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Background and Context
• Indices make complex information easier to 

understand by centralizing data sets into simpler 
reference values

• Air Quality Index (AQI) indicates the health risk of 
multiple air pollutants

• AQI is monitored and reported throughout the US
• It is often overlooked in government and individual 

decisions 

Research Question
• What features of environmental indices are helpful for 

policy-making?
• How can those features be applied to the AQI?
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Internship at US EPA Region 10
• Industrial permitting under the Clean Air Act requires a 

cost-benefit analysis of air pollution control technology
• There are no standardized regulations for how the 

analysis is performed or determined, only guidelines

• My task was to contact state permit engineers and 
search public databases to see what kinds of cost 
information was available to them when approving 
permits

Figure 3: Most of the 
permit engineers I reached 
out to were unable to 
provide any cost 
information for the 
projects

Figure 2: Entry in the RBLC, EPA’s database for air permits

Figure 1: Wildfire effects in Seattle has increased people’s awareness 
of the AQI, from Washington Energy 

Internship Findings
• As seen in Figure 3, it is difficult to implement policies on a large 

scale without clear and easy to understand rules
• There is an opportunity here for a comprehensive database that 

allows permit engineers to search and compare previous permits to 
inform decisions on future permitting actions
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Figure 4: indices that account 
for more pillars are seen as 
relevant to more people’s goals, 
which makes them more likely 
to be used and referenced 

Significance
AQI as an index:
• While many government reports tend to look at levels 

of specific pollutants, the AQI can also accurately 
indicator of pollution levels

• The Air Now website, used for reporting, now include 
additional features such as forecasting and wildfire 
risk warning to serve a wider set of needs

Applications and opportunities of the AQI:
• There has been much recent development on 

environmental data management systems, such as 
Figure 4

• Awareness of AQI should start at the individual level. 
If people care about the values, any issues that arise 
would be more likely to be put on the policy agenda
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Easy to understand 
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behavior
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more of the 

Three Pillars of 
Sustainability, 

see Figure 4

Data is comparable: 
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Research Results

Figure 4: Puget Sound 
Partnership “Vital 
Signs” dashboard, 
which monitors 
environmental health 
through various 
ecological health and 
social wellness 
measurements


