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Sources: San Joaquin Valley Air Pollution Control District; California Air Resources Board

At 25,000 square miles, the San Joaquin Valley is the largest air basin in the country.
Double trouble
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The Valley is nearly a perfect setting
for air pollution to form and remain
for days. Mountains close off the
Valley on three sides. The prevailing
breeze comes through the open end
to the north, gently stirring a stew
of pollutants caught in the bowl.
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The summer climate inside the bowl is hot with
light breezes – ideal conditions for a corrosive,
invisible gas called ozone. The gas forms as
vehicle tailpipe emissions bake together with
fumes from such sources as solvents, gasoline
and cow manure. Ozone needs sunlight and heat,
so as summer days become longer and warmer,
the problem can get worse. If there is no wind
to clear out ozone, the pollutant can build.

Summer

Fall and winter
A dangerous pollutant is in season: particulate matter, or tiny
specks in the air. In early fall, dust from farm harvests and
tilling kicks into the air. In late fall and winter, smaller
microscopic debris floats in the fog and moist air. It can come
from fireplaces and diesel exhaust. But it also forms in the
atmosphere when plumes of ammonia from dairies encounter
nitrogen oxides from vehicle exhaust and create ammonium
nitrate.
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Large high-pressure systems
prevent air movement.

Inversion layers act like a lid holding pollutants
in the Valley.
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Nitrogen oxides
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Intense sunlight and
stagnant air create
conditions for the
formation of ozone,
which consists of three
oxygen atoms stuck
together.


