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Air Quality Index (AQI) shows current air quality and when people may need to take steps to protect their 
health. 
 
South Coast Air Quality Management District (AQMD) operates a regional network of air monitoring stations 
across the Los Angeles basin, with additional temporary monitoring during major incidents in coordination 
with response agencies. Conditions can vary across locations due to wind, weather, and proximity to pollution 
sources. 
 
What to Do? 
If AQI indicates unhealthy air quality, you see or smell smoke, or you are experiencing symptoms from poor air 
quality or smoke, such as eye, nose, or throat irritation, coughing, wheezing, difficulty breathing, or worsening 
of existing heart or lung conditions 
 

• Stay indoors when possible and keep doors and windows closed. 
• Use central HVAC in recirculation mode if available. 
• Avoid whole-house fans and swamp coolers during smoky conditions because they can bring outdoor 

air indoors. 
• Use a high-efficiency HVAC filter (MERV 13 or higher if compatible with your system) and replace it 

when recommended or visibly dirty. 
• Run an air purifier if available to help reduce smoke particles indoors. 
• Limit strenuous outdoor activity. 
• Wear a well-fitting N95 or P100 respirator if you must spend time outdoors to reduce exposure. 

 
Mask note: Fit matters. Respirators work best if they seal well to the face. 
 
Seek medical attention if you experience persistent or worsening cough, shortness of breath, wheezing, chest 
pain, palpitations, nausea, or unusual fatigue. Call 911 if you have trouble breathing, severe chest pain, or 
other life-threatening symptoms. 
 
Where Can I Get Reliable Information? 
Use official sources for outdoor air quality and health guidance: 

• South Coast AQMD Air Quality Advisories (https://www.aqmd.gov/home/air-quality/air-quality-
advisories)  

• South Coast AQMD Air Quality Map (www.aqmd.gov/AQImap) or Mobile App 
(http://www.aqmd.gov/mobileapp)  

• Your local public health department (Los Angeles County, Long Beach, or Pasadena) 
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• Local emergency management agencies 
• Official emergency alerts (city and county systems) 

Home air quality monitors can provide useful local information, but official AQI advisories, local alerts, and 
public health guidance should guide your actions during poor air quality. 

Air Quality and Health Guidance: Frequently Asked Questions 
Conditions related to the ongoing fire in Boyle Heights (Los Angeles area) 
 
1. WHY DO AQI READINGS CHANGE SO QUICKLY, AND WHY DON'T ALL MONITORS AGREE? 
Air quality can vary from place to place and over time because of changing weather, winds, and distance from 
pollution sources, so air monitors may show different readings. This means exposure risk can also differ by 
location. 
 
What should I do? 
Use official AQI information and public health guidance to decide when to take precautions to reduce 
exposure. 
 
If you see smoke or ash, smell smoke, or develop smoke-related symptoms such as eye, nose, or throat 
irritation, coughing, wheezing, difficulty breathing, or worsening of existing heart or lung conditions , reduce 
exposure even if AQI does not appear elevated. 
 
2. DOES AQI MEASURE CHEMICALS AND GASES? OR ONLY PARTICLE POLLUTION? 
AQI reflects levels of several common air pollutants, including fine particles (PM2.5), ozone, nitrogen dioxide, 
and carbon monoxide. However, AQI does not capture all gases, chemicals, or odors that may be present 
during a fire, and people may sometimes notice smells or irritation that are not fully reflected in AQI values. 

Air monitoring conducted by response agencies has included particulate matter, volatile organic compounds, 
ammonia, heavy metals, and other fire-related contaminants. Based on monitoring results available to date, 
the primary health concern remains exposure to smoke and fine particles from the ongoing fire. 
 
What should I do? 
Use AQI and official public health updates together when deciding how to reduce exposure. 
If you smell strong odors, experience irritation, or develop symptoms, reduce exposure even if AQI does not 
appear elevated. Report odor complaints to South Coast AQMD by calling 1(800) CUT-SMOG or 1 (800) 288-
7664 or online at https://xappp.aqmd.gov/complaints/NewComplaint.aspx.  
 
3. DO MASKS WORK? 
A well-fitting N95 or P100 respirator reduces exposure to fine smoke particles. Cloth masks and standard 
surgical masks do not provide the same level of protection. 

These respirators only work when they fit tightly against the face with no gaps. Poor fit or gaps around the 
nose or sides reduce their effectiveness. They do not protect against gases or chemical vapors. 

https://xappp.aqmd.gov/complaints/NewComplaint.aspx
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N95 and P100 respirators are widely available at many pharmacies, hardware stores, and online retailers. 
During some incidents, resident resource centers, shelters, or other support locations may have respirators 
available or may provide information on where to obtain them, subject to local conditions and available 
resources. 
 
What should I do? 
Wear a well-fitting N95 or P100 respirator when outdoors and the AQI is unhealthy, you see smoke or ash, or 
you smell smoke to reduce exposure. 
 
Replace if it becomes dirty, damaged, wet, difficult to breathe through, or no longer fits properly. 
 
4. WHAT ARE THE RISKS OF BEING OUTDOORS? 
Health risks increase as air quality worsens and as time spent outdoors increases. Exposure may cause or 
worsen eye, throat, and lung irritation, and may increase strain on the heart and lungs. Children, older adults, 
pregnant people, and people with existing heart or lung conditions may be more sensitive. 
 
What should I do? 
Limit outdoor activity when AQI is unhealthy or smoke is present, especially strenuous activity. Spend more 
time indoors if you are in a higher-risk group or you experience symptoms. 
 
5. DO I NEED TO REPLACE MY INDOOR AIR FILTERS? 
Smoke particles can build up in air filters and reduce their effectiveness. 

What should I do? 
Check HVAC filters more frequently when AQI is unhealthy or smoke is present. Replace according to 
manufacturer guidance or sooner if they are visibly dirty or airflow is reduced. 
 
6. HOW CAN I RECEIVE UPDATES? 
Air quality and smoke conditions can change quickly during a fire event, so check updates regularly.  
 
What should I do? 
Sign up for official emergency alerts if available. Monitor South Coast AQMD Air Quality Map or Mobile App, 
your local public health agency, and emergency management updates.  
 
7. WHY CAN'T THE FIRE BE PUT OUT IMMEDIATELY? WHAT DOES A STATE OF EMERGENCY MEAN? 
Large fires can take time to extinguish due to weather conditions, fuel sources, access challenges, and 
responder safety. 

A state of emergency helps coordinate resources and bring in assistance from other areas to support the 
response. It does not necessarily mean conditions are worsening. 
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8. WHAT DOES THIS MEAN FOR WORLD CUP MATCHES AND OTHER OUTDOOR EVENTS? 
Smoke can travel long distances and conditions can change quickly. Air quality at a stadium or event may differ 
from other areas. 
 
What should I do? 
Check AQI and visible conditions before attending outdoor events. If AQI is unhealthy or smoke is present, 
reduce exposure by limiting time outdoors and, if outdoors, wearing a well-fitting N95 or P100 respirator, 
especially for people who are more sensitive to air pollution. Follow guidance from event organizers and 
public health agencies. 
 
9. WHAT ARE THE LONG-TERM HEALTH EFFECTS OF EXPOSURE? 
Long-term health effects depend on the level (how much), duration (how long), and frequency (how often) of 
exposure. This event involves smoke and fire-related emissions from a structure fire, and people may have 
questions about whether these differ from wildfire smoke. In general, potential long-term risk is associated 
with repeated or heavy exposure over time rather than brief, short-term exposure. Short-term exposure may 
still cause temporary irritation in some individuals, and reducing exposure lowers potential risk. 

Air monitoring conducted by response agencies has included particulate matter, volatile organic compounds, 
ammonia, heavy metals, and other fire-related contaminants. Based on monitoring results available to date, 
the primary health concern remains exposure to smoke and fine particles from the ongoing fire. 
 
What should I do? 
Reduce exposure when AQI is unhealthy or smoke is present. Seek medical advice if symptoms persist or 
worsen. 
 
10. WHAT ABOUT ASH OR SOOT AFTER A FIRE? 
Ash or soot are fine particles left after a fire that can become airborne when disturbed. Touching or breathing 
in the ash and soot, whether it's in the air or on surfaces, can raise your health risk. 
 
What should I do? 
If cleaning ash or soot, follow public health Fire Recovery Guidance for residents and businesses at 
http://www.publichealth.lacounty.gov/media/wildfire/.  
 
Avoid dry sweeping or dry cleaning ash or soot. Avoid using standard household vacuums, which can spread 
particles into the air. Avoid direct contact with ash or soot. If used, operate HEPA-filter vacuums according to 
manufacturer instructions. 
 
11. WHAT ABOUT WAREHOUSE CONTENTS, FOOD PRODUCTS, AND DEBRIS DISPOSAL? 
Assessments will be conducted to determine how to properly remove, transport, and dispose of the 
warehouse fire debris, food, and damaged contents. Information may change as assessments progress 

 

http://www.publichealth.lacounty.gov/media/wildfire/
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