
  

 

Particle pollution is a lethal air pollutant. Particle pollution is made up of microscopic specks of 
soot, metals, acids, dirt, pollen, molds, and aerosols that are tiny enough to inhale.1 These particles 
are many times smaller than the diameter of a human hair, as shown in the illustration. 

Particles penetrate deep into the lungs 
and even into the bloodstream, leading to 
tens of thousands of premature deaths, 
heart attacks and asthma attacks every 
year. The World Health Organization 
concluded in 2013 that breathing particle 
pollution causes lung cancer.2 

Breathing particles can trigger asthma 
attacks; cause lung cancer; increase the 
risk of heart attacks and strokes; damage 
lung tissue and airways; increase hospital 
visits for respiratory and cardiovascular 
problems; contribute to cognitive decline 
such as dementia; may impact pregnancy 
and birth outcomes, such as preterm birth, 
low birth weight, and fetal and infant 
mortality; and can even kill.3 4 

Someone in every family is vulnerable. Children; teens; people with chronic lung disease, such 

as asthma and COPD (which includes chronic bronchitis and emphysema); people with low 

incomes; people of color; and current and former smokers are more vulnerable to the risk of harm 

from particles. 

People with heart disease, high blood pressure, coronary artery disease, congestive heart failure 

and lung cancer, and people who are obese also face higher risk from particle pollution. 

Low levels of particles can be deadly. In recent large studies, scientists found that older adults 

faced a higher risk of dying from particle pollution even in communities that met current national 

standards.5 

We must clean up the sources of particles. Particles come from wide-ranging sources, including 
coal-fired power plants, industrial boilers, diesel vehicles, wildfires and woodstoves. 

Cleaning up particle pollution saves lives and protects public health. 

 

To learn more about the health effects of particle pollution, visit www.stateoftheair.org/health-risks. 
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