Note on locations of monitoring stations 

From Xavier Querol

The location of monitoring stations in the different EU state members is based on different strategies designed by each country, so that the number of stations in rural, urban, traffic or industrial sites varies greatly. According to Airbase data from 2001 to 2004 (http://air-climate.eionet.eu.int/, see table below), in a given EU state member between 70-80% of the monitoring sites are located in hotspots, while in others the average is 40-45%, although the average can as low as 16% in some cases. As an obvious result of this, air quality monitoring networks with a higher proportion of traffic and industrial hotspots monitoring sites will present average annual levels of atmospheric pollutants and number of exceedences of the daily limit values higher than those countries with more rural and urban background monitoring sites, even if the actual levels of atmospheric pollution are similar. Then for compliance of the targets of the air quality standards at the EU level a harmonization of the sitting criteria of monitoring stations would result in more comparative information on air quality from the different state members.
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The strategies adopted by US EPA and many central and northern EU countries are to report on monitoring data only, or mostly, in urban background sites. This is because probably in many of the cities this environment may reflect the exposure. However, in some southern EU countries the population lives more close to the traffic emissions (narrow streets, canyon effects, lower density of green areas, life style associated with flats/apartments more than with isolated housing,….) and if monitoring is carried out mostly in urban background sites, then the exposure will be probably underestimated or unrelated with ambient data.

The main question to be solved in this sense is the problem of legally defining ‘hotspots’ or ‘urban background’ in a way that the definition is applicable for all state members. The limit values for pollutants then may be very well selected for these two types of environments. Otherwise, it is possible to find some contradictory strategies for air quality standardisation, such as the case of PM2.5 for which in US a limit value of 15 µg/m3 is applied for urban background, whereas in EU a limit value of 25 µgPM2.5/m3 will probably apply for the whole European territory, but in this case including hotspots. Our question is: What is more restrictive: selecting a strict limit value for urban background ‘only’ or a more relaxed one but including hotspots? Large efforts have been paid on the comparability of instrumentation for measuring proposes, but in our opinion a similar effort should be paid on the sitting criteria.

In any case for legislative purposes, and in order to evaluate the air quality homogenously across EU, or even for penalising exceedances, EU air monitoring networks should be designed with a similar proportions of background and hotspots sites.
