Clean Air for All

Monitoring air quality yields benefits for low-income neighborhoods.
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Air quality monitoring hardware (Photo courtesy of Clarity)

The Impact

Initiatives to improve air quality equity have led to air quality monitoring programs in low-income,
people-of-color communities. Additionally, the push for air quality equity has increased educational
resources available to these communities on air quality. Policies have been implemented in several
areas to decrease air pollution, and more work is being done to purify both indoor and outdoor air.

Description

An air quality monitoring program involves the systematic collection and analysis of air pollution
data. These programs play a crucial role in assessing the extent of air pollution, informing the public
about air quality levels, supporting the implementation of air quality goals or standards, and evaluating
the effects of various factors like urban planning and transportation on air pollution.

Air quality monitoring programs across neighborhoods help highlight issues with air pollution and
existing air quality disparities. Educating communities about the connection between air quality and
social equity can also serve as a source of community empowerment on the ground.

Where It's Been Implemented

Air quality monitoring is taking place throughout the San Francisco Bay Area. The Bay Area Air
Quality Management District has partnered with Aclima, a San Francisco-based technology company
focused on tracking air pollution, to gather air quality data using sensors throughout the San Francisco
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metro area. Clarity, another air-pollution-sensing tech company, has also partnered with various
organizations to help monitor air quality in the area.

SMC Lab’s partnership with Clarity has resulted in 20 air quality monitors being deployed in San
Mateo County, Calif., to measure levels of air pollutants throughout the county. Brightline Defense, an
environmental justice nonprofit based in San Francisco, has also partnered with Clarity to monitor air
quality. Brightline’s air quality monitoring program is primarily focused on measuring the levels of
pollutants in the air of three low-income, people-of-color neighborhoods: Chinatown, SOMA and the
Tenderloin. The work of these various monitoring programs has helped focus attention on air quality
and how air quality issues intersect with social equity.

Air quality monitoring has helped implement new policies and initiatives to reduce air pollution.
One initiative led to car-free “Slow Streets” throughout San Francisco. At the start of the pandemic, car
traffic was limited or banned on 24 streets due to the city’s Slow Streets Program. This program shut
down streets in multiple phases and continued to expand, providing more avenues for pedestrians and
bike travel. The expansion of policies encouraging electrification is another approach that local
governments are taking to reduce the impacts of air pollution.

Key Drivers

Environmental justice has been an issue impacting marginalized communities for centuries.
Often, low-income and people-of-color communities are affected most by environmental hazards such
as water pollution, air pollution and other man-made toxins. They are often overlooked when it comes
to implementing policies that could protect their health. Increasing the use of air quality monitoring
programs, coupled with educating communities that are being monitored, will allow for increased
awareness by residents about their environmental conditions and shine a light on the air quality issues
that government leaders must step up to fix. Policies and practices to reduce air pollution will further
help protect vulnerable communities.

Key Factors for Success

In order to continue the success of air quality monitoring, municipalities need to make and
expand partnerships with companies with monitoring technologies such as Clarity and Aclima. In
addition, the information collected from these monitoring programs needs to be circulated to local
government leaders and the public, demonstrating air quality inequities by using physical evidence
collected from local communities. Such information can help rally advocates to push for improved air
quality.

On the policy side, advocacy from the public for expanding initiatives such as the Slow Streets
Program in San Francisco to new areas, as well as public support for clean energy policies, will help to
further improve air quality.

Key Obstacles

A lack of public funding for projects to monitor air quality or educate people about air quality in
low-income communities can serve as a significant obstacle to air equity. Without this knowledge, it is
difficult to build the public support necessary to push lawmakers to implement environmental
justice-related policies. Fortunately, the U.S. government provided $50 million for ambient air quality
monitoring as part of the American Rescue Plan Act on July 7, 2021. The Environmental Protection
Agency is allocating $20 million of these funds for monitoring air quality in and near underserved
communities across the U.S. through competitive grants.
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