
MEDICAL ALERT 
 US Army Alaska Surgeon’s Office 

Air Quality Index: Protect Yourself from Outdoor Air Pollution 
 

BLUF: Health concerns may be raised as a result of increased airborne particle levels caused by 
wildfires in Central and South Central Alaska.  Units are cautioned against conducting strenuous 
activities or prolonged (>30 minutes) outdoor activities during unhealthy air quality index (AQI) 
levels (151 and above).   

The AQI is a report that tells how clean or polluted air is and the associated health effects from 
that particular level of pollution. The AQI focuses on health effects our Soldiers may experience 
within a few hours or days after breathing polluted air.  The Environmental Protection Agency 
(EPA) established national air quality standards to protect public health and calculates the AQI 
for five major air pollutants: ground-level ozone, particle pollution (also known as particulate 
matter), carbon monoxide, sulfur dioxide, and nitrogen dioxide.  Ground-level ozone and 
airborne particles are the two pollutants that pose the greatest threat to human health in the US.  

The purpose of the AQI is to help you understand what local air quality means to your health. To 
make it easier to understand, the AQI is divided into six categories that correspond to a different 
level of health concern: 

1. "Good" AQI is 0 - 50. Air quality is considered satisfactory, and air pollution poses little 
or no risk.  

2. "Moderate" AQI is 51 - 100. Air quality is acceptable; however, for some pollutants 
there may be a moderate health concern for a very small number of people. For example, 
people who are unusually sensitive to ozone may experience respiratory symptoms.  

3. "Unhealthy for Sensitive Groups" AQI is 101 - 150. Although general public is not 
likely to be affected at this AQI range, people with lung disease, older adults and children 
are at a greater risk from exposure to ozone, whereas persons with heart and lung disease, 
older adults and children are at greater risk from the presence of particles in the air.   

4. "Unhealthy" AQI is 151 - 200. Everyone may begin to experience some adverse health 
effects, and members of the sensitive groups may experience more serious effects.  

5. "Very Unhealthy" AQI is 201 - 300. This would trigger a health alert signifying that 
everyone may experience more serious health effects.  

6. "Hazardous" AQI greater than 300. This would trigger health warnings of emergency 
conditions. The entire population is more likely to be affected.  

Particle pollution (also known as “particulate matter”) consists of a mixture of solids and liquid 
droplets. Some particles are emitted directly; others form when pollutants emitted by various 
sources react in the atmosphere. Particle pollution levels can be very unhealthy and even 
hazardous during events such as forest fires. Particle levels can be elevated indoors, especially 
when outdoor particle levels are high. 

Particles come in a wide range of sizes. Those less than 10 micrometers in diameter (smaller than 
the width of a single human hair) are so small that they can get into the lungs, where they can 
cause serious health problems. 
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• Fine particles. The smallest particles (those 2.5 micrometers or less in diameter) are 
called “fine” particles. These particles are so small they can be detected only with an 
electron microscope. Major sources of fine particles include motor vehicles, power 
plants, residential wood burning, forest fires, agricultural burning, some industrial 
processes, and other combustion processes. 

• Coarse particles. Particles between 2.5 and 10 micrometers in diameter are referred to as 
“coarse.” Sources of coarse particles include crushing or grinding operations, and dust 
stirred up by vehicles traveling on roads.  
 

LEADER CONSIDERATIONS 

• Short term exposure could be considered a nuisance hazard without long term impacts. 
• Even healthy Soldiers could expect to have irritated eyes, sore throat, runny nose, and 

cough during times of unhealthy air quality. 
• Assess formations to identify personnel with pre-existing medical conditions making 

them more sensitive to unhealthy air quality. 

Increased airborne particle levels may raise health concerns with the current wildfires in Central 
and South Central Alaska.  The following guidance is provided. 

Air Quality Index 
Levels of Health 

Concern 

Numerical 
Value Meaning USARAK Activity Level  

Guidance 

Good 0 to 50 Air quality is considered satisfactory, and air 
pollution poses little or no risk 

No activity limitations or modifications to 
operations. 

Moderate 51 to 100 
Air quality is acceptable; however, for some 
pollutants there may be a moderate health 
concern for a very small number of people who 
are unusually sensitive to air pollution. 

No activity limitations or modifications to 
operations. 

Unhealthy for 
Sensitive Groups 101 to 150 

Members of sensitive groups may experience 
health effects. The general public is not likely to 
be affected.  

1. Continue with mission activities. 
2. Outdoor PRT is acceptable, monitor 
Soldiers for any adverse effects, 
especially those with existing respiratory 
or cardiac conditions. 

Unhealthy 151 to 200 
Everyone may begin to experience health effects; 
members of sensitive groups may experience 
more serious health effects. 

1. Conduct PRT indoors. 
2. If the mission dictates prolonged (>30 
minutes) non-exertional outdoor 
exposure, it is recommended for Soldiers 
to wear an N95 mask. 
3. Continue with mission essential tasks. 

Very Unhealthy  201 to 300 Health warnings of emergency conditions. The 
entire population is more likely to be affected.  

1. Conduct PRT indoors. 
2. If the mission dictates prolonged (>30 
minutes) non-exertional outdoor 
exposure, it is recommended for Soldiers 
to wear an N95 mask. 
3. Assess conditions and implement 
appropriate indoor rest periods to 
minimize exertion while balancing mission 
essential tasks. 
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Hazardous 301 to 500 Health alert: everyone may experience more 
serious health effects 

1. Conduct PRT indoors. 
2. If the mission dictates prolonged (>30 
minutes) non-exertional outdoor 
exposure, it is recommended for Soldiers 
to wear an N95 mask. 
3. Conduct mission critical activities  

When exercising during unhealthy AQI levels many pollutants can be inhaled as people tend to 
breathe through the mouth, bypassing the nasal mucosa’s ability to remove impurities.  People 
breathe many times the normal volume of air during strenuous activities. Breathing pollutants 
irritates the respiratory tract, makes the person less able to perform aerobically, and may cause 
illness in those with respiratory and/or cardiac conditions (e.g. asthma). 

Military personnel who experience significant symptoms in elevated AQI environments should 
seek evaluation by their medical provider. 

Units are cautioned against conducting strenuous activities during unhealthy AQI levels (151 and 
above).  Physical training should be conducted indoors and focus on strength and flexibility to 
avoid a significant increase in breathing. 

Real time AQI data can be accessed through the following Alaska Department of Environmental 
Conservation, Division of Air Quality website: 

http://dec.alaska.gov/Applications/Air/airtoolsweb/Aq/ 

The point of contact for this alert is the USARAK Surgeon’s office at 907-384-1221 or 1988. 

http://dec.alaska.gov/Applications/Air/airtoolsweb/Aq/

