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Introduction
Photographs of Visible Air Pollution

The 1948 smog episode in Donora, PA killed ~20 people and hospitalized 600. The 
episode was the first post-war pollution emergency, and is seen as an historical 

turning point for public concern about environmental issues.

View of Donora, PA as deadly smog envelops the Washington Co. community. Photo 
courtesy Pittsburgh Post-Gazette, 1948.

Air pollution can sometimes be fatal.

Photo circa 1900. Fortunately, we don’t have this 
kind of air pollution anymore!

Air pollution is often visible.
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• Smoke  

• Soot 

• Flyash

• Dust

• Fumes

• Mist

Particulate pollutants:

• Gases

• Vapors

Gaseous pollutants:

(Always visible) (Not always visible)

E.g., sulfur dioxide (SO2) is 
clear but appears blue when it 
reacts with the atmosphere;

Nitrous oxides (NOx) gas forms 
a brownish haze (smog).
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Example of sulfur dioxide in the plume from a coal power plant Distribution of sulfur dioxide (SO2) production in the USA

Source: Environmental Protection Agency, 1997.

Power plants located along Ohio River Valley

Large-scale experiment in 
which inert tracer gases 
are released sequentially 
at various points in the 
eastern United States and 
southeastern Canada and 
monitored daily by 
surface stations and 
aircraft – Numbered 
segments indicate number 
of days to reach location.
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Sulfur dioxide and other air pollutants increase the acidity of rain, snow, 
clouds, and fog. Ph readings show where high concentrations of acid rain fall.

Where does the acid rain fall?

Base

Acid

Impact of SO2 Depends on Soil Type 
(Granite vs. Limestone)

Pennsylvania is 
fortunate to have 
mostly limestone soil.


