  Particulate matter 2.5 nm (nanometers) or less in diameter that contribute to air pollution. These particles have been implicated in serious health issues, including asthma and premature deaths.
pH: A scale numbered form O (acidic) to 14 (alkaline) and used to measure the degree of acidity or alkalinity in a substance. Acids are at pH below 7, alkalis are above 7, with pH 7 considered neutral.
Scrubber: An anti-pollution device that uses a spray to remove pollutants from a stream of air passing through a smokestack. 
Smelter: A plant where metals are melted to remove impurities. 
Smog: Originally meaning a combination of smoke and fog, smog now refers to air pollution produced by the reaction of hydrocarbons and nitrogen oxides in sunlight. Smog is mostly made up of ozone. 
Solvents: Industrial solvents are chemicals used in production processes. Examples include painting and coating automobiles, cleaning machined metal parts, printing and dry cleaning processes. 
Sulfur Dioxide (S02): A gas, released mainly from power plant that burn coal and oil to make electricity. 
Terpene: Compounds found in motor fuels, dry cleaning processes; antifreeze; resins, perfumes, medicines, varnishes, lacquers and solvents. When evaporated, applied, spilled, or combusted they emit hydrocarbons into the atmosphere, which allows the creation of harmful ozone (O3). 

Volatile Organic Compounds (VOC): Hydrocarbon compounds that vaporize into the atmosphere under normal conditions. These include benzene, terpene, petroleum products, methane and many solvents.
