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A BRIEF GUIDE TO ATMOSPHERIC POLLUTANTS
A number of different chemical entities, from a range of sources, can contribute towards atmospheric pollution, the consequences of which can 
include global warming and smog. This graphic looks at a selection of major groups of atmospheric pollutants, their major sources, and their effects.
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A gas generated by the incomplete 
combustion of fuels – primarily from 

road transport. Affects human health, 
as it reduces oxygen-carrying capacity 
of the blood. It also reacts with other 
atmospheric gases to produce ozone.

C O C OO N OO
S

OO
N

HH
H

C

O

HH
O

OO

O

O

PM10

PM2.5

Hg
Pb

Cd

A gas generated by the burning 
of fossil fuels in the production of 
electricity. Also emitted by natural 

processes. Human emissions are linked 
with rising atmospheric CO2 levels and 

anthropogenic global warming.

Primarily created by combustion in 
road transport. Nitrous oxide is an 

important global warming contributor, 
whilst nitrogen dioxide is involved in 

ground-level ozone forming reactions, 
and is also a component of smog.

The primary source of sulfur dioxide is 
the burning of fossil fuels to generate 
electricity. It can contribute to smog, 

reacts with water to produce acid 
rain, and can also cause wheezing and 

breathing problems for asthmatics.

Ammonia’s primary atmospheric source 
is from its use in agriculture, such as 
manure & fertilisers. It can react with 

other pollutants to produce particulate 
matter. It also has the ability to over-

enrich ecosystems with nitrogen.

VOCs (volatile organic compounds) 
are emitted naturally by vegetation. 
Amongst significant human sources 
is road transport, as well as solvents. 
They can contribute to formation of 

ground-level ozone and smog.

The ozone layer shields us from UV 
radiation, but ground-level ozone is a 

major pollutant. It’s formed from other 
pollutants in the presence of sunlight. 
Ozone is a major component of smog, 

and can also cause health effects.

POPs (persistent organic pollutants) 
are volatile chemicals released into the 

atmosphere, often from agricultural 
or industrial uses. They persist in the 

environment and can have health 
effects on both wildlife & humans.

Particulate matter is composed of a 
huge number of different components. 
Some are directly emitted, while others 

are generated by reactions in the 
atmosphere. They cause haze and can 

also cause lung problems if inhaled.

Heavy metals are released into the 
atmosphere from a range of sources, 
including burning of fossil fuels and 

road transport emissions. Some, such 
as mercury and lead, have toxic health 

effects in humans. 


