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Earlier this year, the American Lung Association handed out F grades for air quality 

to almost 60 percent of U.S. counties.1  The Sierra Club recently followed suit, failing 70 
percent of cities for their efforts to improve air quality with spending on public transit.2  
Based on these poor grades, advocacy groups are recommending billions of dollars in 
new regulatory costs and substantial new restrictions on Americans’ freedom to choose 
where and how they live and travel.  But what do these letter grades really mean in terms 
of peoples’ actual health and welfare? 

Simple grading systems are appealing because they boil down a wide range of 
complex information and analysis into a single letter that anyone can easily understand.   
Your county got an F for air quality? Then your air must be unsafe to breathe.  Want to 
change those F’s to A’s? Prod your local officials into clamping down on automobiles 
and “suburban sprawl,” and building more public transit.  That’s the idea anyway.   
Unfortunately, these grading systems turn out to have little to do with the actual 
environmental health and safety factors they purport to evaluate.    

 

Sierra Club Mistaken On Link Between Transit and Air Quality 

In its report “Clearing the Air with Transit Spending” the Sierra Club graded cities 
based on the fraction of transportation funding spent on public transit versus highways, 
and motor vehicle pollution per capita.  Cities with greater transit funding and less per 
capita motor vehicle pollution received better grades.3   

Though the Sierra Club claimed that cities with better grades are also doing a better 
job at reducing air pollution, it appears the report’s authors never checked to see if their 
grading system had any relation to actual air quality.  It doesn’t.  Figure 1 compares the 
Sierra Club’s grades for metro areas to actual pollution levels.4  Note that cities that got 
the best grades from the Sierra Club have the worst air pollution—just the opposite of 
what one would expect if the grades tracked actual health risk.5   

The Sierra Club recommends increasing transit funding, reducing road funding, and 
requiring higher density, transit-oriented development to fight sprawl, decrease driving 
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and thereby reduce air pollution. 6  But as we’ve seen, the data show that there is no 
relationship between transit funding levels and air quality.  That’s because in most 
American cities, more than 90 percent of people commute to work by car regardless of 
transit funding levels.  Even in cities like Chicago and Washington, DC, which have 
extensive public transport, more than 80 percent of people commute by car.  In the New 
York metro area, with by far the best public transit system in the country, two-thirds of 
commuters still drive to work.7  There is also no correlation between trends in per-capita 
transit use and transit funding levels in American cities.  Per-capita transit use declined in 
most metropolitan areas between 1990 and 1999, regardless of funding levels.8   

Denser development also has little effect on the amount people drive.  Using data 
from the National Personal Transportation Survey, researchers from the Georgia Institute 
of Technology found that nearly tripling metropolitan density decreases driving by only 
about seven percent.9  People drive because the automobile can’t be beat for flexibility 
and convenience.  Even in Europe, with its dense cities, extensive public transport, and 
$4 to $5 per gallon gasoline, automobile use has skyrocketed during the last few 
decades.10  Europeans, like Americans, embraced the automobile when rising incomes 
put auto travel within reach of most households. 

 

Number of high ozone days is average for all cities receiving given letter grade. Ozone 
data from EPA AIRData Web site, www.epa.gov/aqspubl1/annual_summary.html 

 

Figure 1: Sierra Club "Cleaning the Air with Transportation 
Choices" Grade vs. Actual Air Quality in American Cities
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American Lung Association Inflates Air Pollution Exposure  

Just as with the Sierra Club, the American Lung Association’s (ALA) air quality 
grades also have little to do with actual air pollution levels in American cities.  In “The 
State of the Air 2001,” ALA graded counties’ air quality by tallying the number of days 
each year in which at least one monitoring location in a county registered an ozone level 
of at least 0.085 parts per million (ppm).11  Unfortunately, this method vastly 
overestimates real air pollution exposure.  For example, 99 percent of people in San 
Diego County live in areas that meet EPA’s ozone health standards (see Figure 2).12   
Nevertheless, ALA gave San Diego County as a whole an F grade for air quality, because 
one rural location (Alpine) with 0.3 percent of the county’s population has elevated 
ozone.  ALA may thus have scared the 3 million residents of San Diego County into 
thinking their air is unsafe, when only the 10,000 residents of Alpine ever experience 
high ozone levels.  ALA made the same error for dozens of other populous counties 
around the U.S., counting tens of millions of people as being exposed to high levels of air 
pollution, when in fact their air is clean. 

 

Areas with fewer than four days per year exceeding 0.084 ppm ozone meet EPA’s 8-hour, 
0.085 ppm ozone standard. See endnote 12 for explanation. San Diego County ozone data 
are from California Air Resources Board, “California Amb ient Air Quality Data CD-ROM,” 
CD Number PTSD-00-014-CD, Planning and Technical Support Division, November 2000. 

 

Figure 2: San Diego County: Average Number of 
Days Per Year Exceeding 0.084 ppm Ozone, 1997-1999
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Overlooking a History of Progress 

What is also lost in these simplistic letter grades is context.  The Sierra Club and 
ALA discount America’s success in combating air pollution during the last 20 years.   
According to Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) monitoring data, average ozone 
levels in the U.S. dropped 24 percent between 1980 and 1999.13  Areas with the worst air 
pollution have had the greatest success.  For example, Los Angeles and Houston reduced 
high ozone days by 80 and 50 percent, respectively, between 1980 and 2000.14  The 
nation achieved these reductions at the same time that driving increased by 75 percent.15  
Even as air quality continues to improve, ALA nevertheless claims that the number of 
people exposed to high air pollution levels is increasing.    

The Sierra Club also errs in its claim that any air pollution improvements achieved so 
far are being “cancelled out,” because people are driving more, and more and more 
motorists are purchasing big Sport Utility Vehicles.16  In reality, technological progress is 
winning the war on air pollution.  On-road pollution measurements show that even with 
more SUVs on the road, the average new vehicle starts out cleaner and stays cleaner as it 
ages when compared with older models, and average emissions of the vehicle fleet are 
dropping several percent per year.17  EPA predicts, based on regulations already on the 
books, that average motor vehicle per-mile emissions will drop by 85 percent during the 
next 20 years due to ongoing fleet turnover to cleaner vehicles.18  This means that air 
pollution will continue to decline even with large increases in driving.19   

Technological advances are bringing us cleaner air along with the single-family 
homes, automobile-based travel, and suburban lifestyles that most Americans desire.   
Unfortunately, the ALA and Sierra Club are only two among many advocacy groups 
using phony grading systems to foment public fear and increase support for unnecessary 
and undesirable restrictions on where and how we live and travel.  In recent months, 
other groups have released equally misleading reports on the supposed dangers of 
suburban development for human health and welfare.20  These reports, with their 
quantitative data analysis and university-style grades, have the patina of rigorous science, 
but none of the substance.  Though “anti-sprawl” advocates earn failing grades in Science 
and Policy, by bombarding and bewildering the media and the public with specious 
analysis, they may just hoodwink their way into an A in Politics. 
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