
AIR POLLUTION AND
PRETERM BIRTH

Exposure to air pollution has been identified as a
significant cause of both preterm birth and low
birth weight. Each year, air pollution attributes to
about 16,000 babies born too early in the U.S. [1]

“Protect Yourself and Your Baby”

Air pollution is the presence of
harmful substances in the
atmosphere that can cause
damage to humans, other living
beings, and the environment.

WHAT IS AIR POLLUTION?

What does preterm birth and low birth
weight mean?

Babies born too early, before 37 weeks, are
considered preterm. Babies born too small, 5.5
lbs or less are considered low birth weight.
These infants are more likely to die before their
first birthday. 

What Black pregnant mamas need to know
about air pollution and preterm birth.

Common types of air pollution
are gases, particulates, and
biological pollutants

Particulate matter (PM2.5) are
solid and liquid particles
floating in the air. 

House dust / Animal dander
Viruses & bacteria
Cleaning products
Mold
Carbon monoxide

How does air pollution increase
the risk of preterm birth? 

Increased levels of toxic chemicals in the
blood can cause immune system stress,
weakening the placenta surrounding the
baby and leading to preterm birth. [2]

Pollutants and particulate matter contribute
to the risk for preterm birth by altering the
gestational age at birth. [3]

TYPESWHEREWHAT

INDOORS OUTSIDE

Smoke from fires & charcoal BBQ pits
Car emissions/exhaust
Gasoline
Emissions from processing plants
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Why are Black women at the highest
risk of exposure to air pollution? 

Air pollution is a serious global threat for all of us.
However, pregnant Black women are at especially
high risk. Black women are more likely to live in
unfinished neighborhoods with less green space
and trees and within heavy traffic zones and nearby
manufacturing. Unprotected exposure to high
levels of concentrated pollution makes Black
women and families more vulnerable. [4]

Unfinished neighborhoods are also more likely
to have higher levels of PM2.5 in the air. 
You can tell when PM2.5 levels are especially
high---the particles in the air reduce visibility and
cause the air to appear hazy when levels are
elevated. 
Additionally, Black women experience a
heavier burden of direct human pollution of the
air through exposure to secondhand cigarette
smoke. Smoking in Black communities is the
second highest amongst all race/ethnic groups. 

WHAT CAN YOU DO TO PROTECT YOURSELF AND YOUR BABY?

1. Try to plan your next pregnancy! Wait at least 18
months (birth spacing) before getting pregnant again.
Waiting can improve the health outcomes of your
baby.  Additionally, longer birth spacing allows for the
mother’s body to adequately heal, detox from
previous pollution exposure, and prepare for future
pregnancies.

Fresno has some of the highest levels of pollution burden as determined
by Calenviroscreen 4.0. This puts all Black pregnant mothers at risk. 
The highest levels of PM2.5 in Fresno is in the 93706 zip code. [5]

2. Wear your mask! Wearing a mask helps to protect
you from COVID-19. It can also protect you from air
pollution. Wearing a mask is the norm these days, so
continuing to wear a mask is another way to protect
yourself and your baby from harmful pollutants.

3. Get the help you need to stop smoking. Avoid
secondhand smoke. Smoking among Black folks is the
second highest rate among all race/ethnic groups, and
Black women have the highest rates of smoking while
pregnant. Smoking is harmful to pregnant women, their
babies, and the neighborhood air. [6]

5. Try to use natural products to clean your home, such
as vinegar and baking soda. Common harmful household
products include bleach and oven cleaner. If possible,
ask someone else to do heavy cleaning. If not, take
protective measures such as opening the
doors/windows and wearing gloves and a face mask
while cleaning your home.

4. Spending time with friends and exercising are
alternate ways to reduce stress. Walking is great if
you feel safe in your neighborhood. Or try a prenatal
yoga video on YouTube!
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6. Prioritize civic engagement. Support local efforts
to protect your neighborhood from additional
industrial and manufacturing sites.

7. Vote! Register to vote and commit to vote in every
election. People that vote have healthier outcomes. 

8. Monitor the air quality: The purple air monitoring
table has guidelines for avoiding bad air. The best air
days are when the readings are in the green level, and
worst air days are when readings reach the red levels.
Sign up for notifications at: https://map.purpleair.com/ 
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