
Sometimes our air isn’t as clean as it could be. Air quality is the term we 
use to describe how clean or dirty the air we breathe is. When air quality 
is bad this means that there are harmful things in our air called pollutants.

Investigating air quality

How do we know if our air is polluted?

Some forms of air pollution like smog (smoky fog) can easily be seen, however most air pollutants are invisible.

Luckily there are lots of ways to check for pollutants, which you can learn about here: 
www.kids.letscleartheairlcr.co.uk/the-facts/how-do-we-measure-pollution/ 

DEFRA, the government department responsible for protecting the air we breathe, have created a very handy tool which 
allows people to check what the air quality is like in their area today and even see what it will be like tomorrow!

Visit www.letscleartheairlcr.co.uk to check the air quality in your area.

When you’re out and about you can also look at your environment for clues about the air quality. Some signs are more 
obvious, like smoke coming from cars on a busy road. Others are more hidden, unless you know what you’re looking for, 
like bark on a tree or how buildings and statues look.

What can trees tell us about air quality?

There is a substance that grows on trees called lichen.

Lichens are two types of organisms living together, 
a fungus and an alga. The fungus makes the body that 
protects the alga, and the alga provides the food for 
the fungus.

Lichens mainly extract water and essential nutrients 
from the air around them. Because of this, they tell 
us a lot about air quality and pollution.

Lichen monitoring is an easy way to observe the level 
of air pollution in your surrounding area, simply by 
identifying types of lichens that are present.

What can rocks tell us about air quality?

When you’re out and about you’ll see lots of things that 
are made from rocks, such as buildings and statues.

Rocks gradually wear away over time in a process called 
weathering. Weathering is a natural part of the rock 
cycle, but air pollution can speed up the process.

Rainwater is naturally slightly acidic, however human 
activities like burning coal in factories or driving a car, 
releases chemicals like nitrogen oxide and sulfur dioxide 
into the air and if combined with rain makes it more 
acidic, creating ‘acid rain’.

When acid rain falls on rocks it can cause a chemical 
reaction which damages them. This is called chemical 
weathering. But acid rain doesn’t just damage things 
made from rocks like buildings or statues, it also harms 
fi sh, trees and sometimes even humans.


