
The Most Polluted Cities in the U.S. Revealed 
 

The fine particles of air pollution are small enough to travel deep into our lungs and bloodstream, 

ultimately causing an onset of health issues in what concerns the respiratory tract and heart. Woefully, 

the U.S. is known for its high air pollution levels, with certain areas evidently being more polluted than 

others. It’s in these cities that you shouldn’t relocate if you have a choice as you would expose yourself 

to severe health issues down the road. Needless to say, for the inhabitants of these high-pollution areas, 

the situation is quite grim in what concerns their health and well-being. 

Until proper measures are taken and the situation changes drastically enough for the air to be safe to 

breathe, these cities remain real epicenters of disease. In the following, I want to shed light on which of 

the U.S. cities deal with the worst pollution levels. If you don’t live in any of them yet, consider yourself 

lucky and, my advice, don’t relocate unless you don’t have a choice, not until air quality stats sufficiently 

improve. Without further ado, let’s turn to our topic of the day. 

Most Polluted U.S. Cities by Ozone and Particle Pollution 

I’ll briefly list the cities with the worst fine particle pollution per year, as well as the cities with the worst 

ozone pollution to give you a clearer picture of the areas with the lowest ambient air quality. Here it 

goes: 

 

For Year-Round Particle Pollution For Ozone Air Pollution 

1. Bakersfield, California 1. Los Angeles-Long Beach, California 

2. Visalia, California 2. Visalia, California 

3. Fresno-Madera-Hanford, California 3. Bakersfield, California 

4. Los Angeles-Long Beach, California 4. Fresno-Madera-Hanford, California 

5. Fairbanks, Alaska 5. Phoenix-Mesa, Arizona 

6. Sacramento-Roseville, California 6. Denver-Aurora, Colorado 

7. Medford-Grants Pass, Oregon 7. Sacramento-Roseville, California 

8. Phoenix-Mesa, Arizona 8. San Diego-Chula Vista-Carlsbad, California 

9. San Jose-San Francisco-Oakland, California 9. Huston-The Woodlands, Texas 

10. Indianapolis-Carmel-Muncie, Indiana 10. Salt Lake City-Provo-Orem, Utah 

Ranking according to the American Lung Association “State of the Air” 2022 report 

 

These are the numbers provided by the latest statistics, with reports covering 2022, the year which just 

ended. As you can see, California is the state that takes the rotten cake, with cities from it topping the 

charts on both sides. Bakersfield is chief when it comes to particle pollution throughout the year, while 

Los Angeles and Long Beach are tied and lead when it comes to ozone air pollution. 

 

https://www.lung.org/research/sota/city-rankings/most-polluted-cities


 

Why Is the Air in the State of California So Polluted? 

California tops the rankings when it comes to the U.S. states with the worst air quality, and this is an 

ongoing situation for years now. So many cities in this state deal with ozone and fine particle pollution, 

with inhabitants feeling the repercussions of breathing the impure air firsthand. In fact, a 2021 study by 

the Environmental Defense Fund and George Washington University shows that an average of 10,000 

deaths per year are attributed in the state of California to air pollution. Poor air quality also resulted in 

5,500 new childhood asthma cases across the Bay Area. 

Inevitably, you might wonder what makes the cities in this particular state so much more exposed to air 

pollution. Here are the 4 factors that make the great state of California not so worthy of the love 

mentioned in the famous song: 

• Transportation: This is the sector that accounts for most of the state’s polluted air situation, 

with approximately 40% of atmospheric pollution stemming from harmful emissions. The urban 

traffic congestion is worrying but easily explainable seeing how approximately one in every two 

people own a car. 

• Energy sources: Although the situation is looking better as of 2022 in this department, the 

energy sources used to generate electricity for the state of California have already taken their 

toll on the state’s air purity stats. 

https://ehp.niehs.nih.gov/doi/10.1289/EHP7679
https://www.cnbc.com/2022/04/13/california-releases-proposal-to-ban-new-gas-fueled-cars-by-2035-.html


• Heatwaves: This is the factor to blame for the high ozone air pollution since ozone generates 

when the temperatures rise and there’s a lot of sunshine. Although ozone levels are high 

year-round, they skyrocket during summer when the heatwaves strike. To make matters worse, 

as highlighted in this 2021 research paper, the high heat combined with the high ozone pollution 

has led to an increased number of respiratory hospitalizations in the Golden State. 

• Wildfires: The extremely hot weather combined with the dry air throughout the state make 

California highly predisposed to wildfires, a natural phenomenon that there’s little we can do 

about. To make matters worse, climate change is only aggravating the situation further, causing 

drought conditions to amplify in all areas, and temperatures to rise. For a state like California 

where these two factors were already problematic, the news is as bad as it gets. 

What You Can Do to Reduce Your Exposure to Polluted Air 

If you live in any of the cities I listed in the previous table, you are likely worried about your health and 

trying to think of solutions to reduce the impact that ozone and PM2.5 pollution have on you. And 

understandably why, let’s face it. While there’s little that you can do to change the situation outdoors 

on the spot, actively playing your part in reducing ambient air pollution will make a difference. Actions 

like cutting down on car trips, switching to energy-efficient devices and appliances, and buying local are 

only some of the ways in which you can participate in improving outdoor air quality in your area. Of 

course, you should also help raise awareness on this matter to have even more people join the cause to 

ultimately see stats improving through collective efforts. 

Now turning back to the main point of this section, namely reducing your exposure to the pollutants in 

the air, your solution is quite simple. Just beware of the times of day when air pollution outdoors is at its 

highest and, if possible, avoid getting out of the house during those specific hours. You can also check 

alternative routes for your daily commute and pick the one that passes through areas with the least 

amount of air pollution. It’s a bit of a headache to do so much planning, but the result is worth it 

considering that you ultimately steer clear as much as possible from inhaling health-threatening 

contaminants. 

Indoors it’s a whole different story though. In areas like these where outdoor air pollution is high, 

believe it or not, indoor air pollution is likely even worst. If you don’t believe me and live in one of the 

cities mentioned in this article, get an air quality monitor. Take a look at the worrying stats it displays, 

that will surely do the trick to convince you that the air in your home needs your attention ASAP. 

Luckily, it’s very easy to keep the air clean indoors. For one, you must get an air purifier with HEPA and 

activated carbon filters that can remove a wide range of air pollutants of all sizes, as well as odors. This 

machine is a must-have if you live in a city with high air pollution since its specific purpose is to clean the 

air of contaminants. Here are some other actions you can take to supplement the great job done by the 

air purifier: 

• Decorate your home with air-cleaning plants that do so much more than simply beautify the 

space as they can also trap air pollutants quite effectively. If you’re a plant lover, you are surely 

rejoicing at the more green friends indoors does wonders for air quality. 

https://www.pnas.org/doi/10.1073/pnas.2023078118
https://www.breathepureair.org/plants-clean-the-air/


• If you have pets, keep them groomed. Dogs and cats are major polluters because of the hair and 

dander they release into the air. But the issue is easily solvable to a high extent if you make it a 

habit to wash and brush their fur regularly. 

• Whether you switch to household cleaners made with non-toxic chemicals or make your own 

cleaning solutions, what’s important is that you stop cleaning with products that contain toxic 

chemical components. 

• Keep humidity on the reps to avoid mold infestation. High moisture creates the perfect growing 

ground for mold, and once this issue appears, mold spores, even potentially toxic ones, will 

linger in the air and you will ultimately inhale them. 

• Depending on which part of the country you’re from, you might find this one odd, but it’s a must 

for cleaner air. What I’m talking about is taking your outside shoes off when you come inside the 

house. Deposit the dirty shoes on a rack and switch to house slippers that have clean soles when 

you’re indoors. 

• Crack the windows open at night when there’s not much traffic outside. Air pollution levels 

fluctuate, and chances are that at night, the outside air is more than welcome inside to freshen 

up the space with some much-needed clean air. 

The Takeaway 

Today’s article is a piece that I hold dear and wanted to write since starting this website. I find that U.S. 

citizens need to know which cities fare worst when it comes to air pollution as for those who are looking 

to relocate, this information might help them change their minds. On the other hand, for people living in 

the aforementioned areas that are highly affected by ozone and PM2.5, this ranking can serve as an 

eye-opener. Not only should you start being more cautious when it comes to your health by trying to 

reduce exposure to outdoor air pollution, but you should also start making a change in your daily 

activities to have a positive impact on the situation. Needless to say, putting pressure on authorities to 

start improving the situation with air pollution in your area is also a must. 

With all this said, I want to end on a high note and mention that in the past years, cities and states all 

over the U.S. have indeed started to make changes for the better in what concerns air pollution 

reduction. While efforts do indeed need to be revved up for the situation to improve, at least we are on 

the right track for the future. 


