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After nearly three months of continuous monitoring of ozone levels in the city of
Moab, the Utah Department of Air Quality (DAQ), said the news is both good
and bad.

The DAQ set up a monitoring station in Moab in July after receiving calls from
some local residents — including Moab City Council member Heila Ershadi —
who were concerned about air quality in Moab. 

“There’s no way to tell without monitoring,” DAQ Air Monitoring Section
Manager Bo Call said during the Jan. 13 Moab City Council meeting.

Call said DAQ was able to collect ozone data for 77 consecutive days, beginning
July 28 and ending in October. 

“We successfully collected a fair bit of data,” he said.

Because Grand County is not highly populated, Call said the DAQ is not required
to monitor the county’s air quality in order to meet federal standards. The agency
is only required to monitor air quality in counties that have a population of
50,000 or more. 

However, there are two nearby monitoring stations already installed in the region
— one in Canyonlands National Park and one located about 120 miles away in
Price.

Call said part of the reason for the test monitoring was to determine if Moab’s air
quality followed similar trends to the data from Canyonlands and Price. If so,
those monitors could be used as surrogates for local air quality, he said. 

“They’re really not that much different,” Call said, noting that Moab’s highest
ozone value was only a couple of points higher than the values collected by the
other monitoring stations.

While the highest ozone concentration values were observed in Moab, Call said
there were several days where Moab’s levels were significantly lower than levels
recorded at the other stations. 

“Overall, they all tend to peak similarly,” he said.

The highest concentration of ozone recorded during that time was 64 parts per
billion (ppb), although Call said the monitor probably missed the peak
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concentrations of the year because it wasn’t yet installed. 

“The 10 highest daily maximum eight-hour ozone concentrations in Canyonlands
all occurred prior to late July,” Call said. 

The highest value recorded by the Canyonlands station was 70 ppb on June 3.

“The highest ozone concentrations observed in rural desert locations like Moab
typically occur in late spring and early summer,” Call said. 

That’s partially due to biological emissions from plants that blossom during that
part of the year, he said.

Call said that the data recorded indicates that ozone levels in Moab are regularly
below the 75 ppb National Ambient Air Quality Standard (NAAQS) set by the
Environmental Protection Agency (EPA.)

In order to determine the air quality, the EPA looks at the fourth highest
concentration each year for the previous three years. Based on the Canyonlands
monitor, that number would be around 67 ppb, Call said.

However, the EPA has proposed lowering the maximum threshold to 65 to 70
ppb. 

“Both Price and Canyonlands are in compliance of the current ozone NAAQS of
75 ppb,” Call said. “However, both sites would be in violation of the ozone
NAAQS if it were lowered to 65 ppb and would be close to violation of the
standard if it were set at 70 ppb.” 

With similar values, Moab would be in the same position.

Call said the proposal is still in the comment period, so there is no way of
knowing if or when the standards will change.

Currently, Call said the Moab data is for local informational purposes only. He
said the EPA requires three years of consistent data in order to make a finding of
non-compliance in an area. 

“It’s just an idea going forward whether you need more monitoring or not,” Call
said. “Unless you’re actively pursuing emission reduction, your emissions will
increase.”

Call said that as more people travel or move to the area, the numbers will go up. 

“There’s not a whole lot you can do right now,” he said. “The rules are developed
for big cities with big populations and industries ... Sometimes you don’t have
one thing to poke your finger at to fix it.”
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The DAQ currently has set up a temporary particulate monitoring station to track
the particulate pollution during winter months. Call had planned to present some
of that data to the city council this week, however, due to a series of equipment
malfunctions, he didn’t have any data to report.

Ershadi said Jan. 14 that she appreciated the DAQ’s efforts to gather air quality
data in the Moab area. 

“As an elected official and a mother, safeguarding our public health is important
to me. I like to know what we’re breathing,” Ershadi said. “Accurate information
is key to making smart decisions. I appreciate the DAQ doing this monitoring and
giving us professional analysis of the results.”

She said the data presented this week “indicates to me that we do need to keep an
eye on ozone.” 

Ershadi also noted that there is currently no system in place in the Moab area to
warn residents or visitors when ozone levels are unsafe. 

“We learned from this study that Moab’s ozone level tends to be similar to
Canyonlands, and that sometimes that level exceeds what is known to be safe,”
Ershadi said Jan. 14. “We saw in the data provided that some years are better or
worse for ozone. As far as I know, there isn’t much or any public notification that
occurs when the Canyonlands monitor shows unsafe levels of ozone. Locals and
visitors ought to be informed when the air might be unhealthy for them,
especially for those with health issues like athsma. People with respiratory or
heart problems are advised to not exercise outdoors when the ozone exceeds a
certain limit, but if air quality information is not accessible, they can’t make an
informed choice about their health.”
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