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English is full of sayings that connect respira�on with ease and relaxa�on: “breathe deeply to relieve stress,”
“as natural as breathing,” and “it’s a breeze.” We take breathing for granted…that is un�l pollu�on or illness, like
chronic obstruc�ve pulmonary disease (COPD), make it diﬃcult or impossible to inhale.
Between the airborne COVID-19 pandemic and massive wildﬁres impac�ng many regions, our lungs are under
atack. However, the 16 million Americans diagnosed with COPD (and many more undiagnosed) struggle to
breathe every day – and are especially vulnerable to these new threats.1
Tightness in the chest, persistent cough, needing to catch your breath during rou�ne ac�vi�es…as if this wasn’t
bad enough, researchers found that COPD increased the risk of developing lung cancer, colorectal cancer and liver
cancer, among other major cancers. They suspect that COPD may cause harmful muta�on in the cells of other
organs beyond the lungs.2
Far more serious than just causing its vic�ms to be winded, COPD is the fourth leading cause of death in the United
States, as well as a major cause of disability.3 This impact extends to both pa�ents and their families. A recent
study illustrates just how debilita�ng COPD can be and the emo�onal toll it can have on caregivers. Researchers
found that while breathlessness annoyed pa�ents with COPD, it was more upse�ng to caregivers watching their
loved ones struggle to breathe. Both pa�ents and caregivers reported the feeling of a “shrinking world” from the
limita�ons of frequent shortness of breath.4
You Are What You Breathe: Impacts of Air Quality
Like so many events in 2020, the wildﬁres in the western U.S. have underscored exis�ng concerns, in this case, air
quality and the impact it can have on the 37 million Americans living with chronic lung condi�ons.5 Photos of
ominous orange skies stretching from California to Colorado clearly illustrated the danger wildﬁre smoke presents
to everyone, but poor air quality can present risks for those living with lung condi�ons even without natural
disasters. Researchers studying the link between disease, including COPD, and urban pollu�on called air pollu�on,
“the most important environmental risk factor for health.”6
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According to the American Lung Associa�on’s State of the
Air report released in 2020, “in 2016-2018, millions more
Americans were living in communi�es impacted by
unhealthy levels of pollu�on in the form of more
unhealthy ozone days, more par�cle pollu�on days and
higher annual par�cle levels than in previous reports.”
While the catastrophic wildﬁres were part of the problem,
climate change and air pollu�on also contributed to
overall poorer air quality.7
Those living with COPD and other chronic lung condi�ons
should monitor their local air quality index (AQI) by
visi�ng AirNow.gov. While extremely poor air quality can
aﬀect anyone, those with COPD may need to stay inside or
limit their �me outside even with moderate air quality as
can happen during otherwise beau�ful weather. Being
stuck inside is part of that shrinking world feeling that
pa�ents with COPD and their caregivers report. This table
from Airnow.gov illustrates air quality levels:
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How to Reduce Your Risk
A con�nuous exposure to pollu�on, fumes, or most commonly, tobacco smoke, damages lungs, causing COPD.
According to the Na�onal Heart, Lung and Blood Ins�tute, the following symptoms can be signs of COPD:10
•

An ongoing cough or a cough that produces a lot of mucus

•

Shortness of breath, especially with physical ac�vity

•

Wheezing or a whistling or squeaky sound when you breathe

•

Chest �ghtness

COPD is a chronic, progressive condi�on without a cure. However, despite the serious symptoms and
complica�ons, COPD is preventable and o�en treatable if iden�ﬁed early. The ﬁrst step is to , or beter yet, never
start;11 cigarete smoking is the leading cause of COPD.12 You can also protect yourself by being aware of dangers
like chemicals and fumes in your home and at work. Take proper precau�ons to avoid being exposed to fumes for
a long period of �me.
Caring for our lungs is as essen�al as the quality of air we breathe. If you smoke, visit the Centers for Disease
Control and Preven�on and the American Lung Associa�on for resources to help you quit.
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