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Ground-level ozone to hit critical safety thresholds by middle of century

By the middle of this century, atmospheric pollution drifting from cities and industrial centres across the globe will force thousands of people to stay indoors for days on end.

Apart from its dramatic impact on population health and social cohesion, rising ground-level ozone pollution will also threaten vast tracts of vegetation, including forests and food crops.

This disturbing forecast, presented at an international scientific conference in Sydney, has put realistic timelines on the huge threat to humanity caused by tropospheric, or ground-level, ozone.

Ozone pollution, largely a by-product of vehicle and factory emissions, is already costing billions of dollars a year in reduced crop yields as plants struggle to neutralize the impact of this aggressive gas.

Jeremy Barnes, Professor of Environmental Biology at Newcastle University in the United Kingdom and a world authority on atmospheric pollution, told the COMBIO scientific conference that, unless dramatic clean air measures were implemented, ozone levels would exceed critical safety thresholds 24 hours a day across continents by the middle of this century.

“Peak ozone concentrations are reducing, but the background pollutant concentrations are steadily approaching the threshold,” he said at the Sydney Convention Centre.

“The situation is worrying, and it is worsening.”

Ozone is a naturally occurring gas in the atmosphere, where it is derived from incursions from the stratosphere, plus hydrocarbons released from plants.

Ozone that is a by-product of human activities occurs in the lower atmosphere and is commonly referred to as smog.
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Professor Barnes emphasized this “bad” ozone was one of the major contributors to global warming with much of this pollution drifting into pristine regions from the burgeoning industrial economies of Asia.

Reduced crops yields resulting from ozone impacts on plants are already costing billions of dollars a year in Europe, the United States and Asia.

Professor Barnes said it was affecting the growth and metabolism of plants, and reducing their ability to deal with a variety of other stressful events such  attack by pests and pathogens.

“It will also pose an increasing threat to public health.  People with respiratory conditions will be forced to stay indoors for days on end,” he said.

“We can expect the bad ozone to exceed safety limits for the protection of public health 24 hours a day in major population centres.”

Professor Barnes said while science was working to identify the real impacts of this global threat, governments and industry must urgently implement clean air strategies and legislation.

Global leaders in biological science have gathered at the Sydney Convention Centre for the COMBIO conference to report on latest research into the causes and treatment of diseases that affect millions of people around the world.

COMBIO 2007 is a joint meeting of the Australian Society for Biochemistry and Molecular Biology, the Australia and New Zealand Society for Cell and Developmental Biology and the Australian Society of Plant Scientists.
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